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      “Are there beings with the ability to shift forms?” he asked.

      She reached out a hand to caress his serious face and laughed lightly. “Why would you ask me that?”

      “Tell me, would I know if I saw one?”

      “You are serious.” She stood, letting the moonlight filter through the waves of her waist-length hair. “Changers are old beings from the beginning of time, the last scraps of the creator’s spark which formed this World. You would be unlikely to meet one, for they are above us; too distinguished to flirt with the people groups, and too haughty to lower themselves to live with the immortals.” Her long fingers rested on the balcony, gripping it tightly as she continued. “If you ever met one it would be unexplainable. They have two forms which makes them indestructible. One is physical and another is spirit.”

      “Would you know if you met a Changer?” he pressed. “Are they dangerous?”

      She laughed again, her voice rippling gently through the air like the tinkling of silver bells on a crisp night. “Dangerous? There are no creatures in the World more powerful or dangerous.”

      “What if I met a Changer? What should I do?”

      She turned back to him, bending to take his face in her hands. Her intense gaze met his questioning eyes. “Run as fast as you can, and never stop.”
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      A shadow moved in the unceasing midnight blackness. Marklus tensed, then shifted on the grimy stone floor of his ghastly prison cell. Shivering from the bone wearing chill, he rubbed his hands over his thin shoulders and again recalled the hastily inked words that had started it all. The plan had never been to arrive at the northern side of the sea, lost and naïve, stumbling straight into a trap cleverly laid out for him. When the armed guards ambushed him in the decaying, hazy forest of Slutan and dragged him, lively and struggling, to prison, he’d known interrogation and torture were next. Stripped of his weapons and thrown into the blinding darkness of a deep cell, his screams and cries were left woefully unanswered. It seemed there was no reason for his imprisonment, waiting for fear and hunger to drive him mad. If they ever came for him, and even that seemed a bleak wish, he would be broken, ready to give in to their demands. Anything was better than the endless monotony of drifting time while the lack of light and warmth and the stench of death threatened to strip his sanity from him piece by lowly piece.

      Marklus, a displaced warrior from the countries of Mizine in the south, had been invited to join a reckless band of rebels building a secret army. Motivated by the passion of his fearless leader—who also happened to be his best friend—Marklus made it his task to travel north for covert information on the enemy’s plans. Unfortunately, his mission had gone awry, but the worst part of being trapped in prison was the knowledge that no one would come to his rescue. Since the band of rebels was not under official authorization by the various Rulers of the land, the repercussions for joining or further assisting the secret army were steep. The Western World was full of strife. The powers on both sides of the Dejewla Sea that separated the north and south were locked in a fierce struggle to rule the fate of the inhabitants of the Western World. The rebels of Mizine had grown suspicious when peculiar warriors began raiding their lands. Shouldering responsibility for the fate of the Western World, they took it upon themselves to discover what plans the north had for the south, and how to put an end to their reign of terror.

      Now the year-old words from the parchment were naught but faded memory. Marklus remembered the nervous excitement of having a secret mission with his childhood friend. Their paths had gone separate ways after the disaster that struck Zikeland, Marklus’ homeland. But it was the quest that brought them back together, reminding them how much stronger they were as a team.

      Marklus sighed in frustration as he recalled the plans they’d made to sneak north into Slutan and travel to the enemy’s base, an abyss called the Great Water Hole. In the far northwest corner, in a place long thought to have been abandoned, the still waters were rumored to move again. Legend told of the beauty of the Great Water Hole, a mysterious canyon with trails and springs leading to the source of its secrets if one were persistent enough. It was alleged that eventually the trail of water flowed into Oceantic on a current that led directly to the South World. Although those theories were as yet untested, there was something ominous about the enemy setting up base in the forsaken canyon.

      The blackness of the merciless prison shifted as Marklus restlessly moved to the other side of his six-foot-long cell. Most days, if there were days anymore, a heavy-footed guard, annoyed with his mundane task, would deliver the daily rations, rudely slung under the bars. The door had not been opened since that day he had been thrown in, and as the hours shifted, his meal was delivered and he was forgotten again. If only he had listened to Crinte, who’d assured him he already had a scout willing to cross the sea. But the information Marklus sought was too valuable to leave to just anyone. He recalled that day vividly.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Crinte was absolutely sure of himself. He marched around the room, gesturing passionately and arguing forcefully with Ackhor. Marklus, sitting across the table from Ackhor, couldn’t help but smirk privately to himself each time the

      two fought. Crinte and Marklus has been long-time childhood friends, but when it came time to choose who would lead the camp of rebel warriors, Crinte had chosen Ackhor, a friend he had met when traveling the Western World with his father. It was true that Ackhor had much more strategic fighting experience. He had led expeditions to hunt mystical creatures in the Algrema Forests, coordinated peace treaties between the smaller countries of Mizine, and led troops to calm civil uprisings. However, Crinte and Marklus actually had a better mindset for working together.

      “I’m telling you,” Crinte announced incessantly, “there is more going on here than meets the eye. These raids, they are almost like distractions to keep our armies busy, keep them from seeing the truth.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you,” interrupted Ackhor, as if he were trying to appease a child. “They are sending scouts over to test our strength. It’s standard military strategy.”

      “That’s what I’m saying!” Crinte insisted. “They come, they raid, they leave. There is no burning and pillaging. They aren’t trying to destroy our resources, they are trying to keep us blind! There is more going on than meets the eye, Ackhor.”

      “Crinte.” Ackhor’s voice grew stern. “You have no proof, and I cannot authorize you to take a group of spies across the sea to discover what mysteries our enemy is hiding. That is suicide, and you only have a thought. What if you’re wrong? We need our best warriors here, on the front lines, defending our lands.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Best warriors—Ackhor had chosen his words well. What he actually referred to were the fighting elite, not only warriors who were exceptionally skilled in fighting, but also controlled an element of power. As far as Marklus knew, there were only two—and he was one of them. That knowledge made his cage seem all the smaller, and his folly lay heavy on his mind.

      A footfall hesitantly landed on the prison floor and Marklus’ ears pricked up, his thin body rigid as the footsteps grew nearer. This was no ordinary prison guard. Normally, their footfalls were heavy and loud, laden down with the emasculating tasking of feeding the prisoners. These footsteps were barely perceptible and paused every few seconds. Marklus stood in his cell, forcing his eyes to look into the dim light, his heart thumping as he waited with bated breath. It was mere minutes before a shadow drifted close. Marklus could barely perceive two hands gripping the bars that separated them.

      “Are you alive?” the shadow whispered.

      Thrown by the unexpected question, Marklus attempted to gather saliva in his parched mouth to respond, but the shadow did not wait. “We are leaving. Wait for my signal.”

      “Who are you? What signal?” Marklus managed to croak out. But it was too late; the shadow was gone, as if it had never been there.

      Lowering himself to the disgusting prison floor, Marklus began to wonder if he was losing his mind. Closing his eyes for a brief moment, he let his sensory input take over. He pricked his ears, listening hard, but the footfalls had vanished. Escape seemed a cruel joke, but he had to break free of his jail cell. Ever since being captured a few months ago, his mind had been silently panicking because he was no closer to knowing the truth of what was happening on the northern side of the sea. To take his mind off the situation, he let his thoughts drift back into the past and what had led him to make such a daring trip.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Maybe our best warriors shouldn’t be hiding in the fighting camp training others,” Crinte had retorted that day. “Maybe our best warriors should be on the other side of the sea, finding out what really is happening. It is naive on our part to turn a blind eye to the truth. It’s not mere battles that win a war. As warriors, we not only need skill with a blade, we have to outthink and outsmart our enemy. Playing it safe on this side of the sea does not cut it. If they can send troops over here to scout out our weaknesses, we can do the same. I’d rather invade their land than wait for them to bring ruin to this side of the sea. Turn a blind eye if you wish—I will not stand for it!”

      By the time Crinte finished speaking, his face was red and mere inches away from Ackhor’s.

      Ackhor stood firm, his arms crossed, glaring at Crinte as if daring him to speak further. “Do you think I don’t know this?” he growled. “Wars are won by skill and cunning, and if you dare waltz across the sea into their hands, you will take all that with you. You asked me to come here to talk strategy, you asked me to help you plan to win a war, not just one battle. Is that what you still want?”

      “We have to move faster than this!” Crinte exclaimed. “We have been at this for months, and where has it gotten us?”

      “Recruits,” Ackhor quipped. “We have recruits. We are training warriors, and the more the better—and don’t you forget it.”

      Crinte turned around and shook his head. “Fine,” he exhaled, as if giving up. “We will finish this another time. I am going to the training grounds.” He looked to Marklus questioningly.

      Later that afternoon at the shooting range, Marklus brought up the argument again. “What are you going to do? Ackhor is not going to change his mind.”

      “I know.” Crinte pulled a white arrow tight in his bow and paused for a beat. As he released, the arrow zinged through the air but missed its mark. “We can’t wait for him to take his time to decide; we have to find out what is going on across the sea now. I have a scout I can send, but one will not be enough. We need information. Over here we are sitting blind! This hiding and waiting will be the death of us.”

      Crinte lifted his bow once again. This time his arrow hit the mark, dead on.

      That night, Marklus packed a bag of supplies. Before dawn, his trail through the Sea Forests of Mizine had grown cold.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sometime later, a faint thud jerked Marklus from his insubstantial slumber. He opened his eyes, blinking rapidly to accustom them to the unsettling shades of blackness, but the shield of night hovered like a velvety blanket over the prison. Lifting his heavy head from the pillow of his crooked arm, he pricked his ears. This time, the sound drifted clearly, a combination of muffled footsteps and iron. Reaching for the rusted bars of his cell, Marklus pulled himself to his feet as a clang echoed off the metalwork of the prison. His heart began to race in anticipation, thumping loudly in his chest as he strained to see something, anything, in that midnight hour. But just as quickly, the sounds of the night died away into an irksome silence. Marklus remained frozen, holding on to threads of delusional hope. There was a time when the darkness of the prison had stolen his optimism, and he’d dared not dream beyond his cell. It was true, he longed for freedom without fear of starvation in darkness and the chance to vindicate his homeland. Now, he held to the whispered words of the shadow, the desire for escape pounding so thickly through his veins he thought he would choke.

      A sharp grating sliced through the silence, interrupting his thoughts, the scraping stinging his sensitive ears. Marklus loosened his hold on the bars of his cell as he felt them moving, lifting up and away, no longer holding him captive. Excitement turned to pain as he made a step towards freedom, only to find himself crouching in his cell, his tender ears crippled by the high-pitched screeching of the bars. The prison continued to groan and finally to shake with the weight of what was being asked of it, its wails droning on, mixed with the cries of what could be other prisoners, or even guards.

      Finally, it stopped. The only reality now was the pain in Marklus’ ears and a silence so loud he could hear it humming in the distance. He stood on shaky legs and reached for the bars, which were no longer there. A brief thrill shot through his body as he stepped out of his cell for the first time since being deposited there.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The shadow rose out of the darkness. Her scheme was now in motion, and it was up to the prisoners themselves to finish it. She had been strategizing a mass exodus for weeks, studying the guards, their habits, and ways in and out of the prison. She’d watched as they captured those astray in the woods and locked them up, one by one, until their wills were lost and strength forgotten. Free as she was, the prison was still a fortress, the routes unknown to her, the ins and outs patrolled much too carefully by too many sentinels. Escape had always been the plan; causing a riot was only a diversion.

      She’d had to act sooner than intended. Unfortunate orders had arrived, and she knew it was time to flee before the web of delusion had been cast. Some of the prisoners were already too far gone to notice, no more than bags of bones in their cells, but many would run and die rather than lie down and give in. It was those hardy souls she was counting on.

      Lifting her palms, she blew across the item held there. A wavering fog appeared for a moment before streaking off through the dark halls, lighting a path before her. The shadow ran through the path of light, calling.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Marklus paused in the hall, unsure of which way to turn. The blackness stretched unending before him, and at first there were no clues pointing him back to the land of the living. He pricked up his ears again to listen for the telltale signs he’d heard earlier. Sure enough, a stirring weaved through the air, but as he cocked his head to listen, he realized it wasn’t the sound of footsteps or moaning prisoners. Someone was calling him.

      A dim light began to illuminate the floor, streaking past him and guiding the way out. Marklus stared at it, unsure whether he was dreaming or not. Behind that light a stampede of escapees streamed towards him, seeking the light, dashing towards the dream before it ended. The leader was no more than a blur of shadow, gliding past him in order to catch the light. Those behind the leader were exhausted jail breakers, the stench of death surrounding them. Pale skin hung off thin bodies; bony feet slapped the hard stones, causing an eerie echo throughout the prison. Most of them wore dirty rags, the remnants of what used to be proper clothing. Their eyes were bloodshot from looking through darkness, and desperation was written all over their gaunt faces. These were the ones willing to escape, a force of prisoners sweeping through like a river, with the absolute but simplistic goal of overwhelming the guards by sheer numbers and reclaiming life itself. Marklus turned towards the light, joined their company, and ran.

      The stream of light vanished as the courtyard drew near, but Marklus could see white moonlight shining in, a sight that hurt his eyes, causing them to tear up as he ran towards the opening. The sound of running almost drowned out the whistle of arrows, and just as the escapees reached fresh, unfiltered air, they were met with a volley of black tipped and feathered shafts. The front row went down immediately, and the beauty of the moonlight turned taunting and harsh as the air filled with the shrieks of those pierced, and the last death screams of those who would not rise again. Marklus threw himself to the ground and rolled towards the inside wall, hampered by the tangle of arms and legs above him. Desperation shifted to panic. Half of the prisoners moved forward. The other half moved backwards, still clinging to precious life.

      Knowing he would be trampled to death if he did not make a move, Marklus frantically looked around for cover or an alternate escape route. To come this far only to be killed or captured again would crush all hope. He could not go back to waiting in his cell for the end of days. He rolled to the side out of the crush and struggled upwards, only to bump into the shadow. For a moment, there was enough light for him to stare into her face in bewilderment. A vague feeling of déjà vu flitted across his mind. “I know you…” he started to say, although he could not place the memory.

      “Shh,” she snapped, quickly cutting him off.

      She crouched there, blending into the darkness, yet Marklus thought he saw her cup her hands together. Her mouth moved down towards her fingers, and even though the shadows played tricks with his mind, he saw a flash of light. The ground he stood on was no longer firm; the stability of the prison began to dissolve. Now, the cries of pain were mixed with frightened shouts from the guards. Marklus moved forward as if in a dream, fighting to keep his balance as the gates around the courtyard began to fall.

      The prisoners surged forward, hope renewed, escape a surety. Marklus among them fled through the moonlight into the surrounding forest as the stench of death faded. As he ran, he could still hear the whistles of arrows slamming into tree trunks, occasionally taking out a nearby fugitive. Only two things stood out in his mind: firstly, he had to find the shadow again, whoever she was, and secondly, he must answer his summons.
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      Stamen was lost. And it was his own fault. He had wandered too far off the farmland in search of an apple tree, lost his sense of direction, and in a panic tried to return home. What troubled him was that he knew better. His people group, the Trazames, maintained an unspoken law; one always stayed at home and did not interfere with the world at large. There were those who protected it, and there were those who stayed at home and minded their own business. Particularly in the fragile state the Western World was in, it was imperative to only leave home long enough to tend to the fields and animals. Stamen sighed; he did not know what had gotten into him. It was highly unusual for him to wander this far, and normally his nose led him home. He had an uncanny gift—his sense of smell was useful in tracking anything down. Oftentimes, it led him straight and true, even though his people tended to make fun of him for his extraordinary talent. This time, he was growing confused. There had been an odd flash of light back there in the pasture, and while he could taste the sensation of dirt in his mouth, he knew he was not yet close enough to find his way home.

      He balked when he heard the gentle lapping of waves nearby. It was a large body of water, stretching unendingly east and west, which meant it had to be the Dejewla Sea. Stamen’s heart sank as he listened. Now, he would never get back home. Crossing the sea was not something one did. As a matter of fact, none of his kind had ever gone to even see the sea, since it took three to five days to travel to its banks. Nervously, he walked out from behind the tall trees, and the sparkling body of water appeared. Baby waves surged across the surface, gently playing with each other before slamming up against the muddy shoreline. He knew he should walk away, but something intriguing held him there. Lifting his face to the warm sunlight, he wondered how many days he had walked along the edge of the forest. What had pulled him in deeper? He sniffed the air. The scent of home had faded as if it were no longer an option. Replacing it was a bitter, menacing taste. There was something going on he did not want to be a part of.

      Stamen spooked when he saw two people climb out of the sea. He moved back to hide behind a tree, peeking out to stare at the people. One was a male from the people group called Crons. Crons were the adventurous folk, overly curious, fond of the unknown and always ready to take action. They often found themselves in all sorts of trouble because of their inability to stay put and keep their nose out of others’ doings. However, the Cron walking out of the sea looked defeated. His skin was a sickly pale, his curly, light brown hair long and unkempt while his body was gaunt and haggard. Stamen wanted to vomit. He’d only heard vague stories of those from the other side of the sea, and this could not have a happy ending for him.

      The male’s companion was of a people group Stamen could not quite place. Her eyes were intense, yet she was one of the most beautiful females Stamen had ever seen. Her skin was a nutmeg brown and her jet-black hair hung, dripping wet, to her muscular shoulders. She also looked unnaturally skinny, and there was a dark hollowness in both hers and the Cron’s eyes. The male immediately lay down by the sea, his chest quickly rising and falling as he gasped for air. The female stood, surveying the area with suspicious eyes. She turned to her companion and said something. He nodded and stumbled to his feet, almost falling into a bush as he steadied himself.

      Stamen wondered if they had been turned. Only transformed creatures came from the other side of the sea. He smelt the air once more, hoping for clarity of direction. Instead, he caught a faint whiff of the rotten smell of decay. Shuddering, he glanced back at the forest. He had to start moving to find his way home before he too ended up crawling out of the sea, looking like a lost soul from the world beyond. The two set off in the opposite direction from Stamen’s hiding place, disappearing quickly into the woods. Stamen mentally felt relieved, but only for a moment. He heard the splashing of water and turned back to the shining sea. More of the haggard Crons were swimming his way, their faces pale, dirty hair long and wild. Some of them were scarred and wounded, their bloodstained clothes hanging in rags. There were even more behind them, heads bobbing in the waves, struggling to stay afloat. Without hesitation, Stamen turned and fled into the forest, almost tripping over his own feet in dreadful haste.
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* * *

      The newly resurrected were coming, swimming across the Dejewla Sea, bridging a gap between them and their former home. Prison. Some of them had been there over a year, others mere weeks or months. All of the escapees had something in common. They were all Crons with a spark of hope within, and they were feverishly following the light. Some of them were strong enough to swim the distance; others were weak and held onto floating tree branches or ill-made rafts to bridge the gap. The sea was quite narrow at that part, which helped their progress, but made the fear of being followed quite real.

      The night before, they had streamed out of the prison, taking down every guard they possibly could. Stumbling over the broken rubble of the gate, they made for the forest, following the light which led them straight and true. To where? No one questioned, but it was the reason for their escape, and it was enough to believe. All of them were sure in their convictions, but none of them were innocent. At one point or another, they had gone too far and had been caught. Innocent only by their own standards, they had disobeyed the law of that land. And for that, they must pay.
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* * *

      Marklus collapsed on the ground, attempting to draw breath. His lungs felt as if they might burst. “Please,” he whispered to his companion, the shadow. “Please.”

      “It grows dark.” She stood above him, glancing warily around the forest. “We will be hidden by the cover of night. Although we have crossed the sea, they are still coming.”

      Marklus was silent, focusing on calming his heartbeat. He could taste the blood in his mouth from running too much. His throat was raw, his legs weak and painful. His companion could not have been in the prison long, or he underestimated her. Although too thin, she still looked as if she could continue on into the night. Only she wouldn’t. The only words exchanged between them the night before had been a confirmation of who he was and where he was going. Questions rose on his tongue, but there had been no time to voice them in the midst of the prison escape. They had run without hesitation through the forest towards the sea. The shadow had pushed hard, forcing them to swim across before taking a break. It certainly had taken its toll on Marklus.

      After a few minutes, she sat down, leaning against a tree trunk. The wary look never left her eyes. As the dusk deepened, Marklus turned his head towards her. “Who are you?” he whispered, unable to find his stronger voice yet.

      She looked at him, even as she blended into the darkness. “What is your mission?”

      “War,” he replied. “I want my world back.”

      “We all do. But how do you plan to accomplish that?”

      Marklus raised himself on one elbow and looked at the shadow. “If we band together, if we create a force that can take over instead of waiting for them to destroy us, we will have a much better chance. Now tell me; I know you. Who are you?”

      “You must not know me very well if you have to ask,” the shadow quipped. “I am Alaireia the Ezinck from Srinka in the Forests of the Ezinck.”

      Marklus looked warily at her again. The people group of Ezincks were rarely seen in the Western World, since they tended to live hidden in forests amongst their tribes. Most Ezincks had dark skin, allowing them to blend naturally into hidden places of the forest, and they were known for their unmatched strength, agility, and beauty. They shied away from mixing with the other people groups and interfering with the political matters of the world.

      “I am Marklus the Cron of Zikeland,” he told her. “But tell me, why do I know you? We have met before?”

      Alaireia straightened. “Likely you had a piece of parchment in your hands, a message. Since it is easy for me to slip into secret places and hide myself from unwanted eyes, I became one of the messengers for the southern end of this land. Oft times I left the message in view where the intended would receive it. Sometimes I hid it on their own person. But with you, I actually delivered the message into your hands. I remember it was important, and I had to look into your face and ask your name to verify it was indeed you. That was long ago. What happened to you?”

      “What happens to us all? We fall into their hands, only to wrench ourselves free again. This must end, and I think I know where to start. Will you come with me? Will you stay?”

      Alaireia cocked her head and looked at him. Twilight had gathered and he could no longer see her. His eyes were closing in exhaustion. “That all depends,” she whispered, “on how good your plan is.”

      If he heard her, he gave no indication. Thus, nightfall overtook over the land, yet the trail of light glimmered faintly in the gloom, leading on those who followed.
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* * *

      The night was too much for Stamen. He fled until the darkness stopped him, once again, another night lost in the woods. He did not understand why everything he tried to do ultimately failed. His only desire was to go back home, but it was as if his home had become an island, and he was trying to find it on a ship with no compass. Exhausted, he crawled into a bramble and finally gave in to sleep, hoping in the morning he could start afresh.

      Morning broke gently, aware of those struggling along the bank of the Dejewla Sea, fighting to follow the path. Stamen woke hungry and cognizant of a strange light in the forest. It threaded itself among the plants, moving south, a sure indication of the way out. He stood hastily, no question in his mind the path of light was sent to lead him home. If he hurried, he could arrive in time for the second meal.
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* * *

      Legone stood on the barren mountain peak in the thin air. Lazy clouds passed below his black shod feet as he gazed at the wrecked beauty of the world. All was still and quiet. Not even a loose twig snapped the silence of his world. He raised his heavy head to breathe in deeply, the chill mountain air stinging his nostrils. He closed his eyes for a moment before looking back down at the shattering drop off the gray cliff he stood on.

      The greenery of the mountains was slowly fading, the glory of his terrain turning black and barren. A bleak pallor was spreading over the land, and he knew what he had to do. He knew where to go to stop it, yet part of him was still torn. It was his fault he was burdened with this knowledge.

      Long ago, when he was young, he’d left the Afrd Mounts and crossed the sea because his wanderlust would not leave him be. Paying no heed to words of warning, he lost himself—and more—on the northern side of the sea. Curiosity drew him in until he understood why he never should have left. What was happening now was his fault. When he returned, he refused to speak of what had taken place across the sea. He refused to think of Her. He had tried to forget, as if by hiding it from his memory, the past could be erased.

      He despised moments of clarity when he knew what to do. Why must he be burdened with this knowledge? Why should he know what to do best? His mind knew, his heart knew, and yet his body was unwilling to go, to say goodbye to life and the possibility of ever living peacefully in the Afrd Mounts. To say goodbye to ever coming home again, welcomed with open arms by his people. If he left, it would be the end, and he did not know if he would make it back to see the sun rise over the mountains and burn off the fog. To see the hints of a crystal-clear rainbow spreading over the falls and the mountain peaks in all their majesty as the snow melted off them. He did not know if he would be back to feel the exhilaration of climbing up those peaks, the heady breeze at the top of those mounts and the feeling of being free. No one could hold him back up there. There were no laws, no destruction, no war, and if he could help it, there never would be.

      He knew what he had to do; he just did not want to close the door on possibilities for himself, on possibilities of seeing Her again. He called it selfish, his desire to live his dear, precious life free in the mounts. This would be his sacrifice for his silence, this would be his redemption. He reached for his bow and aimed a white arrow at the highest snowcapped peak. He would never see it again.
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* * *

      Marklus traveled with Alaireia through the Sea Forests of Mizine. It was a damp rain forest and every hour or so, a brief shower would soak them through. Despite the miserable dampness, Marklus felt much better with the light meal Alaireia had foraged for them and knowing they had not been caught yet. They were late setting out, but as they walked, Marklus could not help but glance behind as an eerie twinkle lit up his path. “What is following us?” he asked after a while.

      “What do you mean?” Alaireia feigned ignorance.

      “The light,” Marklus explained. “I only just noticed it, yet it follows.”

      “Ah.” Alaireia did not even give it a glance. “The others are following us; it would not be kind to leave them without a guide. After all, I did help them escape.”

      “How?” Marklus felt his suspicions growing.

      “Marklus, you ask too much sometimes. The less you know, the better.”

      “I don’t think that is necessarily true. Besides, I know you read my message. You read all of them. You already know enough. What powers do you hold? You caused the earthquake at the prison, and now a path of light I suspect only prisoners can see and follow. What else can you do?”

      Alaireia had just opened her mouth to answer when she was bowled over by a male running through the woods. He uttered a shout and tried to leap away from her. Marklus stared as Alaireia and the stranger struggled on the forest floor. “What do you think you’re doing?” she exclaimed.

      “Please don’t hurt me!” he cried.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” Alaireia replied. “Next time, just watch where you are going.”

      But the stranger was already distressed. “It’s gone!” he whimpered. “Where did it go?”

      “Where did what go?” Alaireia held up her hands and backed away from him.

      He looked distraught and turned around, gazing unhappily at the forest floor. “The light. It was leading me home.”

      Marklus turned to look at Alaireia with a pointed expression, curious to hear what she had to say for herself.

      Alaireia just sighed and crossed her arms. “If you’re lost in the forest, you shouldn’t follow random lights. They don’t lead home.”

      The male stopped and stared at them, as if seeing them for the first time. His eyes widened and he turned and ran off into the forest.

      “What did you do to him?” asked Marklus.

      “Nothing,” Alaireia hissed. “Let’s just keep going.”

      “Did you notice?” Marklus started moving forward again. “He was a Trazame.” The people group called Trazames lived by an unspoken rule—home was the safest place, and curiosity only led to death. They were peace-loving homebodies who rarely moved beyond the boundaries of their land. Farming and feasting were their main reasons for living. Trazames tended to have tanned skin and sun-kissed hair; their lazy accents and muscular bodies sculpted by farm work gave them away immediately. “Strange things are happening if the Trazames are coming out.”

      Alaireia nodded distantly. “We have been in prison too many months. We need information.”
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* * *

      Stamen watched shakily from the forest floor as the Cron and his odd companion moved on through the woods. After they disappeared from view, he noted the trail of light was there once more. Confused, he tried to come up with a reason for the reappearance of the light. It had to be a kind of evil spell in the forest. He shouldn’t follow it anymore. Yet he needed to get back home—or at least out of the forest and back into civilization where he could ask for directions. Weighing the pros and cons was not his strong point; there was little else to do besides follow the light. Nightmares from last night shook his memory. Those people crawling out of the sea…What if they were following the light as well?
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      Dusk was gently falling as Marklus and Alaireia approached the massive building. It looked as if it had sprung unbidden from the forest, made of gray stone and covered in crawling dark ivy. The building was stoically silent, divulging no lights, no sounds, or guards, or anything at all that indicated life. Pinpricks of uncertainty began to grow inside Marklus’ mind. Had he been gone too long? Had the Eka Fighting Camp been overrun and emptied out shortly after his imprisonment? He glanced apprehensively at Alaireia, but no emotion displayed on her watchful face. She turned to follow his lead as they reached the three wide, rough steps leading to the doorway. Marklus walked up them alone and paused to listen, but the stone sealed out all noise from even his keen ears. Two imposing double doors stood at least ten feet tall, glaring down unwelcomingly at the dirty intruders. A small iron knocker rested in the middle of the right-hand door, a weak link to the stone, looking as if any use would render it ineffective.

      Too exhausted to try, Marklus looked to Alaireia. She nodded, reached up to grasp the handle, and knocked twice. A dull thud echoed from within, more for the benefit of those outside than those inside. There was a pause; then, a window in the door slid open and an inquisitive nose poked out, followed by a pair of sharp green eyes, and finally the full face of a male Cron. For an instant, his face registered surprise and brief recognition as he looked down at Marklus and Alaireia. In a hurry to cover his consternation, he barked out, “What brings you here?”

      Alaireia stepped back, leaving Marklus in the spotlight of the demanding eyes. “I am Marklus the Cron and this is Alaireia the Ezinck. We have come to see Crinte the Wise.”

      The Cron abruptly withdrew his face and the window snapped shut and locked with a clang. The right-hand door gave a whining groan as it reluctantly began to open. Pools of flickering yellow light streamed out, briefly illuminating the forest. The Cron stood in the middle of the doorway, dressed in armor from head to toe with five curious guards peering over his shoulder. “Welcome to the Eka Fighting Camp,” he announced grumpily, and ushered the two guests inside.

      The entrance opened into a wide hall with torches casting light off each wall. Several passageways streamed off from the it, their openings guarded by more flickering torches. A host of armored Crons filled the entryway, weapons by their sides. Some sat on wooden stools, chewing bits of bread dipped in steaming bowls of gruel. Others paced the stone floor, their footfalls ringing across it as they talked quietly and heatedly to each other. The Crons glanced up curiously and eagerly at Marklus and Alaireia as they entered. The Cron who had bid them enter turned to the five guards behind him. “Please find Crinte and let him know he is requested at the mess hall.” He turned back to Marklus and Alaireia. “Come, you look as if you could use a meal.”

      Surprised but relieved at the lack of questions and the promise of a warm meal, Marklus followed the Cron down a hallway. Alaireia treaded warily behind, wondering if she would need to escape before the night ended.

      The mess hall was buzzing with conversation. Rows of tables covered the hall with Crons crammed around each one, boisterously eating and loudly discussing. A few Tiders were sprinkled in here and there, calmly assessing the situation. The Tiders were an introverted folk who enjoyed dwelling at high elevations. Many of them called the Afrd Mounts in Wiltieders home. Although they liked to explore the ranges of the land and did not mind interacting with the other people groups, because they were of few words, most people were unsure and confused about their mortality. Many theories were put forth regarding the Tiders, and although many a Cron had taken to the Mounts to investigate, none had returned with a satisfactory answer, if at all. The fact that there were Tiders at the Eka Fighting Camp was not a surprise; the fact that they were getting along well with the Crons was.

      Strength regained after partaking of the last meal, Marklus and Alaireia had nothing left to do but wait for Crinte to appear. The Cron sat with them, unable to hold his tongue. “I am Elam the Gatekeeper,” he said finally. “A Cron from Norc. Where are you coming from?”

      Alaireia interrupted. “We should wait for Crinte. Besides, if you are the Gatekeeper, more will come.”

      Elam the Gatekeeper looked perplexed by her ambiguity. He gave her a cold, sour look before standing to meet the guards as they returned, escorting a tall, blond Cron. He appeared the epitome of strength and wisdom from his waves of blond hair dancing near his shoulders to his chiseled jaw. His strength was obvious from the muscles that stood out on his shoulders to the surety in his face as he marched towards the two. His expression changed as he approached. “Marklus!” he exclaimed and reached to grasp his friend’s shoulder. “I thought…” he began, words failing him.

      Marklus smiled for the first time, his weariness slipping away at last. “I was delayed, er, detained,” he explained, “and Alaireia here helped me escape.”

      Crinte moved to Alaireia and welcomed her by clasping her shoulder as well. “There will be plenty of time to talk tomorrow. For now, both of you could use a wash and a good night’s sleep.” He turned back to the guards. “Please, provide them with our best and bring them to my chambers in the morning.”

      “She said more are coming,” announced Elam the Gatekeeper in an accusing tone.

      Crinte paused to glance at Alaireia for a moment. “I see,” he said. “Take care of them. We shall question them in the morning.”

      Elam the Gatekeeper motioned to his guards. Curiosity unsatisfied, he brushed past the others to return to his post. Meanwhile, the guards escorted Marklus and Alaireia to wash away the grime from their time spent in prison.
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* * *

      One by one, each of the lost souls knocked and were admitted into the stronghold of the Eka Fighting Camp. Each of them were lightly questioned, fed, bathed, and sent to sleep before the thorough investigation in the morning. Guards paced by their doors, conscious of their weakness, yet still aware of the need to protect their stronghold from the inside, if necessary. Of those who were admitted that night, most were Crons, but one stranger was a Trazame who finally got the courage to ask for help.
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* * *

      Marklus woke to light instead of darkness, on a soft warm bed, instead of a cold, grimy prison cell. He sat up slowly, drinking in the feeling of freedom as he stretched his aching muscles. A relieved smile covered his face as he quickly dressed in clean clothes, buttoning his green tunic and belting his brown pants. Refreshed, he opened the door to find two guards waiting. They straightened quickly and fell in on either side of him, escorting him to Crinte’s chambers. He found it unnerving to have guards surrounding him again, and his initial reaction was to lash out and flee. Already, he missed the Sea Forests of Mizine and the fresh scent of nature surrounding him. He was not meant to be cooped up indoors, and if he could have his way, would never be again. Even when he had joined the rebels, he had rarely set foot inside the stone fortress, and most parts of it were new to him.

      As they walked through the stronghold, Marklus saw eerie inscriptions and drawings on the walls. Some depicted battle scenes with monstrous creatures, others displayed elaborate drawings of the southern side of the Western World, from the Afrd Mounts in the southwest to the Forests of the Ezinck in the southeastern end. The stronghold had been built long ago, in place much longer than many lives of Crons. It seemed odd to Marklus that such a stronghold had stood empty until it had been taken over and set up as a training camp for those about to go to war.

      Finally, Marklus was ushered into a chamber. Filtered sunlight streamed in from a high, barred window, reminding him of prison once again. At a table in the middle of the room sat two Crons; one was Crinte, the other had a long scroll of dried paper and a jar of black ink. He twirled his elaborate quill while waiting for the interrogation to begin. Alaireia sat calmly at one end of the table, facing Crinte, watching everything out of her dark eyes. She ate the first meal slowly, chewing thoughtfully. Marklus sat down beside her while the guards took up residence on either side of the room. Invisible, yet there, watching in case of danger.

      “Crinte,” Marklus began.

      “Please, sit down and eat,” Crinte said apologetically. “I am trying to keep this as informal as possible, however there are certain laws I must follow here. You know the enemy is becoming too clever, and we cannot be too careful.”

      Markus stole a glance at Alaireia before reaching for the steaming bowl before him. As much as he wanted to get the interrogation over with and hear Alaireia’s side of the story, the prospect of having more than one meal a day was entirely too tempting.

      “Tell me,” Crinte began evenly, “what happened? Start at the beginning and think it through. Carefully.”

      “It’s quite simple.” Alaireia shrugged, lifting her face to meet Crinte’s questioning eyes. “We wandered too far into enemy territory, looking for answers, and were captured by the Slutans. A few days ago, there was a prison riot and we escaped.”

      Crinte sighed, slightly bemused and frustrated all at the same time by Alaireia’s brief explanation. Lifting a hand, he ran his long fingers through his blond hair and turned his intense gaze on the guards. “That will be all.”

      There was an uncomfortable moment of hesitation before the guards reluctantly moved towards the door. The record keeper looked at Crinte for guidance, and at the barest nod, quickly gathered up his paper and ink and stalked from the room, muttering under his breath. The door slammed shut, leaving the three alone at last.

      “Alaireia,” Crinte complained, “you are going to get me into trouble.”

      “What was that about?” Marklus interrupted.

      Pushing the first meal aside, Alaireia scooted her chair closer to Marklus and leaned over the table. “Crinte, you’ve said it yourself. We can’t be too careful. What I have to say should stay between us here and Ackhor, since he first employed my services. You are raising a secret army, but we don’t even know what we are fighting. Have you heard that the Great Water Hole is now the Slutans’ base? They are concocting a transformation potion which empowers those who go through it to become better warriors. They are unstoppable, with less emotion. They are out for blood and won’t quit anytime soon. I started the prison riot because the transformation formula has been perfected, and the Slutans were getting ready to send all the prisoners to the Great Water Hole. After you go through it, you become just a shell of a living being with one purpose only: to serve and obey. This is what we are up against. Is this what your army is training for? To go up against the most indestructible warriors? We have to take a stand, but you must have some other plan.”

      Eyes flashing, Alaireia shut her mouth and leaned back, giving her words time to sink in. Marklus recalled earlier discussions he’d had with Crinte before he left to cross the Dejewla Sea into Slutan. He had been aware of the Great Water Hole, but the words tumbling out of Alaireia’s mouth had a new severity to them. The words on parchment had confirmed Crinte’s plan to raise a secret army and take it into the very nest of the enemy to destroy them. Marklus knew the ultimate goal was to take a stand against the Slutans, but now with the information becoming common knowledge, Crinte’s plan had to be much more complex.

      If the news intimidated Crinte, he did not show it. Instead, he prompted Alaireia further. “What else did you learn while you were imprisoned?”

      “We knew that out of the two countries across the Sea, Slutan was completely overrun. But now, Asspraineya has sworn allegiance with the Slutans and their land is turning into a stronghold. The Slutans and Assprainites combined means our forces are already at a disadvantage, even with Asspraineya being a desert land and having a smaller population. We have to keep in mind that when we do send our force across the sea, there will be no rest. We don’t even have eyes over there, no spies, nothing. It was while I was trying to get a sense of the lay of the land and complete the other task you sent me on that I was captured. I should have started in Asspraineya, which is where I will go next time I get a chance. There is rumor of a route or invisible road they are building to help them travel quickly and in secrecy. We need to find that path and destroy it. It is leading towards us. They will be here at our very doorsteps before we know it.”

      Crinte shook his head, and although his face was impassive, Marklus could tell he was quickly thinking through scenarios. “They have already started testing that invisible road; groups of the transformed started appearing in Mizine some time ago. We send out troops of warriors to scour the land and keep our countries safe, but we never know where they will strike next.”

      Alaireia sat back and crossed her arms, a scowl of frustration on her face. “Tell Ackhor that if he wants me to continue as a messenger and spy I will, but I am taking more than just a dagger with me this time. I need a sword. And tell him if he does not act soon, we will all perish here.” She stood rather too quickly, sending her chair clattering to the floor.

      “I thought you had a sword,” Crinte said, perturbed and standing as well. “I will personally escort you to the armory and arrange your meeting with Ackhor. But please do not leave us yet.”

      “I have to practice,” Alaireia retorted. “I have not used the sword in a while. Besides, you don’t need me to catch up with Marklus. I will find you when it is time.” With that last statement, Alaireia slipped from the room before another word could be uttered.

      Crinte dropped his tense stance as he retook his seat. His tight shoulders began to relax and a genuine smile covered his handsome face at last. “Marklus.”

      “How do you know Alaireia?” Marklus jumped in curiously, his brain bursting with numerous questions for Crinte.

      “Where do you want me to start?” Crinte began. “Long has it been since I last saw you, and the truth is, much has happened within that time. Some of it too quickly, which means we must be conniving and fast if we have any hope of crushing this new terror before it completely takes over the Western World. Alaireia came to us because she is strong and invisible. She also carries an ancient power we can leverage. I think she knows people could use it to their advantage, which is why she is quite tightlipped about her abilities. She is loyal, and while I’m not at liberty to share where she came from and why, if you get close enough to her and gain her trust, she may tell you herself.”

      “This wasn’t a coincidence at all.” Marklus paused with a furrow in his brow. “The prison break was something she did on purpose to save the prisoners from transformation. But it felt as if she were trying to save just me, to bring me back.”

      Crinte nodded. “That is entirely possible. Sometimes, I’m not sure of her motives, but she knew I needed you if our plan is going to work. To be honest, after you disappeared months ago, I asked her to see if she could find trace of you.”

      Marklus leaned forward towards Crinte. “Thank you for that. So, your plan must have changed. Was any of Alaireia’s information new to you at all?”

      “I wouldn’t be second in command here if I didn’t already know those things.” Crinte’s voice dropped and took on a new edge. “Yes, I do have a plan, but we should discuss later. Dark times fall upon us, and I need a force I can trust to follow me blindly into the night.”

      “Second in command? What happened after I left to seek answers?”

      “Ah, that is part of the plan as well. Ackhor has to think he is in charge in order for my plan to fall into place, and now that you are back, we can get to work. But come, tell me how you stumbled into Slutan.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Alaireia became a shadow again, slipping into the lightless cold passageways of the Eka Fighting Development Camp. The further she drifted, the mustier the air grew, reminding her of the smell of the dead. Brushing those dank memories away and focusing on the plan, she followed the trail until it ended and she found them. The lost souls had drifted together into one square shaped room, cut off from the warriors in the Fighting Camp. Some walked, testing out their sore muscles from their flight. Others ate, hastily and greedily, as if unsure when their next meal would come. Another group sat dazed on mats, their eyes vacant and staring into nothing. Some slept, waking frequently from nightmares only to realize they were safe from prison. Alaireia walked into the room and those that were awake looked at her. The path of light ended at her feet and they recognized their savior from torment and death. She planted her feet, her hands on her hips. “I need you.” Her voice rang clear. “Will you fight with me?” The thunder of voices shook the room. If they had not had strength and a voice before, they did now. Fists raised high, they shouted. There was only one who turned his face and refused to answer the summons.
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      There was time before violence began to spread in the land, when the crackle of power was potent across the mountains. There was a time when the immortal “wild things” were not simply whispered tales of old, hushed into stories told to babes in their cradles. Tales that were once true stories, only to become forgotten and hidden in mystery. That was the time Legone thought of as he ran through the Algrema Forest, keeping to the southern curve of the wildwood. He was aware of the shift in the air; of the change in the way the plants grew, the way the people of the forest hid from him. Their eyes watched him even as he moved silently through their territory, unable to hide from them, yet a blur stained in their memories all the same. Legone did not know how he knew where to go; it seemed a hidden path was guiding his footfalls. A name stood out in his mind. One who had seen the world. One who had a formidable plan. One willing to risk it all for the safety and peace of future generations. This leader, Legone had met long before, in a time and place not shrouded in mist. He remembered the persuasive strength of him. He was from the Order of the Wise, one who could not fail. Legone doubted he would be remembered, but that was not the point. Leaping over obstacles, he continued as dusk fell. There would be no rest from here on out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Back at the fortress, Crinte and Marklus talked until the afternoon shadows lengthened and began to fade into dusk. They were brothers in a way, having grown up close to the borders of Cromomany. Crinte hailed from Norc, but his family moved to Zikeland when he was young. Marklus hailed from Zikeland, a flat, prairie town, named for the people in the grass, Zikes. At that time, no one quite knew who or what the Zikes were, since they had not been seen in those parts for decades. No one knew they often appeared as stocky blades of grass stinging with poison if touched. Their incredible camouflage abilities kept them hidden for the most part, and Marklus, on the fateful day he met Crinte, had managed to trick one into revealing its true identity.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Seeking Zikes was a game for children. No one had ever seen one, therefore the thrill of finding one and boasting about it encouraged exploration. Such was the way Marklus felt as he stumbled through tall rings of lime green grass higher than his waist. He carried a thick brown stick in hand, using it to push back grass as he searched for trouble. Stealthily, he made his way through the grassy prairie and accidentally stumbled upon a barren path. Hidden in a grassy hollow was a green tunnel, funneling close to the ground but leading forward into the wild. That’s when he knew he had come upon on a secret. Only ten at the time, and more than willing for an adventure, he immediately wiggled down and started crawling his way through the circle of grass into a world only filtered sunlight could reach.

      It was not five minutes later that he felt the first prick. Hot, searing pain overwhelmed him, knocking the breath from his body, forcing him prostrate on the ground. Tears burst from his panicked blue eyes and rolled down his suntanned cheeks as he attempted to rise, but the sensations increased. Lying there as the blanket of grass held him against the ground, he cried out in pain, yet through his tears, saw it.

      It would have been about his height, if he were standing tall, and wore a deep green cone on its head. The cone seemed to shift with the sunlight—either that, or there was something electric dancing inside it, keeping the cone pointed firmly at the sky. The Zike itself wore a sort of suit Marklus was unable to see clearly, but the eyes were what froze his tears. They were emerald green, round and wide, pulling him in, locking his gaze. He felt as if he were drowning as the pain and mesmerizing gaze paralyzed him on the ground. But the longer he stared, the more the menace in those eyes faded, changing to panic and fear.

      That’s when he heard it. A mirror of his own. Screams of pain in the distance. Marklus startled, and the slight movement was just enough to tear his eyes away from the false glare of the Zike. As he moved, he could feel warmth spreading through his body, devouring the pain, removing the paralysis. His hands, as they lay against the ground, levitated just a bit, and a blue light crackled between his fingertips and the dusty ground.

      Distracted, Marklus glanced at his hands. When he looked back up, the Zike had vanished, but a faint whimper of agony continued. Finding himself in full control of his limbs again, Marklus cautiously continued forward, slithering through the tunnel of grass until he reached a small crossroads. One way led out back into the sunlit prairie, the other led him deeper into the secret entrance, where some creature was being tortured by the Zikes.

      A few minutes later, Marklus found him. It was a boy about his age, slightly taller and fairer. His long blond hair was covered in grass and mud, his dirty face bright red with streaks of tears running through the grime. He lay on his back, his muscles tense as his body convulsed against the unforgiving ground. His cries grew quieter as he submitted to the pain; the fight was fading away from his empty round blue eyes, staring yet not seeing the curtain of green.

      Marklus crawled forward anxiously. Had the Zikes done this? Were they truly evil creatures of the prairie who sought to harm and kill small children? There in the shadows of the grass, hidden from the world, Marklus sat down beside the strange child to keep him company while his life expired. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I wish I could help.”

      The strange child said nothing; his body shuddered against the ground once more. Marklus reached out to comfort him, laying a hand on his shoulder. The blue light ignited again, flowing from his hand into the boy’s chest. For a brief second, it seemed as if the world froze. The boy went still. His eyes closed. His whimpers faded, and he began to breathe.

      Marklus snatched his hand away, staring first at the boy and then at his hand, but it appeared normal. When he glanced back at the strange boy, he was sitting up and looking at him in awe. “You saved me.” His tongue stumbled across the words. “How did you save me?”

      Marklus shook his head, his eyes wide. “I don’t know…” His voice trailed away.

      The strange child grinned, his teeth flashing white. He held out his hand as a token of thanks. “I am Crinte.”

      The sun was beginning to descend when they emerged from the Zike’s tunnel of green back into the wide-open spaces of the prairie. A gentle breeze was blowing, ruffling the light hair of the two, welcoming them back to life. Marklus could feel the thrill of adventure leaving him as he relaxed into the seemingly sympathetic arms of the wind. Although it may have been childish fancy, he sometimes thought he could see something of substance in the breeze. It was only when Crinte grabbed his arm to still him that he realized they were not alone. Covering the meadow as far as the eye could see was an army of Zikes. They stood unabashedly in the sunlight, their cones pin pricks in the sky, hostile emerald eyes staring at the two children.

      Marklus froze, his heart beat steadily increasing. He could hear Crinte’s shallow breathing beside him and knew they were in deeper trouble than they’d ever intended.

      The Zikes marched up to them, surrounding them in a wide circle that smelled of fresh cut grass. The wind died away as if it knew the moment had come and the two Crons were left to fend for themselves.

      The incredible silence was the last thing Marklus remembered before the voice took over. For a moment, it was inside him, and then he realized it was Crinte, his true voice, loud, powerful, and authoritative. “What do you want?” he demanded.

      One of the Zikes stepped forward. It pointed a finger—if it could be called a finger—at Marklus. “We cannot harm you,” it said in an earthly voice which Marklus envisioned embodying the freedom of running outside, playing in the mud, living wild and free close to the earth. “We pledge our allegiance. When you need us. We are here.”

      One moment the Zikes were bowing, their sharp cones pointing directly at Marklus and Crinte. The next, the meadow was empty with only stalks of tall grass waving at the boys. The wind stood behind Marklus and Crinte as if to calm them, while they wondered if what they had seen was real.
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      It was days before Marklus saw Alaireia again. During that time, he met with Ackhor, the fearless leader of the Fighting Camp, to account for his whereabouts the last few months. Ackhor listened but did not have much to say. In the end, he encouraged Marklus to take up training, lest he wander into enemy territory again, unprepared. Sensing the underhanded rebuke, Marklus once again took up the bow and arrow. Crinte refused to provide any more insight into exactly what was going on at the fortress, besides the obvious training of an army. He told Marklus they were leaving soon and he should recover his strength before their journey began.

      One morning, as usual, Marklus selected a practice bow and sheath of arrows from the armory, and followed a group of archers to the training grounds. The training grounds were wide open spaces hacked into the forest floor that lay just behind the fortress. Here and there, low stone walls surrounded the terrain, with guards perched on top. They watched the forest for intruders and called out words of encouragement, or critiqued the technique of the warriors practicing. Each weapon had its own station with instructors standing by to teach beginners, assist intermediates, and coach the more advanced warriors. Marklus saw a troop led off into the forest on an endurance run, while others were wrestling in the mud. At a further distance, stout Crons were grappling with the mace, a large, unwieldy tool for those who possessed great strength. Maces typically had sharp spikes on the ball at the end of the chain, but the practice ones were blunt. Even beyond them, Crons and Tiders threw blades and spears against stationary and moving targets. Out of sight were the practice targets for archers, a safe distance from the blade and spear throwers just in case of an accident. As Marklus followed the trail through the training camp, he heard a clamor of excitement coming from the sword fighters. He left the path for a moment to glance downhill at the duelers.

      Alaireia was surrounded by a ring of warriors ready to jump into action. They all held unsheathed swords whose blades glistened dangerously in the light. The Crons and Tiders, unable to refrain from vocal admiration, roared shouts of encouragement to the poor chap who was unfortunate enough to challenge Alaireia. She was in complete control of the duel; each warrior would step up to combat her and three strokes later had to stumble out of the ring, sword dragging and pride gone amidst the shouts of his fellow warriors. Curious to see her in action, Marklus drew nearer.

      The warriors wore breastplates to ward off blows, yet the rules of the duel were unclear. Swordplay, tripping, physical fighting, and other unexpected methods to down the other duelist seemed to be included. Alaireia did not blink or hesitate for one moment; her strokes were sure, her blocks were clear, and when her opponent fell, he never saw it coming. As Marklus watched her, he began to wonder if he and Crinte truly were the best warriors in the land. Crinte had a knack for attracting power, and now, as Marklus watched Alaireia, it was clear to him her skills were not completely natural. He had not done much besides thank her for the role she played in releasing him from confinement, but if she held such power, he certainly wanted to earn her trust.

      Marklus walked downhill, closer to the circle of warriors for an upfront view. As he moved forward, he saw someone he did not expect to see, and a vague recollection clouded his memory. The male was no Cron. He was no Tider, either. Yet he stood sword in hand, waiting for his chance to combat Alaireia. His face was pale and his hands were shaking. Fear. The cold sweat of it was written all over his body. Pausing, Marklus almost walked up to him, but it was too late. Alaireia’s last opponent stumbled out of the ring and a lively Cron shoved the fearful male inside.

      The male raised his sword in both hands, then dropped one and swung at Alaireia. She ducked and brought her sword up to parry his blow but she was too late. The male had already shifted positions to throw a foot under Alaireia’s, and the two of them toppled to the ground. Alaireia quickly recovered from the surprise move and leaped up. Feet apart and sword lifted, she posed for the next attack. The male was a bit slower but seemed to understand the need to quickly gain higher ground. There was a momentary pause as he stood, straightened his shoulders, and calmly slid one foot in front of the other before launching into an aggressive attack. Alaireia, thrown off by his speed and surety, was unable to disarm him as quickly as she had the others. She met his sword, blow for blow, parrying and thrusting, but the onslaught continued.

      The shouts from the warriors hushed to an awed silence. Some sheathed their swords, others leaned forward to examine the technique, or started chanting under their breaths. It was an old chant from the Miften language, a term not common among the people groups. It was a name for an expert, a champion of the land, the best of the best. Slowly, the chant grew as the duel continued, and Alaireia’s calculations about the male’s next move were proved wrong.

      “Starman. Starman. Starman,” they chanted over and over again.

      Marklus could see hints of anger in Alaireia’s movements; the sword slashed too quickly. She was getting sloppy, but his precision was perfect. Although his brow was wet with sweat and his face still pale, his hands no longer shook. He was sure in his movements. He was the superior with the sword. Marklus, standing apart, remembered the Trazame from the woods, the nervous aura he’d given off when he stumbled into Alaireia and fled as soon as he sensed outwardly power. Marklus hesitated. He wanted to watch the end of the duel but instead he turned around and ran.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Crinte!” Marklus burst into Crinte’s chambers, not even hesitating to knock in his excitement. “The best warriors in the land, that’s what you’re looking for!”

      Crinte looked up from the maps he was studying. “At least shut the door,” he complained.

      “Come with me,” said Marklus. “You have got to see this!”

      Crinte opened his mouth but Marklus grabbed his arm and dragged him out the door. The two raced back to the training grounds, where the size of the crowd had doubled. Alaireia and the Trazame were still locked in a duel. Now, the Trazame was on the defense, backing away from Alaireia but still meeting her every blow. Marklus could not tell if he was determined to win the fight or too frightened to give up.

      “The Trazame,” Crinte said in awe beside him. “I did not know he could fight.”

      “I did not know he was here,” Marklus added.

      “He came with the rest of the escaped prisoners,” Crinte explained. “But I have not spoken with him.”

      Marklus shook his head even though Crinte’s eyes never left the duel. “No, he was not in prison with us. He was already in the woods on this side of the sea. I’m not sure how he ended up at the Fighting Camp, unless he followed us. Alaireia and I ran into him on our way here.”

      Now the Trazame was gaining ground, and the shouts of the spectators became louder. He was gaining on Alaireia and it was her turn to back away, seeking an error in the onslaught of his sure and steady blows. He slashed towards her waist, only to be cut off; the next blow dove for her heart but was struck away. He reached higher, aiming for her neck, but her sword met his again and again, blocking as she backed away.

      “I have dueled Alaireia,” Crinte said. “It is no easy feat. How this Trazame still has his sword is amazing.” He paused for a beat, then placed his hand on Marklus’ shoulder and said in a low voice, “We may need him.”

      “I know.”

      Crinte continued, his voice dropping lower as the cheers of the crowd grew louder. “Then you know my last conversation with Ackhor did not go well. He knows how to raise an army, but we need to be two steps ahead of the enemy. As I told you, I need scouts to go to the Great Water Hole with me, discover what their true plan is, and put a stop to it. But I need a great force to come behind us. I need the armies of the Mizine to rise and follow us, wiping out this unnecessary uprising before it can take over our lands. This time, you cannot go running straight into their hands again. You will need the best of the best with you, because it will not be easy. I want warriors who are not afraid to stare death in the face and keep going. I want warriors who can think on their feet, who are passionate about saving our lands, and who can rage in battle. If this Trazame can do so, we may require his services.”

      Marklus smiled, his blood boiling at the words Crinte spoke. “When do we leave, then?”

      “Two weeks.”

      Feeling satisfied with their decision, the two turned one hundred percent of their focus back to the duel. Alaireia was backed into a corner. She had nothing left to do but surrender her weapon. There was a brief second of indecision before she threw down her sword in frustration. She was breathing hard, furious that a mere Trazame could best her strength and skill. Glaring at him with hostile eyes, she waited. He hesitated, glancing questioningly at her sword then back at her intense eyes. The noise from the onlookers hushed as they watched the conclusion of the most exciting duel they’d seen from the two most unique warriors at the Eka Fighting Camp.

      Alaireia reached out her hand, signaling a draw. The Trazame paused for a beat, either unwilling to give up or unsure of Alaireia. He sheathed his sword slowly and took her outstretched hand. The spectators roared and raised their swords in the air, chanting for their hero. “Starman! Starman! Starman!”

      Alaireia grasped the Trazame’s hand. “I have never met anyone who could fight evenly with me. From now on, we train together.”

      Although Alaireia’s words were serious and solemn as she refused to humble herself, the Trazame lost his shy look as the witnesses shouted. “You think so? I am glad of it. I haven’t had much practice with the sword.” He smiled a bit uneasily and despite herself, Alaireia felt her hardened heart lift just a tiny bit.
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* * *

      After the two escaped from the many admiring and congratulatory warriors, they found themselves awkwardly walking through the training grounds.

      “We have met before,” Alaireia said finally, gauging the Trazame’s face for a reaction. He stiffened immediately. “Ah, so you do remember.”

      “What were you doing out there?” He could not look at her. “I saw you crawl out of the sea with the others. Are you one of the turned ones?”

      “Turned?” Alaireia scoffed, but she noticed the Trazame was visibly shaking with fear, and he very much looked as if he would like to flee. “How do you know about the turned ones?”

      “Everyone knows.” He shrugged. “Ever since they started appearing on this side of the sea.”

      “No,” Alaireia corrected. “When I left, only a few knew there were turned ones, and now, if everyone knows, we don’t have much time left.” She momentarily forgot about the mysterious Trazame as thoughts flew through her head. She had been gone much longer than expected, and now it seemed maybe Crinte’s plan was the only hope. She had considered going off on her own again, but given what had happened on the other side of the sea in Slutan, strength seemed to be in numbers. She knew Crinte was going to take action, but he had not informed her of his strategy or his timeline. All she knew was that his plan would be more actionable than Ackhor’s. Then again, she owed everything to Ackhor, and did not want to hurt his feelings. She felt a twinge of guilt as she realized she still had not been to greet him after her safe return from the other side. But part of her shied away from what she had to say to him.

      “Are you one of them?” the Trazame pressed.

      “No.” She again noticed how afraid he was and sighed. “I would not be here if I were one of them. After all, this is the Eka Fighting Camp; only potential warriors come here. Tell me, why are you here?”

      “I was lost.” He looked confused. “I walked too far from my fishing hole and lost the smell of home. Then, I followed the light in the forest, and it led me here. The others, down there in the fortress, they said a miracle had helped them escape a prison and they were forever indebted. They said if I want to leave here, I need to learn how to fight, so I can go home.”

      Alaireia raised her eyebrows. “You followed a light in the forest?” She shook her head at his tale. “Tell me, who are you?”

      Finally, he stopped and looked at her. “I am Stamen the Trazame from Trazamy City.”

      “Yes, I could have guessed that,” Alaireia interrupted impatiently. “But who are you? What led you to leave home in the first place? How do you know how to fight like that?”

      “It is as I told you. I was walking the fields and I strayed too far into unknown lands. I did not mean to leave, but I lost the smell of home, and the light led me here. My mother used to tell my brothers and sisters tales of old, and we would act them out, especially the fighting scenes. It seemed that way again as I was dueling, practicing with you, as if I were the hero in those old tales.”

      “My name is Alaireia the Ezinck,” she began, starting to walk slowly in circles around the Trazame, who now stood quite still. “They call me Lightfoot, but those are only names. My people are nearly extinct after the Wyvern attacked Srinka, my homeland. That makes me who I am. My strength sets me apart; no man or beast is able to best me. I am less than I seem, yet I am more than I am. To know who I am is to know danger and desire for more. You followed my light, yet it was not meant for you. I cannot believe your coming is a mistake. Who are you? One named Stamen yet they call you Starman. You are my equal with the sword yet you show such fear and know so little of this world.”

      The Trazame appeared troubled. He looked back at Alaireia pleadingly. “I don’t know,” he whispered. “I just want to go home.”
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      Crinte was troubled. He spent his days planning and strategizing, pouring over maps of the Western World, reading of unexplained oddities in the history of the World, and putting each piece of the puzzle together. It was all he could do to force himself to take breaks to practice his skills with the sword at the training grounds and spend time instructing new recruits. Thoughts solely focused on the war, he knew they had to act swiftly, in such a way it would not only bring Ackhor around, but all the numerous armies on the southern side of the sea. King Arden of the Country of Norc in the west had been kind enough to turn a blind eye, knowing full well what Ackhor and Crinte intended to do: build a well-trained army that was loyal to no king or country, strong enough to overthrow every deity in Mizine. It was a concerning political move, for, after all, a ruler must be conscious of those who seek to overthrow their kingdoms. Some Rulers of the Countries of Mizine had already issued harsh edicts and repercussions for those attempting to join the rogue army. For some, the threat of a loss of status was enough. For others, the removal of limbs, time spent in the stocks, or a flogging kept them in reserve. There were reasons Ackhor and Crinte kept quiet. All the same, Crinte knew it was those in authority he had to daringly visit and persuade of their dire situation. Yet, irritatingly enough, there was still something missing.

      Rifling through disorganized papers, he momentarily lifted a thick piece of parchment depicting an aqua battle scene. A Cron stood on a shore, and in front of him rose a great and terrible monster. Eight unwieldy arms and legs, longer than an elephant’s trunk, flailed in all directions, a few reaching for the Cron as if to crush him. It rose out of the water, three times as high as any castle, with large round eyes, black as ink, sucking out the brave Cron’s soul.

      Shuddering, Crinte dropped the drawing back into a pile. There were many known and unknown dangers throughout the world; those who followed had to be willing, as he was, to take the brunt of the risk upon themselves. Crinte remembered days past when he traveled the southern end of the Western World from coast to coast with his father. Adventures in a time of peace were appealing, but adventures in a time of war were another thing entirely.

      Loose papers scattered as he stood and turned to the small barred window. Sunlight tentatively warmed his tan cheeks as he crossed his muscular arms and closed his strained eyes. Memories danced with visions of golden fountains and winged creatures playing the most delicate music he’d heard in his life. Thoughts flitted back to the intoxication of the Afrd Mounts, a crisp, cool air blowing on his face, and the freedom of standing on a mountain top, looking down at the world with everything he desired within his reach. He remembered the weightless feeling of flying on the back of one of the most fearsome creatures of the air, and seeing the kingdom in the sky from afar. He recalled the mysterious secrets of the Algrema Forests and the waterfalls creating a trail into the innermost sanctuary where the Ezincks dwelt and taught him how to live off the land. Reality came thudding back as the terrors of the prairie once again materialized before him. All was not beautiful. Now, if he let it go, his memories would be nothing more than an exquisite dream.

      With a sigh, Crinte turned back to his maps and again studied the lands on the other side of the sea. They were his weakness. He knew the lands to the south by heart, but walking blindly into enemy territory in the north would lead to certain death. His attempt to send scouts ahead had failed miserably; Marklus had been captured, and Alaireia had become too distracted rescuing him. Again, he wished he had been able to send the two off together to combine their unique strengths. A heavy-handed pounding on the door dispersed his thoughts. Perturbed, Crinte quickly crossed the stone floor and flung open the door to reveal Elam the Gatekeeper. A disgruntled look was plastered across his face as he mumbled, “A Legone the Tider is here to see you.”

      Crinte turned the name over slowly on his tongue. “Legone the Tider?”

      Elam the Gatekeeper nodded.

      “Please, bring him here.” Crinte paused and added, “Your guards will not be needed.”

      With a huff of impatience at Crinte deliberately undermining the rules, Elam the Gatekeeper marched down the hall to escort yet another unaccountable guest to Crinte’s chambers. Crinte shut the door firmly as a chill shook his body. He attacked his disorderly papers again until he found it. He held it up to the light. An Xctas, a great winged bird with a sharp beak and far seeing eyes, stared back down at him.
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* * *

      Legone should have been exhausted. After all, his four-week journey from one side of the Western World to the other would have taken any normal person months. An Xctas, a great winged bird, had taken him from the deep mountain ranges to the prairie ground. From there, he had run as if the ground were crumbling beneath his feet. The journey was all it took to make up his mind. Now, standing inside the walled fortress, he was reminded of how much he missed the freedom of the mountains and forests. Already the walls were closing in; the ceiling felt like a weight pressing on his heart. Legone bowed his dark head as he waited for the One he searched for, ignoring the curious guards around him. Part of him felt relief that he no longer had to carry his secret alone. At least the burden would be passed to another. The sound of his name jerked him out of his thoughts. The procrastinating Gatekeeper waved his hand, motioning for Legone to follow him.
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* * *

      As Elam the Gatekeeper ushered the guest into Crinte’s private room, recognition flooded Crinte’s memory. The name on the Gatekeeper’s tongue had sounded familiar, but the image of the Tider standing before him rang clear bells of warning in his mind. Legone the Tider was as tall as Crinte remembered, standing just over six and a half feet with piercing sky-blue eyes that mirrored the view from mountain peaks. His aura was just as stiff and frosty as the unrelenting walls of the mountain, rugged and craggy, warning of danger but promising life to those who survived. Long chestnut hair tumbled down his broad shoulders, almost to his waist. It was loose and tangled now from the Tider’s journey, and in some places, leaves and twigs still clung like burs to his long strands. His muscles rippled under his forest green tunic, and on his back, a sheath of white-tipped arrows and an engraved wooden bow rested. He looked down at Crinte over his long, pointed nose and extended his hand. All the while, no trace of emotion softened his hard features.

      Crinte looked past the Tider and nodded at Elam the Gatekeeper to dismiss him. “Thank you.” Crinte knew he appeared calm and collected, but truth be told, the sight of the Tider fresh from the mountains troubled him. “Why have you come here?” he asked as soon as the door shut.

      The last time he had seen the Tider was at the edge of the Dejewla Sea. Headstrong and young, a prince of the mountains, Legone the Tider had chosen to follow his restless heart and cross the sea. Since he had begrudgingly guided Crinte and his father through the Afrd Mounts, they were happy to provide guidance to the sea. From that time, Crinte knew Legone was full of wanderlust and selfishness. He paid no heed to the rules of his people and instead chose to live free and lonesome. Yes, he was skilled with the bow and arrow, and friends with all the wild beasts of the land, yet the fact that Legone the Tider arrived at the Eka Fighting Camp at all was unsettling. It was strictly against his character to join any sort of cause unless he was to benefit from it.

      “Can I not go where I please?” the Tider asked, his voice quiet. “Crinte the Wise, I know it has been long since we met, but I have news for you.”

      Crinte finally took his hand. “Legone, are you aware that Ackhor is the leader of the Fighting Camp and all knowledge must be shared with him?”

      Legone sneered before brushing those words aside. “If I had wanted to speak to Ackhor, I would have asked for him, wouldn’t I?” He purposefully took off his bow and arrows and lay them by the door as a sign of peace. “My words are for your ears, Crinte, because you are the only one who can do something about them. From what I know of you, there is no possibility that Ackhor is truly in charge here.”

      Crinte shook his head and offered the Tider a seat before taking one himself. “And from what I know of you, the fact that you are here does not mean anything good.”

      “That depends on how you look at it. Viewpoints are everything.” With those words, he took an object from his tunic and laid it on the table. He looked at Crinte and calmly began to speak. “It was 10 years ago to the month when I left the mountains for the very first time. Some said it was a foolish choice. There is a reason we keep to the mountains, they said. We do not deal with those on the other side, they warned. But why not? I was curious. So I went. I can protect myself. So I went. There was no need for fear in that time. So I went. After we parted ways, I set loose my boat and took the most beautiful journey across the sea. My trip was calm and steady but I crossed at such a wide opening it took a fortnight before my vision was graced with the coast of Asspraineya. During that time I partook of dried meat, berries, and nuts to sustain myself, and drank the salt-less refreshing sea water, which tasted of the dreams sea creatures are made of. My Xctas flew above me by day and rested on the prow of my boat by night, watchful and cautious, unlike myself. When at last we arrived and climbed the sandy knoll, I pulled my boat up on the shore, yet a sneaking suspicion arrested me. Feeling like a trespasser, I pushed my boat back out to sea, cutting myself off from Mizine. My journey was not full of backup plans to return home. Forward was my only option.

      “The land was surprisingly sandy, and further inland, that sand turned to dust and rock, quite different from the nourished countries to the south. I roamed aimlessly here and there, living off what nature provided. Every now and then I stumbled upon a small town or large city full of people much like you and I. They had adapted to the strange enviornment and did not seem to mind the long, hot days of intense sunlight, or the cool nights that were my favorites. The land stretched on, barren and bleak, yet at times I would lie outside at night, watching the multitude of stars and enjoying crisp, cool air. It was then I felt at peace with my decision and my nomadic lifestyle continued.

      “I cannot say that I was lost; there was no road for me to follow, no end goal other than life itself. Yet one day I heard crashing waves, and climbing atop my Xctas, flew over the eastern end of Oceantic. Waves pounded against the shore, demanding obedience. Seagulls wheeled below me, calling, nay, shouting with joy to each other. My heart overflowed and I leaped from my Xctas, only to find the breath knocked out of me when I reached those icy waves, foaming over my head and calling me under. At first I thought it was the end, until a slick wet body lifted me, and up popped an otter to laugh at my folly. Who knows how many months I spent by Oceantic living the life of a sea creature myself. It was when my Xctas began to fly off for days at a time that I determined to follow it. Oceantic would always be there for me to return to. Again hiding my presence, I wandered through canyons and valleys, barren lands and sandstorms, terrible winds, and freezing snow until I reached the border between Asspraineya and Slutan, where a great green forest grew.”

      His words dropped away into silence and for the length of a few breaths, there was nothing. His eyes clouded over, no longer seeing Crinte across the table, as if he were being transported back into his deepest, darkest memories. He shook his head once as if trying to clear it, to determine what words were needed and what knowledge needed to stay hidden, for now.

      “I have told no one of the time I spent on the other side. They know I left. They know I returned. And life continued as it always did. The sun rose, the sun set, and yet I always saw it through the eyes of another, and I wondered if I had made the greatest mistake of my life. Walking into the forest was like stepping into an ethereal world. It was as if time stopped and the years fell away like snowflakes in the sun. I cannot tell all that I learned there, only, I fell in love with the forest. I fell in love with its creatures. Yet all was not as it seemed.

      “It has always been rumored there are immortals among us, if only we open our eyes. We have seen them and yet we haven’t, but I have, and I am ruined. I cannot tell if I am one of them or not, but it seems likely they would have poisoned me with their soullessness. Some days, I believe I am immortal, and at times, I wonder if my body continues to age, or if all was halted by dwelling too long in their presence. The Green People are real, their stories are truth, and they awoke a great evil, deep in the forest, and allowed it to grow. No, that is not right. They encouraged it to thrive, and once it became too strong for them, instead of destroying it, they unleashed it. That darkness is what is coming for us; that darkness causes the transformation. How, you ask?

      “There is a power known to the immortals, the power of life and death, and few immortals are born with that dominance. Those who have it live hidden because they know others will abuse those abilities. But the truth is, they remain hidden because they know there is a ritual that if performed will allow powers to be transferred from one immortal to the other. And there is one in need of those powers for his plans to come to fruition.

      “You know of the Four Worlds; the North World, the South World, the Eastern World, and ours, the Western World. There are greater beings, born out of creation and dwelling in the South World. Among many desires, one of them is to merge the Four Worlds and rule them as one. The purpose is yet unknown, but to join all Four Worlds together into the middle of Oceantic would take great power, and the move itself would cost many lives. Unless, a hardier People Group could be born that would endure such a drastic transition. If the worlds were moved together, there is no knowing what ancient immortals might awaken from the deep, or what others would be attracted to such a feat of power. An act of such magnitude is a challenge and demands an answer, and should the beings succeed, they are asking for war, and will need a stronger People Group to go to war for them.

      “Why, you ask, should the immortals play with us in such a way? How are we to withstand such power? We cannot. Which is why, in all my years, I have never come forward with this knowledge, because what is the point? But now that it has begun, I rue the day the immortals thought they could play with mortals. We should not make it so simple for greater beings to take over our world and wipe out life as we know it for a superior People Group. I refuse to live to see such days, which is why I come to you now. You know the Western World and have traveled it like I have, living off the land, satisfying your wanderlust with no other purpose. Were those not the happiest days of your life?”

      His words drifted into a muted silence, settling heavily throughout the room. As Crinte took in the words of Legone the Swift, a dread sat heavy on his heart. With the news he had brought him, he doubted anyone would follow him if they knew the truth. He looked back up at the cool eyes of Legone. “Why now?” he puzzled. “Why come to me with these warnings now?”

      Legone stood. “See, you already believe me, although you mistrust me. Years ago, my words would have been the ravings of the mad one.”

      Crinte pointed to the small object on the table as he rose. “And what of this?”

      A shadow of pain passed over Legone’s face, almost too quickly for Crinte to see. “Keep it.” He backed away. “It is a token too strong for myself: the power of mind control. You of all people are wise enough to control it, but I warn you, it is your gamble now.”

      The object glittered at Crinte as he uneasily gazed at it. “How did you come by this?”

      Legone picked up his quiver of arrows and gently fitted it on his back. His eyes focused on his bow as he mumbled in a low voice, “The creatures of the wood gave it to me, just in case.”

      Sensing the end of Legone’s open confession, Crinte moved to open the door for him. “Thank you, Legone. You have risked much to come here, and I would prefer these words not pass lightly between any others.”

      “As you wish. But should you and I fall into their hands, there are others who should know the truth.”

      “I will ensure the truth does not stop with us. But let us speak of this no more.”

      Legone hastily exited the room and Crinte leaned heavily against the door. He would have to tell Marklus; he would even have to tell Ackhor. It was time to resort to their last defenses. If the Western World failed, it would not be because they did not try. Walking to his desk, he took a piece of parchment, wetted a quill, and began to write.
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      Alaireia found herself reluctantly walking towards Ackhor’s quarters before heading to the training grounds as usual one morning. Even though Ackhor let her enjoy her freedom and had avoided summoning her for debriefing, Alaireia was aware she should have made a point to meet with him the moment she entered the Eka Fighting Camp. Instead, she found herself hesitant, shying away from the one question he might ask. Her relationship with Ackhor went back years. He had appeared in the forests of Srinka shortly after the incident that took her family away. Instead of being put off by her frosty attitude, he’d provided the deadly weapon that led to her revenge. When the emptiness of loss set in, he distracted her from sorrow by showing her the glories and mysteries of the Western World.

      Following directions from Elam the Gatekeeper, who knew everything about the fortress, she made her way to the meeting rooms Ackhor kept. Outside the frowning door, she halted and took a deep breath to still her jumpy nerves. Calmly, she reached for the doorknob, and before she could change her mind, burst into the room without knocking. Her eyes flew immediately to him and she saw, with relief, he was already preoccupied. Ackhor stood in the middle of the room, surrounded by three animated Crons talking intently. They glanced up in surprise at the intrusion, but much to Alaireia’s disappointment, Ackhor motioned for her to shut the door and turned back to them. She took in the details of the room while she waited, noticing the way bright light poured in from an oblong window, highlighting the many books and papers stacked by the walls, on tables, against shelves, under chairs, and by the window. The walls were covered in detailed drawings and paintings depicting landscapes and peoples of the Western World. Often the shock of walking into Ackhor’s rooms was enough to silence anyone until they became used to the idea of stepping from the neutral walls of the fortress into a bizarre land.

      The Crons quietly finished their conversation, shook hands, and filtered out of the room, glancing curiously at Alaireia. Ignoring them, she turned to Ackhor, and despite herself felt the corners of her mouth lift in a smile. Ackhor strode to her. He was a tall, burly Cron with shoulder length, rich brown hair pulled back to clearly display his wide face. His catlike eyes were kind and understanding, and much like Crinte the Cron, he emitted an aura of authority. Alaireia reached out her hands to welcome him but he held out his brawny arms and wrapped her in warm embrace. “Alaireia.” His voice was deep and melodic, sending calming vibrations through her body. “I know better than to worry about your comings and goings, but I wondered when I would see you again.”

      “Ackhor.” Alaireia gave in to the warmth of his hug for a brief moment before pulling away. “The errand I went on took much longer than expected. But I am here now with news for your ears.”

      Ackhor chuckled affectionately. “Of course, Lightfoot, little sister. I would expect nothing less. Come, sit, and tell me all.” With his arm protectively around her shoulder, he steered her towards the carved bench under the window where they sat, side by side.

      Alaireia turned to him, her face earnest as she began to speak. “Ackhor, there is much going on in the world. Honestly, I left because Crinte asked me to. His friend, Marklus the Cron, went to scout out the other side of the sea. He, of course, got lost and captured in Slutan. He’s essential, you know, to Crinte’s plan.” She paused and looked at Ackhor, waiting for his reaction.

      “I do know,” Ackhor confirmed, his expression cautious. “Crinte has a plan and he will tell me when he is ready.”

      “I thought you might,” Alaireia affirmed. “I had to use the Clyear to break out of prison.” She smiled up at him and her voice became hushed. “It worked flawlessly; thank you.”

      “Ah, I am glad to hear that.” His words hung delicately in the air as if there were more to say. He paused before asking, “You say Marklus the Cron is essential. Do you know of his powers?”

      “No.” Alaireia’s face turned thoughtful. “I only intended to return him here, safe and sound, before going my way. I never thought to ask…”

      “Maybe you should,” Ackhor prompted. “It would not hurt to know more of the warriors here. After all, this is the Fighting Camp. We are supposed to be useful to each other, not going our separate ways.” He looked at her pointedly.

      Alaireia bit her lip at the rebuke. “Yes, but large numbers are your expertise. I work much better solo. Besides, we should send more scouts to the other side to find out what is actually going on. I know you will say I sound like Crinte, but it is my plan to return there. The land is odd, and even those on this side know of the turned ones. What is even worse is that I heard that information from a mere Trazame.”

      “A Trazame? I heard one came here, that same night you and Marklus appeared. I think the Clyear may have worked much better than you had hoped, for a small army of prisoners came as well.”

      “No, that was intentional,” Alaireia interrupted.

      “Tell me more about this Trazame then, the one they call Starman. I hear he bested you with the sword,” Ackhor teased.

      “Argh!” Alaireia groaned in frustration and stood up, pacing back and forth. “He did not best me with the sword. He is my equal! A mere Trazame, and yet they praise him. There is no one better than I, and yet he will not tell me who he is. He swears he grew up in Trazame, the farmlands, but a farmer should not know how to wield a sword like that!”

      Ackhor stood as well and began to speak, his voice calm but firm, packed with warning. “Keep him close. A time may come when you need him. Alaireia, hear me out. I know Crinte is overly concerned with what is happening on the other side of the sea, and yes, it is to our advantage to discover their secrets. I believe it is our highest priority to build an army that will defend our homeland. We are only rebels, and if the Rulers of Mizine find out what we are doing, they will want to use our armies for their own needs. We need to present a united front and it is not my wish to go against Crinte’s plan, but it is too dangerous to go across the sea into an unknown land looking for hidden motives. I don’t like the thought of you willfully running into certain death with him, no matter what kind of fearsome and powerful warriors Crinte attracts. If you do decide to go, against my wishes, at least tell me before you disappear into the night. You are the most skilled warrior I know, but you are also like a sister to me. At least do me the honor of letting me say goodbye.”

      “Oh, Ackhor,” Alaireia replied in frustration. “Of course I will weigh the cost with you before I leave, but now is not the time to play it safe. Remember when the Wyvern attacked Srinka and you told me attempting to kill it would risk my own death? That the risk would be worth it compared to living in anxiety and fear, waiting for its next deadly attack? This is the same situation, only on a grander scale. It’s not my death that hangs in the balance; it is the death of our countries and life as we know it. If it is solely up to me, I will take that risk—again. Life lived in defense and fear is no life at all.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Tincire was a weapons maker. When he was young, he began working with his father, the town blacksmith, creating unique tools out of lumps of iron and steel. He was fascinated with heat, the way it melted and distorted the strongest metals, contouring them into new shapes and forms. The flames spoke to him, their warm voices whispering, revealing secrets of the craft, influencing the outcome of the tools and weapons he designed. At the Fighting Camp, he studied the warriors and watched them train, learning their strengths and weaknesses. Every now and then, an idea would come to him and he’d scurry back to the furnaces with new designs to coax from the flames. Then, he would assemble the warriors who awed him most and present them new weapons, custom made for their skills. He would explain why he made the weapon and what made it special for that particular warrior. It was a rite of passage, and warriors knew they had achieved the highest honor when approached by one of Tincire’s messengers. Now, Tincire had his team working day and night to perfect weapons for a certain group of warriors. His gut told him time was of the essence, and his inklings were never wrong.
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* * *

      Try to fit in. Those were the words of Crinte the Cron after their lengthy conversation. Try to fit in. That was days ago. Legone shook back his long hair and raised his curved bow to his mouth; he took aim at a practice mark and hit it so hard it vibrated for minutes afterwards. He had never been good at fitting in; everyone wanted to fall into a similar routine, but he was always doing things differently. Chores were lost on him. Why chop wood when he could explore the forest and discover the secrets of the trees? Why save for winter when he could ask the beasts of the air and earth, and they would share with him? He pulled another white tipped arrow out of his sheath and calmly fit it between his fingers. There were other Crons and Tiders surrounding him on the practice ground. He could hear the thud of their arrows striking home, but he felt alone. He let the arrow fly, long and free like his heart, until it smashed through the mark, its point shattered from force. Try to fit in. Crinte had said they were leaving soon and asked if Legone would serve as a guide since he had been to the other side. Legone had not said it then, but there was a stop they would have to make along the way, and he could not tell Crinte without raising suspicion. Already at times he felt he had said too much, and exposed himself and them. Anger boiled up again as he pulled another arrow, and a voice beside him asked, “Are you Legone the Tider?”

      He turned his head cautiously, but it was only a Cron he did not recognize. Curly brown hair danced over his forehead and he, too, carried a bow and arrow. “I’m sorry to interrupt your concentration,” he said, “but Crinte said I might find you here.” The Cron lifted his bow and arrow and aimed; it was a poor aim, Legone noted. “Tonight, after the last meal, come to Crinte’s room.”

      The Cron let the arrow fly. He missed. Legone wanted to laugh. “Try to fit in,” Legone told the Cron, and turned back to his target.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Marklus only stayed at the shooting grounds a few more moments after he had passed the message to Legone the Tider, who was just as fearsome and as cold as Crinte had described. But then, all the warriors Crinte selected were tough. Even his attempts to get past Alaireia’s walls of silence proved futile. Now he had to find her. As of late, he noticed she had been keeping company with the solo Trazame, the one everyone called Starman, after his unbelievable duel with Alaireia. Even as Marklus stood still in the trees, he could hear the clang of steel on steel and the roar of warriors watching. He shook his head. At this rate, the turned ones would likely hear all the clamor and come racing to overtake the Fighting Camp before the warriors were truly trained. Marklus turned and pointed his feet towards the sound.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Crinte was torn. The object Legone the Tider had left with him was dangerous, unethical, and in Crinte’s mind, wrong. It was a power that should remain hidden and unused, yet he found it hard to believe the creatures of the wood had entrusted Legone with such a rare gift. Crinte knew it could be their salvation—it was the missing piece he was looking for, a way to bind the wills of all people groups to himself, a way to remove the choice that stayed their hands, a way to force a great army to overtake the northern side of the Western World. It was a power he was sure had a small aura of darkness around it. He wanted to destroy it yet he knew that would be impossible. But was their salvation worth it?
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      They came stealthily, hiding in the shadows of the fortress, as if they themselves were rebels within a rebel camp. Marklus was the first, slipping into Crinte’s room before the last meal had even ended. Next was Legone the Tider, his cool presence quieting the air. Alaireia was last, and with her, she brought the Trazame.

      “Thank you for coming this evening,” Crinte began as they gathered around the table, waiting expectantly. “You may not all know each other but I find each of you essential to the future of this world. Marklus the Healer is my childhood friend; he saved my life a time ago. Alaireia the Lightfoot has recently escaped from the other side of the sea with Marklus. Legone the Swift has traveled from the Afrd Mounts with dire news from the other side; his knowledge is imperative to our mission. Stamen the Starman has lost his way, only to find it here with us and discover his talent with the sword.”

      Crinte looked at the four standing before him. “There is only one way to do this.” His voice rang clear with clarity and dogged determinedness. “There is only one way to end this for good. If we want to give the people of Mizine a fighting chance, if we want the Western World to rise victorious and see glorious days ahead for our country, we have to put an end to this! The enemy is much stronger than us. They are conniving and moving into our territory. I will not see our people transformed; I will not see our country fall to its knees, worthless slaves unable to have a mind of our own. We must stop this before it goes too far! There’s only one way to kill a beast—find its weak spot and destroy it from the inside out. We are going to do this, and I will lead this group. We have to be fast, we have to be strong, and we have to give this our all. We have to do the unexpected and outsmart our enemy. We have to have a plan and we have to attack. Our goal is to go to the Great Water Hole, and destroy this new power by exposing its weak spot so our army stands a fighting chance at defeating him. This is our mission. Who’s with me?”

      Silence claimed the room for a few moments as questions filtered through the heads of the warriors. It was finally Starman who spoke up. “Not to…er…disrupt your plans, but would you mind leaving me at home before you cross the sea? I’m not comfortable joining this army and my people aren’t warriors. You don’t need me for this.”

      Alaireia scowled at Starman but did not voice her opinion. It was Crinte who broke the awkward silence. “Starman, you have only been here a couple of weeks and yet you display a great courage we have seen in no other Trazame. Although you think light of your talents, there will come a day when your power will be essential to the fate of the land. Don’t throw it away because you don’t believe you are worthy enough.”

      Starman nodded, his face red. It looked as if he would have liked to argue further, but Crinte’s compelling voice silenced all resistance.

      “Crinte,” Marklus objected. “You mentioned our enemy as being a ‘him,’ but this is the first I have heard of this information.”

      “Yes, we have Legone to thank for that. He has brought some revelations about what we are up against, which is why I have a plan.” Crinte unrolled a large map of the Western World and spread it over the table. Despite themselves, the four eagerly leaned in. Crinte pointed to the Sea Forests of Mizine. “A scout has spotted a troop of turned ones crossing the sea. In retaliation, the Fighting Camp is sending a group of warriors to face them tomorrow morning. We will be a part of that group, but it is only a starting point. After the battle, we will push on east. Each of you have armies you can call to our aid; you will need to tell them to be ready when you call.”

      “Excuse me,” Starman interrupted. “I don’t have an army.”

      This time, Crinte, Marklus, Alaireia and Legone all glared at him. “Excepting Starman,” Crinte added. “I must call in some favors, which means we must venture near the Mounts before crossing to the other side of the sea. From there, Legone will be our guide, as he has been there before. It will not be an easy journey. The turned ones have taken over the lands to the north, and we will be aliens in a foreign land. We must be cunning and fast, but I have chosen each of you because together we can be an unstoppable force. I need you to be sure, because once we start, there is no turning back.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Crinte pulled Alaireia aside after dismissing the others. Picking up a thick scroll, he pressed it into her hands. “Give this to Ackhor. I want him to understand why we are doing this.”

      Alaireia was not used to questioning the messages Crinte gave her to pass along, but now she looked searchingly into his eyes. “What is this, Crinte? What have you withheld from us?”

      “I thought it might be easier if you did not know all. Legone brought dark tales from the other side. I will let Ackhor decide how much the Fighting Camp should know. It is his responsibility now.”

      Alaireia nodded, turned, and faded into the night, unrolling the scroll as she went. She was only halfway through the parchment when someone called her name. “Alaireia,” a voice said from the shadows, “where are you going?”

      She could just make out Marklus’ curious face in the dim halls. “To call my army. Come with me,” she replied, quickly tucking the parchment into her tunic before he could see it.

      Marklus fell in step beside her. “So you are coming with us then?”

      She nodded. “I will do what I can, but tell me, did Crinte tell you the whole story?”

      “What do you mean?” he asked, perturbed.

      “Did he tell you what Legone the Tider told him?”

      “I’m not sure what your question is. I believe we hold the same knowledge. Alaireia,” he paused and put a hand on her shoulder, turning her to face him, “is there something else?”

      “Marklus, you should know the truth before you run headlong into danger again. There is a dark power beyond what we can control that stirs in this world. All this could have been avoided if Legone the Tider had come forward sooner.”

      “You can’t know that,” a cold voice interrupted. Marklus and Alaireia turned, only to come face to face with Legone himself. “You don’t know what it was like over there. Don’t presume to judge me with your limitations.”

      “I was not judging,” Alaireia protested. “Only, if you had come forward as soon as you had found out, things would be much different now. The south would never have allowed such an evil to grow.”

      “Wouldn’t they?” Legone questioned as he glared at her. “The south has a way of turning its ears away from bad news. They never would have believed my tale. And the north, for all their powers, unleashed it. Since you know so much of the world, tell me, do you believe my tale? Would you have believed it unless the turned ones began to appear in your lands?”

      Marklus, seeing the look in their eyes, quickly stepped between the two. “It does not matter now. We are all in this together and should not talk of what might have been. There is no going back. Legone, walk with us. We might as well learn how to get along.”

      Alaireia looked at the tall Tider. “There is only one thing that matters now.” She stared up into his sky-blue eyes. “Are you with us?”

      Legone defensively stared right back at her. “That is a question you should not even have to ask,” he replied tightly as he turned and walked away.

      “Alaireia,” Marklus groaned, “you have insulted him.”

      Alaireia huffed. “There is something about him I cannot put my finger on. He is hiding something.”

      Marklus looked thoughtfully at her as they reached a flight of stairs, descending deeper into the fortress. “Crinte said the same thing to me,” he whispered, “which is why we have to keep him close. He may be our guide, but if there is more to the story, he will need our trust, something I fear he has not known. Alaireia, there are secrets you have not told me, because I do not have your trust yet.”

      “I know. Since we are leaving together, it is time you knew.”

      As they stepped off the stairs, into gloomy, torch lit halls, Alaireia reached into her tunic and pulled out an object. She held it in the palm of her hands and lifted it up so that the flickering torchlight fell on it.

      “It cannot be!” Marklus exclaimed, staring at it in wonder. “How did you come to find it?”

      A genuine smile lit up Alaireia’s face. “I know, isn’t it beautiful?”

      “Alaireia.” Marklus stared at her, noticing again how lovely she looked as the yellow light spilled over her hands, highlighting her cheekbones and shades of dark hair. “Do you know what we can do with it?”

      “I do.” She never took her eyes off it. “How do you think we escaped prison?”

      “Oh.” All the pieces came together now. “Your army, the prisoners.”

      “Yes, you see now. They followed the trail we left them, which led here, all except for Starman. He should not have seen it.”

      Marklus shook his head in wonder. “We are stronger than I thought,” he said finally.

      Alaireia turned questioningly towards him as she put the object away. “What powers do you hold?”

      “Nothing I can show you.” Marklus shivered. “I stand between life and death; I am a healer.”

      Alaireia reached out and took his hand, then looked up at him in surprise. “You are not a healer; you are The Healer. I can feel it, even now.”

      “Have you met healers before?” Marklus asked in confusion.

      “Yes, some of my kind, but their auras were not like yours.”

      “Then you think there is hope?” Marklus could not help but ask.

      “Hope.” Alaireia turned the words over on her tongue. “I don’t know about that.” Then, she turned abruptly and led him down to the depths, where her small army slept, waiting.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Crinte had barely closed his eyes when he heard the door to his chambers swing open. Sighing inwardly at the interruption, he reached for his sword, which never left his side, even in slumber. “It’s just me, Marklus,” a voice hissed out of the darkness.

      Crinte sat up. “Oh, Marklus?” He fumbled around for a light. “What brings you here at this late hour?”

      Marklus sat cross-legged on the cold, stone floor. His feet were bare and the dancing flame highlighted his curious eyes. “I was with Alaireia. You did not tell me she has the Clyear.”

      “It was not mine to share.”

      “Then, will you share with me what Legone the Tider told you? He trusts you and no other. Alaireia hinted at darker forebodings than I imagined.”

      Crinte’s face grew still, watchful. “Marklus, he trusted me. There is an account of events I shared with Ackhor. I think it will be enough to persuade him, and his relationship with Alaireia? Well, he will not want to lose her if she comes with us. It will be easier to be more open once we have left this place. I don’t want words repeated and echoing off stone walls.”

      Marklus nodded thoughtfully. “And what of the Trazame?”

      Crinte shook his head. “We have to take him home. He cannot walk blindly into this, even if he can hold swords with Alaireia. I would not trick a Trazame into death. But don’t tell Alaireia. She will be against it. I think she is growing rather fond of him.”

      Marklus laughed ironically as he stood. “She is fond of no one. The Tider is cold as ice, the Trazame is clueless, and you and I?”

      “Marklus, this is no joke. I need you to call the Zikes.”

      Marklus froze, and his voice dropped away into the shadows of the night. “But what if they kill us all?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Alaireia sat in the large square room in the dungeons with her army. It was a poor army; she had counted them twice and each time the number barely hit one hundred. They would not be much help at this point. Some of them had used their last strength getting to the Eka Fighting Camp. It was late and most of them were asleep, but Alaireia’s eyes wouldn’t close. She felt calm, yet the haunting tale of Legone the Tider bothered her. Something was not right. Even if he had endured horrors from the other side, there was something about him that made her feel reluctant. The problem was she did believe his tale, and wondered if she should.

      She felt him approach before she saw him. “Alaireia,” he said. She turned her face to him. He was about her height with sun-kissed brown hair, so short it tended to stick up from his head. His skin was darkened from time spent working in the sunlight, and his soulful eyes were deep brown. She could see mirrored in them the emotions they all felt deep down inside—uncertainty and fear. From the time she’d spent training with him, she found him the least knowledgeable person she had ever known; but then again, she had never met a Trazame. He sat down beside her, shoulders hunched apologetically. She wanted to reach out to him, to tell him he wasn’t lost and alone anymore. But the words he spoke changed her mind. “I talked to Crinte.” Alaireia looked sharply at him. “He said I could go home.”

      “Is that what you want?” she demanded, her voice coming out harsher than intended.

      He shrugged. “I’m not meant for this war. You and Crinte and Marklus, and even Legone, are all warriors. If this is the end of the world, I want to be with my family, those I love most.”

      Alaireia’s face grew still, as if she’d been slapped. “I see,” she said.

      Sensing her mood change, Stamen stood up. “I just wanted to tell you that.”

      Alaireia turned away from him. “I see.” She looked out at her pathetic army. “Starman,” she said as he walked away. “There’s a reason you followed the light, and the light doesn’t lead home.” He did not reply, and despite herself she felt a pang of disappointment.

      After he had gone, she stood and reached for the parchment Crinte had given her, words she did not desire to share, but as a messenger she would complete her assignment. She slipped out of the room and headed for the rooftop where she knew Ackhor would likely be brooding into the night. When she reached the balcony and stepped out in the cool night air, he looked up as if expecting her. “You have decided,” he said as she glided forward, merely a shadow in the darkness.

      “Crinte asked me to give you this,” she said, pressing the thick scroll into his hands.

      “I assume you are familiar with these words?” Ackhor asked gruffly, slowly taking the parchment from her hands.

      “Yes,” her words tumbled out in a rush, “and I am leaving with Crinte.”

      “I am disappointed.” Disapproval dripped from his lips and  he turned away from her briefly. “But I cannot stop you.”

      Alaireia stood beside him and looked out over the darkened land, attempting to explain herself. “I will regret it if I don’t take this risk. You, of all people, should know about risks.”

      “Aye.” Slowly, he turned back to face her. “I understand your desire to go, but you are making a mistake. At least, take care of yourself.” Ackhor reached out and pulled her into a brotherly hug, his chin touching the top of her head. “Goodbye one last time, little sister.”

      Involuntarily, she stiffened at his touch before relaxing, reminding herself of all Ackhor had done for her in the past. She left him without a sound, sneaking back through the empty halls.

      Ackhor returned to his chambers. He took the Clyear he had lifted from Alaireia, wrapped it in burlap, and placed it in a ceramic pot. Since Alaireia had chosen to be foolish, he must keep it safe. Better to use the Clyear at the Fighting Camp than for it to fall into enemy hands. Satisfied with his deception, he lit a candle and sat down at the table. Taking the scroll, he unrolled it, carefully holding down each end. Before him lay Crinte’s handwriting, but the words told the story of another.
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      I, Legone the Tider, swear these words to be true. It was ten years ago to the month when I left the mountains for the very first time and crossed the Dejewla Sea. I wandered through canyons and valleys, barren lands and sandstorms, terrible winds and freezing snow until I reached the border between the countries of Asspraineya and Slutan, and there a great green forest grew.

      I could feel its age as I stepped beneath its boughs and the dryness of the desert faded away into green. It was as if I were back in my mountains, and as I breathed in the pure air, I realized I missed them more than I had known. I felt that I had come home. For long moments, I stood on that sacred ground, breathing in the air until my feet reminded me there was much to explore and I drew closer to its innermost sanctuary. It felt as if the forest was watching the first few weeks I dwelt there, but as I chose to live off the plants of the land and not the animals, it relaxed and began to accept me. I made myself wander through the forest until I was lost entirely, but I could tell something was keeping track of me, even if only in a curious way, and it bothered my mind.

      One day, I heard the voice of a river and camped along its edges. I followed it for a short while until I reached the end of the forest and found myself staring up into dry cliffs. Unwilling to leave the forest behind for more desert lands, I turned to go back, and that was when I first saw one of them. She was standing beside a tree, her hand resting on its trunk, her large, pale eyes calmly, quietly watching me. Her skin was a pale green and she wore a long pale dress, the color of it ever shifting. Her ears were quite large, so they stuck out from her head; even her waist-length pale hair could not hide them. She saw me see her and met my eyes. We held the gaze but for a moment before she turned and slipped back into the woods. I made as if to follow her but could find no trace of her presence. Despite myself, a chill awoke my heart and I almost left for those dry mountains to warm myself again. Alas, that it was not to be.

      She began to appear daily—when I was fishing, before I slept at night, when I scaled trees to find my Xctas who had taken to flying far from me. Finally, in frustration, I asked what she wanted of me, and it was then she invited me in. She beckoned and I followed, down hidden paths into the secret place of the forest where the creatures of the woods dwell. There were hundreds of them and she was only one, just as curious about the world as I. She listened to my stories and told me her own, of her people and from whence they had come, of their customs hidden away in the forest, of their knowledge of the world and their power. She was curious and impatient and nothing like anyone I had ever met. She introduced me to her world, her people, and despite myself, I gave up my lonesome ways and lived among the Green People.

      One day, I was summoned by the King and Queen of the Green People. They cautiously welcomed me into their midst and from there I became a guest in their great green halls. Their land teemed with life; all that is good and green grew about them. Their halls were filled with the sound of music, the trickling of waterfalls and the rushing of the winds. I wandered too close to their portal, guarded by the King’s own daughter, Lady of the Green People, who warned me of its power. After that, my eyes were awakened to see just how powerful the Green People are, and what they used their powers for. There was one they welcomed through their portal, a sickly shadow whose coming was intense enough to close the gateway to worlds beyond. This shadow they healed and nurtured, yet as it grew healthy, it also grew an impossible mind of its own. A rift formed between the Green People—there were those who sought to destroy it before it could become something unthinkable, and there were others who protected it like a child, believing in redemption, promising a better future with age.

      But it did not get better.

      At first, there were only accidents, those turned to incidents, and finally blatant terrors. At last the King and Lady of the Green People rose in full strength and banished the shadow from their land to the mountains. They conjured a great storm and wasted much of their people’s powers, for by this time the shadow had grown strong, feeding off their energy. Instead of destroying it, they tossed it out into the wild to teach it a lesson. They closed their doors on it, and it became a him, and he drifted in fury and might and disappeared into the desert mountains of Slutan.

      The Green People, cautious and broken, sealed their land, but before they closed their portal of powers, I made my presence scarce. I took the Horn of Shilmi and ran like never before. It felt like my feet never touched the ground, and I do not know if it was fear or traces of immortality, but ever since, my steps have been faster and surer. My path lay before me. I left the forest and entered the bleak desert of Asspraineya, and it was not until I broke free of those forests that I saw my Xctas once again. We ran as if the shadow was behind us until we reached the sea. I climbed upon my Xctas’ back for one last flight. We flew until we could fly no more, then weary wings dropped and we crashed into the sea. Alone, I swam until I reached the southern shore, and alone I lay on the bank until breath entered my body naturally and I no longer tasted terror and darkness and corruption. I felt as if I had passed through the doors of death itself, and having lost everything, I wondered for a moment, but knowledge was my strength.

      I walked back to the Afrd Mounts for my heart was too heavy for my feet to take flight. I kept the Horn hidden because it holds a deep power. There is a reason it has been in my possession for a time, and now I pass it to you. When the time comes, those you need will come to your aid and their minds will be aligned with yours, and all that you desire shall be accomplished. Use at your own peril. I wish no more than to do my part to end this power struggle. The next step is ours. If we do not act, the immortals are coming for us, and there will be mortals no longer.
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            Transformation

          

        

      

    

    
      Fire ignited behind the orbs of his deep eyes as he concentrated. He ignored it, familiar with the senseless buzzing as his body complained from overuse. Creating potions of transformation was difficult, complex, and time consuming. Time was what he had the most of; he was blissfully aware of the eternity of time stretching endlessly into echoes of darkness. Time. Alone. He blinked and stood at last, stretching his tense, sore muscles. The body he’d assumed was weak and mortal, easily tired from the endless hours he spent perfecting his transformations and watching the clock of the Western World shift and muddle. His original form was what he desired, and to be united again. But not with his brother and sister who had unceremoniously kicked him out and chased him through the portal for not agreeing with their grand schemes. No, he wished to be above the World in paradise, a place where he belonged. And if he were to accomplish that, he had to call down the greater beings beyond the end of the Four Worlds to take him there.

      Even now he could feel the undercurrent of potential power. The untapped resources that lay across the Western World, a shrine of his desires. There was only one thought that irked his mind—the thought of a mere mortal, a Tider, who would likely challenge him. He was close with those demented beings, green immortals. They thought highly of themselves, the most powerful beings in all of the Four Worlds. Born into the Western World, they thought themselves Keepers of Power until he had been thrown, flung into their midst. It had been all too easy to blindingly charm them with his prose and elegance. They saw him as they wished to see him until it became truth, and there was only one who saw his other form, what he really was. He remembered twisting out the Queen’s red heart, chilly pleasure rippling through his spirit as the fleeting life escaped her heaving soul and the remnants of power clung to his own. It was an act of defiance. An act that, at last, incurred the fury and wrath of the green immortals. They cursed his life, making the exchange as he desired, forcing him to face the mountains and begin the work of a lifetime of study.

      The reverberating crunch of iron on iron scattered his thoughts. A metal creature rose out of the searing heat, horns aglow from the intensity of the waters. Its eyes were hollow, staring and dead, its mouth a grim mask of slabbed iron. Fleshless arms creaked as it lifted them to salute Sarhorr the Ruler, looking down upon the work of his hands. He opened the portals of its mind and removed its screaming consciousness, tossing it back into transformative waters where thoughts were silenced. Sarhorr the Ruler lifted an object and peered into it until the wan face of his assistant appeared. Nervous eyes darted back at the him and the thin, high voice quavered as it whispered, “Nothing to report.”

      “Ah, but that is not why I called you. I have made something new. Look.” Sarhorr the Ruler smiled as he turned the object like a mirror, looking down upon his new creation. “I call them Xeros, made from giants. They guard my lands, they guard the Tunnels, and let me tell you what they can do.”
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            The First Of Many

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun was still slumbering behind clouds when Crinte rose. He dressed rapidly in the darkness, tightening the belt on his pants, clamping on his battle breastplate, and yanking his green tunic over them. He pulled his black boots on and tucked daggers into the hidden folds. Finally, he fastened his sword at his waist and picked up the Horn of Shilmi. It was a small object, one he held securely in both hands. A band of gold surrounded the mouthpiece yet the horn itself was bronze and the opening was covered in silver. Its rounded edges shone with a light of their own, but even as he gazed on it, Crinte could tell it was whittled out of bone and molded in bronze, silver, and gold. His hands grew cold at the thought, and part of him wanted to return the horn to Legone and rid himself of the dark encumbrance. Yet, knowing better, he slipped it into a hidden, inside pocket of his tunic and left his dark chambers. No sooner had the door closed than he bumped into someone. “Crinte,” she whispered frantically, grabbing his arm and not allowing him to move away. She leaned in to whisper in his ear. “It’s gone. I woke up this morning and I can’t find it anywhere. I’ve searched and searched but it’s nowhere to be found. We can’t leave like this. Please.”

      Crinte pulled back to look at the distraught face of Alaireia. Her dark eyes were wide and she was breathing quickly. He took her face in his hands, calming her with his touch. “Where did you last have it?”

      “I showed it to Marklus then put it away. I still had it when he left me."

      “Who else did you see last night?”

      “Legone. Marklus and I ran into him before, though. I don’t know what powers he has but he could have followed us. You don't think…” Her words trailed off.

      “Legone is nimble but no, he desires no obligation when it comes to power. Who else?”

      “Ackhor, to hand over the message, and Starman.” She looked searchingly into Crinte’s eyes. “Crinte,” she probed when he did not respond right away.

      “You’ve said at times it flies off by itself?”

      “Yes, but on this night? Right before we leave? Why would it forsake us?”

      Crinte shook his head. “I know not, but I will keep my eyes open. Who else have you told?”

      “Just you. I am not sure who to trust right now.”

      “Do not speak of it to anyone else.”

      Alaireia nodded, but she felt bereft. If someone had taken the Clyear of Power, they were lost. The abilities the Clyear granted were unnatural and gave the holder an advantage in any situation. Its gifts ranged from visions of the future to episodic increases of power. Typically the holder was faster, better, and stronger than anyone they came up against. The Clyear of Power did not conform to intent, darkness or light; it recognized its handler only and followed their desires.

      “We must go,” he said, taking her hand from his shoulder.

      “But Crinte, it is the Clyear; we can’t just leave without it.”

      “Keep looking,” Crinte said, “and find the others. This is an opportunity we cannot pass up on.”

      Frustrated, Alaireia pulled back from him. “You told Starman he could go home?” she accused.

      Crinte raised an eyebrow at the change of subject. “Yes, I know you trust him, and I agree, I would prefer him to come with us. But the choice must be his. None of us are walking into this without being one hundred percent committed, and I need that commitment from him if he is to come with us. He will travel with us as far as Trazamy City. From there, we will leave him at his own doorstep. We have until then to persuade him to believe in himself.”

      “Crinte, I am telling you, we need the Clyear and we need Starman. We will not be successful without both.”

      Crinte looked her in the eye and touched her shoulder. “Persuade him.” Then, he rushed off down the stone hall and left Alaireia alone in her agitation.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The warriors gathered in the entryway of the fortress. A group of fifty was being sent out to quash the troop of turned ones who had been spotted in the Forests of Mizine. They were armed from head to boot and carried a variety of weapons. All of them had swords, daggers, bows and arrows, some carried spears, others maces and axes. Helmets in hand, they stood a fearsome force, waiting for direction. Ackhor had arranged the force and instead of naming Crinte their leader, named his brother, Tincire, the weapons maker, the commander of their raid. Tincire looked like a brute himself, standing taller and bigger than Ackhor, his muscles hard from years spent in the forge. He planted himself in front of the warriors, rousing them with his gruff voice.

      “Warriors, today we march out to face the turned ones. The enemy on the other side of the sea continues to test our strength. Let there be no survivors this day to return to the other side. We go to battle to show them who we are. We stand our ground, we defend our countries, and we are a force to reckon with. Arise, warriors, and fight with me. Let us show them our strength.” He raised his arm and the warriors raised theirs as well with a shout.

      Elam the Gatekeeper gave the word and the gates of the Eka Fighting Camp creaked open. The sun was just beginning to rise as the warriors disappeared into the forest. Quietness settled across the woods as the warriors marched through. Aside from the constant dripping and frequent downpours, life itself seemed to have forsaken the Sea Forests. Even the warriors only spoke in hushed tones, if at all, stealthily moving through the trees, not bothering to cover their tracks for the rain washed them out. Now they wore their helmets, covering their heads from the wetness, yet it was still a miserable march. The hours passed slowly. The second meal came and went but the warriors did not stop. They ate as they marched and continued on.

      Tincire signaled for scouts to run ahead. Crinte, in charge of scouting, motioned for Alaireia and Legone to follow him, and they dashed ahead. “See if you can find a trail, figure out which way they are coming from. I’ll look ahead.” He reached for a leafy tree trunk and within minutes was scaling it.

      Alaireia and Legone looked skeptically at each other for a minute. “Let’s look east,” Legone suggested. Alaireia gave a brisk nod before taking off through the trees.

      Crinte looked down for a moment as he balanced his weight on the fragile branches close to the treetop. For a moment, his vision changed and he thought he saw a fierce Xctas flying above a gazelle as they bounded through the forest. He shook his head and looked again, but this time the broad leaves hid his view of those down below. He raised his face to the sky and looked east as raindrops tumbled down his cheeks. His eyes showed him the stretch of trees and beyond them he felt his gaze zoom in over the landscape. Keeping still, he continued to look, searching for signs of life, looking for movement in the grasslands. His vision showed him nothing.

      At first, Alaireia and Legone ran in sync, moving quickly and silently through the damp forest. Alaireia found herself surprised at Legone’s skill; he was just as surefooted as she was, but as they gained speed, leaping over small bramble and bushes in the way, he began to outpace her. As he pulled away, she could see his strides lengthening and his speed increased. She slowed as she watched him vanish into the forest. She stood still for a moment, letting her heartbeat slow, then she turned towards the sea and ran north.

      It was an hour or so before Alaireia and Legone returned to report to Crinte. “I scouted north by the sea. Nothing to report,” Alaireia announced in hushed tones as she returned.

      “I scouted east. Nothing to report,” Legone replied.

      “Let’s loop back to the warriors. I will let Tincire know. Be ready to scout again at dusk.”

      The two nodded and jogged back together. Crinte watched them for a moment before following, but the trick his eyes played on him earlier did not happen again.

      Evening fell, eventless and silent, the forest giving away nothing even though Crinte, Alaireia, and Legone looked ahead one final time. When they returned, Tincire called for them to rest for the night. At last, the warriors halted to set up camp, rolled out their bedrolls, and pulled out their meal rations. Soon, a low hum of voices filtered through the forest. Even in the darkness, scouts stood watch, though it seemed they were alone in the woods.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Marklus heard it first, and jolted out of sleep as if from a nightmare. He sat up quickly, brushing sweat from his forehead. Turning his head from side to side, he pricked his ears to listen all the more intently. “Crinte!” he whispered forcefully into the air.

      Crinte sat up immediately, as if he hadn’t been sleeping. “What is it?”

      “I hear them,” Marklus announced. “They are coming.”

      Crinte was on his feet almost before Marklus finished speaking. He reached for the Cron closest to him. “Prepare for battle,” he whispered urgently. “Pass it on.”

      Marklus scrambled up, securing his sword around his waist and reaching for the bow and arrows that lay beside him. He turned in the opposite direction of Crinte as he snatched up his helmet. “Prepare for battle,” he called in hushed tones, shaking the Tider near him.

      All at once, the camp became an unorganized buzz of activity. Crons and Tiders stumbled out of sleep, some scrambling to pull on their armor and find their weapons in the husky darkness. Tincire hissed out orders, ignored as warriors speedily stumbled over each other, attempting to file into an orderly rank for the attack.

      Marklus found himself back with Crinte. “They are nearly here. They will reach us first.”

      Crinte turned to see who was on the other side of him. “Legone, how good is your sight in the dark?”

      Legone drew nearer. “Not as good as yours,” he replied.

      “Can you take them down from above?”

      Legone nodded and began to climb the closest tree.

      “This forest is a terrible place for battle,” Alaireia remarked as she walked up to the Crinte and Marklus. She had already drawn her sword but stood calmly as if the impending battle did not bother her. “With the darkness and the closeness, it will be a wonder if we don't slay each other.”

      “Alaireia.” Marklus sighed disapprovingly, shaking his head.

      “What should I do?” Starman cried, agitated as he ran up to them, his hands shaking.

      “Duck!” shouted Alaireia. She whipped out her blade and slashed at the creature that lunged out of the woods. Her sword cut into its belly and ripped it open just as Legone’s arrow struck its head. The creature fell away and five more leaped in its place.

      “Archers at the ready!” Tincire ordered from a distance.

      “With me,” Crinte commanded as he swung his sword around, connecting with the odd weapon the creature held in its hand. The creature bellowed and instead of drawing back for another attack, leaped forward as if to smash Crinte where he stood. Crinte threw up his sword hand and fell backwards to avoid the killing blow. He rolled to the side and leaped up on his feet in time to drive his blade between the creature’s shoulders. With a roar, it fell, and another beast toppled on top of it, three arrows in its side.

      Crinte lodged himself against a tree trunk for a moment. He tilted his head backwards and rolled his eyes back in his head before opening them again. His eyes glowed briefly as they adjusted to his night vision. He could see the creatures clearly now. They looked as if they had been made from globs of mud and stood taller than any Cron or Tider he had seen. Their build was quite stout, to the point they looked as if they were sagging with the weight they carried. Round bellies poked out from their midsection, giving them an off kilter gait as they lumbered forward. Their deformed faces appeared to be slowly sliding downwards toward their long, flabby arms. They carried thick, rough clubs which looked as if they were created from the nearest tree branches and stripped of all bark. The creatures did not walk but rather lurched out of the trees, smashing everything in their wake. Crinte raised his sword and moved back into combat, sticking the nearest creature’s belly. Its insides fell open and the creature collapsed to the ground, roaring in frustration and pain. Crinte turned to survey the warriors and found Alaireia was on his right and Starman on his left. “Aim for their bellies,” he called to them. “They are weak there.” Two arrows whizzed past him, taking out creatures on the other side of the trees. Crinte glanced up briefly and noted Legone shooting from one of the lower branches. Marklus had carved out a circle and stood within it, shooting in all directions as best he could. Crinte turned his gaze to the trees where he could see dark shapes move towards them. “More are coming!” he shouted. “Pass the word to Tincire!”

      “How many?” a Cron shouted back.

      “I can’t tell,” called Crinte. Scenarios ran through his brain. Quickly, he sheathed his sword and reached for his bow and arrows. “Alaireia, I’m going to pick off the ones coming in. Keep this area clear!”

      “Got it!” she shouted as her sword made contact with the club of one creature. She shoved it away, knocked it over, and drove her sword into it. Three strokes then death was her signature move.

      “They are coming from the sea,” said Starman, his voice quavering.

      Grasping at the information, Crinte lifted his bow and shot a creature in what he could only hope was its heart. “Marklus,” Crinte shouted above the noise, “take my place.” Marklus’ sensitive ears picked up Crinte’s voice as he threw a dagger before bounding over fallen creatures to where Crinte stood.

      “We need to get to the sea,” Crinte announced, shooting arrows with Marklus for a moment. “We can win if we have the moonlight and drive them back into the sea. I must find Tincire.”

      Marklus nodded and concentrated on his aim in the dark. Every now and then, a slice of moonlight would filter through the trees and make it easier for him to hit his target. He stilled his heartbeat, lifted his bow, and aimed. Death flew through his fingers as a creature leaped out of the woods, arms in the air, only to be thrown backwards when the arrow slammed through its eye socket. Marklus grabbed for another arrow and realized he was already running low.

      Suddenly, Legone appeared beside him in a blur, daggers in each hand. “I’m out of arrows,” he said, standing behind Marklus.

      “Take mine!” shouted Alaireia. In one hand she swung her sword, while with the other, she slung the quiver of arrows off her back and tossed them at Legone. He caught them quickly and before Marklus could blink, his bow was loaded and an arrow zinged off into the darkness.

      Marklus did not have time to be impressed with his speed. “I hear more,” he said. “We need to send them back to the sea. Legone, Alaireia, Starman, ready?”

      Starman shook his head; he had no words to say. His hands would not stop shaking and the only thing that kept him going was the certainty that every time he swung his sword, a creature went down. They had not touched him but that did not make them any less terrifying. “Starman.” He heard Alaireia’s voice penetrating his fog of fear. “It’s okay, it will get worse for a moment but we will end this. Legone, you’re fastest.”

      “Point me in the right direction,” Legone said.

      But it was Starman who lifted a hand and pointed. “That way.”

      Legone turned, raised his arms, and hooted out the strangest sound Starman had ever heard. Then he turned and dashed off towards the sea.

      “Clear a path!” shouted Marklus.

      The creatures roared and dashed after the sound Legone was making, clubs raised. Marklus lifted his bow as the stampede began and took down as many creatures as he could. Alaireia and Starman had already left him and were running with the creatures, driving them onwards.

      It took a moment for the rest of the warriors to come around but they did with a shout, egging the creatures on towards the sea. There was only one Cron who stopped in puzzlement and watched the battle being taken out of his hands. He realized his brothers’ suspicions were right; there was more afoot than expected. For months he had been tinkering between choices but now, as the battle was swept down into the sea, he realized his mind had already been made up.
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      Moonlight flooded over the sea, providing enough illumination to reveal the strange creatures as they rose out of the water, clubs in hand, and leapt up onto the shore. Shaking the wetness from their mud colored skin, they moved towards the trees, only to find a steady stream of arrows hindering their progress.

      Legone found himself surprised at how easily Crinte’s plan was working. As he ran, he found the scattered trees closer to the sea filtering in more moonlight, allowing full view of his prey. He scaled a tree as soon as he reached the sea, taking out the lumbering creatures with his arrows. He could tell they were having a harder time seeing in the moonlight but even so, it wasn’t long before he heard the roar of the other creatures catching up.

      Alaireia and Starman arrived shortly after Legone. It was only after they reached the sea that Alaireia realized what a foolish plan it was. The rest of the warriors had not caught up yet, and in the light, she could see creatures rushing out of the sea faster than Legone’s arrows could pick them off. Even worse, a mass of club-wielding, disfigured creatures turned on her and Starman as soon as they ran into view.

      Everything was a blur for Starman. He could hear Alaireia yelling out orders but all he could do was bring his sword up again and again to protect them. The sea sloshed ahead of him and he could hear an odd whooping sound each time the creatures climbed onto land. Now in the moonlight, he could tell there were too many of them and his arms were beginning to ache from constantly swinging his sword.

      “Garrrrrrr,” three creatures roared as they descended on him. Starman lifted his blade to stop the onslaught as a club swung down on his sword with a loud crack. At the same instance, Starman reached for a dagger and threw it, blade up, at the creature advancing on the other side of him. It simply batted the blade out of the way as if it were a mere toy. Starman kicked out at the last creature, which only managed to throw him off his feet. As he thudded to the ground, he could see the creatures descending on him, clubs raised over their huge jiggling bellies. A crash echoed through the underbrush. Distracted for a moment, the creatures paused while Starman took the opportunity to wiggle out of their reach. Breathing hard, he began to frantically retreat even though he could hear the rest of the warriors catching up at last. They eagerly entered the thick of the battle and confused creatures began to retreat into the sea. Starman grasped the freedom in front of him and dashed eastward through the trees. Home lay somewhere near, and as the smell of death began to leave his nostrils, he knew he was heading in the right direction.

      A shadow leaped up behind him and threw him to the ground, sending his sword flying through the underbrush. Starman went down with a cry, kicking and punching until he realized it was Alaireia. “Where do you think you’re going?” she demanded.

      Starman threw his hands up. “Just let me go,” he wheezed, attempting to catch his breath. “This is horror. I wish to be no part of it!”

      “Starman, why?” Alaireia pleaded. “At least come back with me. Stand with the victors and know you have aided in winning this battle. The first one is always the worst.”

      Starman shook his head. “I would not go back there. I need to find my own way.”

      “But you’ll only be lost again, adrift in the woods. More turned ones will continue to come over. Where will you stand without protection?” She stood and held out a hand to help him rise.

      “I have my sword," Starman retorted, crawling over to hunt for it in the thicket.

      “You will be alone,” Alaireia prompted, watching him. “Crinte said we will take you home, didn’t he? Wouldn’t you feel better traveling with us versus alone, not knowing where you are going?”

      Starman sighed as his retrieved his weapon and sheathed it. “I’d rather not face the garrr-crats again.”

      “The what?” Alaireia questioned, taken aback.

      “Those creatures—you know, first they yell ‘garr’, and then their clubs go crack, and it’s all over.”

      “Huh, the Garcrats,” Alaireia puzzled. “Will you come back with me?”

      Starman walked up to her as the gentle glow of moonlight filtered through the trees casting an oblivious halo over the death and destruction occurring near the sea. “Is the battle over?”

      “Let’s find out.” Alaireia turned to head back to the scene of potential victory but Starman stood alone in the wood a moment longer. He could feel his heart rate slowing, his hands had stopped shaking, and the heaviness of sleep had drifted from his eyes. He could still smell death behind him, but for a moment the fear was gone, and he felt as if he could walk straight home without incident.
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* * *

      Marklus raised an unbroken arrow in the air, threw back his head, and roared the battle cry of the victors. Around him, each warrior lifted their weapons and followed his lead. As Marklus rejoiced, he wished their enemies could hear their response. The warriors of Mizine were not going down without a fight. Even as the warriors quieted down, Tincire was shouting out protocol for the battle aftermath. Slain bodies were tossed into the sea while Marklus walked through the battle scene, seeking out the wounded and restoring them to full health.

      When he’d first discovered he carried the power of life and death, his abilities seemed limitless; he could cure anything and anyone. But after the incident with his mother, he was always more careful. Holding sway between life and death seemed less of a power and more of a burden. Crinte passed him before pulling close. “Have you seen Alaireia and Starman?”

      Marklus paused, glancing over the battlefield. “No, why?”

      “Alaireia, I have news for her.”

      “Did you see a vision?”

      Crinte nodded. “It changes things slightly, but keep to the plan.”

      Crinte moved on, leaving Marklus to continue his healing duties.
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* * *

      Legone had not bothered to swing down from the tree after the battle ended. The loftiness was a reminder of the Afrd Mounts. His homesickness lessened as he relaxed on a branch, gazing up at the now calm night sky. Crinte’s warriors from the Fighting Camp seemed to be less affronted by his coldness during the battle. He considered telling them more but wasn’t sure if they would understand why critical details were withheld from them. Crinte alone he could trust, and to solidify that trust, the Horn of Shilmi had been exchanged. The thought of it made him shudder. The others, he wasn’t sure how clear their alliance to Crinte was. He would start with Alaireia the Ezinck. She clearly mistrusted him but he could feel the aura of power surrounding her, and it was exactly what he needed.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Crinte, finally spotting Alaireia, maneuvered through the trees towards her. A heavy hand landed on his shoulder and yanked him back. Crinte turned to find himself face to face with Tincire. A stretch of silence passed between the two Crons as they eyed at each other, neither ready to admit their hand in the turn of events. Tincire crossed his arms gruffly. “You are leaving with your warriors,” his low voice rumbled, more of a statement than a question.

      “What makes you think that?” Crinte replied defensively, crossing his arms as well, not giving an inch.

      “My brother suspects you. You mean to break in the morning, leaving me no choice but to report you, and your comrades, missing after the battle. All five of you.”

      “You don’t mean to try and stop us?” Crinte challenged.

      Tincire’s rough voice grew even lower. “No, I think you should go, but before you leave, come back to the Fighting Camp with us. I know time is of the essence but you should not leave without the weapons I made for you and the other four.”

      Crinte paused, reading Tincire for a moment, then nodded. “I do not want Ackhor to know we returned or to trap us in the Camp. Can you make it so?”

      “Aye, there is a way out through the forge. No one will be the wiser.”

      Crinte reached out his hand and Tincire shook it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Alaireia cleaned her blades, keeping one eye on Starman and the other on the sharp edges of her daggers. She did not understand why he wanted to run off alone into the wide world. She was sure he would not survive, but he seemed determined to push her away. Maybe he could see she was simply using him for his skills with the sword, but it was more than that. Crinte walked up, shattering her muse. She could not read his face, but he leaned in and whispered, “Change of plans. I know where it is.
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      A day later, the Eka Fighting Camp saw forty-four warriors return successfully from their mission. They were welcomed back into the Camp and celebrated with a large meal and a break from training and war preparation while they entertained with tales of the battle by the sea. Their fearless leader, nowhere to be found, was reported to have returned to his forge, requesting to be left alone.

      Meanwhile, Tincire led the five warriors through the tree foliage alongside the training grounds. “I have an entrance in the back but we have to hurry,” he told them. “Once Ackhor realizes I went to the forge instead of reporting to him, he will come find me. My workers will delay him momentarily, but we must move quickly.”

      “I would rather Ackhor did not know how much or how little of a lead we have on him. A civil disruption is the very last thing we need right now,” Crinte said.

      “Why are we acting like this?” Alaireia asked, annoyed with the sneaking about. “I told Ackhor I was leaving with you, Crinte, and he did not object. What makes you think he will try to stop us? Aren’t we all on the same side?”

      Crinte looked back at her briefly. “I am relying on new information.” His eyes turned gold for a moment, speaking a silent warning.

      Alaireia fell uncomfortably silent.

      “Why are we going back for weapons?” Starman complained. “We have weapons. I don’t want another sword.”

      “An excusable question,” Marklus answered excitedly. “You likely don’t know, but weapons made by Tincire contain a sort of mythical element. I don’t know how he does it but rumor has it he makes the best weapons in the land. A weapon handcrafted by Tincire is one of the highest honors a warrior could receive. We are lucky to have him on our side.”

      “But I am not a warrior,” Starman protested.

      “You'll see.” Marklus winked good-naturedly.

      Tincire paused at a clearing in the woods and reached behind a large oak tree for a hidden door. He pulled a rusted black key from inside his tunic, twisted it in the lock, and yanked the door open. “Inside, and quickly,” he growled.

      The five moved into what looked like a storage room which was immediately secured in darkness as Tincire shut and locked the door. He moved his hands over the floor by memory until he pulled open a trapdoor, leading down. “Follow me,” he called.

      The air grew chilly and musty as they descended into the earth, yet Marklus could already hear ironworkers at the end of the passage, and Starman could smell the sharp sting of fire searing onto metal. They could all feel the coolness melting away into blasting heat as they stepped out of the wide passageway into the forge. Flames leaped from one side of the room while a small flurry of Crons constantly hovered around it, keeping the fire burning bright, taking pieces of metal in and out in such a quick fashion it was a wonder they did not burn themselves. Even as the golden yellow flames licked up every inch of fuel, ironworkers hammered bright orange pieces of metal on anvils, causing a beautiful shower of sparks that winked across the workspace as they brought their hammers down again and again. Each of the Crons had a similar build to Tincire, broad shoulders, and thick arms with hair pulled back from their flushed faces. The Crons did not even glance up when Tincire entered with the five. They continued to work tirelessly, their huge muscles bulging.

      Tincire led them across the room to a wide wall rising ten feet above the ground and covered in long swords, short swords, small, thick, and curved daggers, bows and quivers full of arrows, and other strange, fearsome weapons. The steel glinted deviously from the wall, as if each weapon had a spirit of its own, birthed from the flames. A light gleamed in Tincire’s eyes as he stood in front of the wall, gazing at his handiwork.

      “I have experimented long with these weapons, and now I know why.” He looked back at the five briefly. “The perfect combination has come together and I do not believe it is a coincidence.” He reached up and pulled a medium length sword from the wall. Its hilt shone silver in the light and as Tincire pulled it from its sheath, the blade appeared to leap and dance, as if begging for combat. Tincire held it dearly for a moment, like a father reluctant to let go of a child, then placed it back in its sheath. He turned.

      “Starman, this is your sword. You will find it will serve you well on the battlefield and if, at times, it seems to lead the way, follow. This sword knows how to slay its enemies.”

      Starman’s protests died on his lips. Despite himself, he found his arms reaching for the sword, welcoming it home with his very actions. As his hands touched it, he felt an odd calming sensation, as if the sword were whispering words of promise to him. He felt a new hope surge within him, and not waiting to unfasten his old sword, he pulled the new one from its sheath and gazed on the blade as light danced within it. “Thank you,” he said in an awed whisper, his eyes never leaving the shiny blade.

      Tincire turned back to his intimidating wall, reached up, and took down a much longer sword. The hilt was simple but covered in silver like a jewel. As he pulled the naked blade from the sheath, a sharp gold line appeared, running vertically down the blade. Despite themselves, the five could not tear their eyes away from it. “Alaireia, your sword has a minor mesmerizing power if your enemies gaze too long at the gold light. It will also provide light in darkness. Soon, you will learn how to control it."

      Alaireia stepped forward to receive her gift, speechless for a moment. “Tincire,” she breathed, “this is incredible…” She faltered. “I will use it well.” As she lay her hand on the silver hilt, the gold line on the sword flared for a moment but calmed as Alaireia slid the sword back into its sheath. She buckled it around her waist and stood tall, feeling she had earned a new power. Tincire’s intense face softened for a moment as he smiled fondly at her before returning to the wall.

      He pulled down a medium sized bow carved of a dark wood, and a quiver full of blue tipped arrows. “Marklus, these are for you. The bow is newly made of wood from the Algrema Forest and carved with old symbols of our country, Mizine. The shaft of each arrow is dipped in blue instead of white, which symbolizes Mizine. Let them be a warning to all you come into contact with. Mizine will not lie idle while plots are formed against us. You cannot miss with these arrows. They are light but will fly quickly and hit their mark strong and true every time.”

      “Many thanks.” Marklus reached for his gift, gazing at the markings on the bow in admiration. As he placed the quiver of arrows on his back he thought he heard hushed voices. He pricked his ears for a moment but all was still within the quiver.

      “Crinte, I give you the sword of a leader.” Tincire pulled a sword of great beauty from the wall. Its hilt was gold, but as he revealed the blade, strange markings winked into view before disappearing again. Tincire handed the sword to Crinte. “You will find it will serve you well.”

      Crinte held up the sharp blade, testing the weight of the sword but it balanced perfectly in his hand. Even as he looked at the blade he saw images dash before his eyes in a blur.

      “Thank you, Tincire, this gift is…” Words failed Crinte for the first time as he gazed at the blade.

      Brushing Crinte’s words away, Tincire turned back to the wall for the final time. “Legone the Swift, these are for you.” He pulled down another set of bow and arrows. The bow was quite similar to Marklus’, made of dark wood and engraved with symbols of Mizine, although it, and the quiver, were slightly bigger. “The quiver was made to keep up with your swift and nimble way. It never runs out of arrows.”

      Legone stepped forward with a brief nod and fitted the quiver onto his back. An odd sensation passed through his fingers as he did so, bringing back the long-forgotten memory of a darker power.

      “Now you are truly prepared for your quest. You must go quickly before you are discovered here. Crinte, I have mapped out your way through Cromomany. Stop by the home of Oman the Farmer and tell him I sent you. He will prepare horses to speed you on your journey.”

      “Tincire.” Crinte reached out his hand. “We cannot thank you enough. I feel much more confident in our success, knowing you have prepared us for battle. We will send word as we continue on. A time will come when we will join forces again and wipe out the abomination which has taken hold across the sea.”

      Tincire shook Crinte’s hand and nodded briskly and gruffly. “Go now, and farewell.”
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      Legend told that in the beginning, gifts were bestowed upon the Four Worlds to remind its inhabitants they were not alone in the miraculous land they were given. These gifts hinted at a greater potential to those who found them and learned how to wield their powers. Seven such gifts were bestowed and they were called Clyears. Each one held a particular identity, which could be used in combination if one held the others. But there was one Clyear which superseded them all: the Great Clyear of Power. It was an ancient power source and only as powerful as its owner. Some said the Clyear of Power chose its holder; others claimed the holder chose it. Either way, it had been passed from generation to generation, fought over by kings and queens, divided brother and sister, brought together the most unlikely friends, and was used, misused, and abused, until it was finally lost for years. It had last been seen in the South World but now had appeared unexpectedly in the Western World. The hunt for the other six Clyears was only a story for curious children, the hope that there was still a quest for those who were not yet grown, that they might seek adventure throughout their years.

      Those were not the tales Legone held in his mind as he walked stealthily through the halls of the Fighting Camp. Holding his new bow close to his lean, hard body, he brought up the vision Crinte had transferred to his memory. Again he saw the ceramic pot blending into its surroundings. He saw the hands that placed it on the shelf and moved several scrolls in front, hiding it from curious eyes. Legone stood still in the hall, shaking the vision from his eyes. All was quiet and he moved on. His eyes began to burn the closer he walked and he blinked them rapidly, not caring for the temporary power Crinte had lent him.

      Early morning after battle, Crinte had pulled him aside. “Legone, I have a task for you. Will you accept it?”

      Legone stood in the dewy darkness and nodded his bare head. “I will. What do you ask of me?”

      “There is an object that lies back at the Fighting Camp. It was stolen from one of our own and I need you to retrieve it for us. I know where it rests, but risk drawing attention to myself. It would only cause another delay I wish to avoid.”

      Legone simply listened. At this point, he was not one to question Crinte’s wishes, as long as his ultimate plan was coming to fruition.

      “I can guide you with my mind,” Crinte went on. “Will you let me share my sight with you?”

      Legone sighed. “As long as you don’t make this a habit.”

      Crinte smiled slightly. “Just this once. Close your eyes and focus. Tell me what you see.”

      “I am returning from the training grounds. They are empty but it is an hour when warriors should be training. I am entering the fortress. There is no one around. I am walking through passages and halls, climbing staircases, headed towards...Ackhor’s room...humm...it is empty. I see shelves and scrolls and behind those scrolls a ceramic pot. Now all goes black.”

      “Good,” Crinte coached. “Now hold that vision in your mind and follow it. You will know when you have reached the end. Once we leave Tincire, head to the fortress. After you have stolen the ceramic pot, meet us back on the road that leads towards Cromomany. Give to Alaireia what you find.”

      “Alaireia?” Legone asked, dizzy for a moment as he recovered from the vision.

      “Trust, Legone. If we don’t trust each other, how will we fight and win together?”

      Legone stood outside Ackhor’s chambers. He felt every inch the intruder and hoped there would not be any unpleasant surprises waiting for him on the other side of that door. He turned the handle slowly but the door swung open without hindrance. Legone felt the gates to a different world had been opened to him. Strange and fantastical creatures danced on the wall, brought to life by the ink they were created by. Stacks of books and papers covered the room and light streamed in, highlighting the dust and dirt collecting in the corners. Legone shut the door gently behind him and turned in the great room, losing site of the vision for a moment as jagged memories flooded his mind. He remembered spending days sitting in sunlit halls reading books of old, opening age ridden scrolls to find what lay there, learning the language of the “wild things” and practicing it until it flowed as fluidly from his lips as the language of Mizine, called Miften. Legone reached out his hands and picked up a book. He flipped through its pages for a moment, watching the dust fly off it and dance in the sunlight before settling nearby on a pile of scrolls. Was he truly ready for the task laid before him? To lead the four warriors into a dark land, full of secrets, to discover its biggest one?

      Frustrated, Legone closed his eyes, recalling the vision Crinte had given him. He walked forward, passing shelves until he reached one towards the back of the room. He opened his eyes and brushed aside a pile of scrolls. They scattered at his touch, rolling out of the way, some dropping into the floor like a gentle rebuke. Legone reached for the neutral, ceramic pot he found behind them. At first he was tempted to look inside, but realized if it was something Crinte wanted, he probably had no interest in it. Their desires did not often align. He held it for a moment, then reached around and slid it into his quiver. If anything did happen, it was likely the last place anyone would look. Quickly replacing the fallen scrolls, Legone decided it was time to return to freedom with the others. He was just replacing the last scroll when he heard voices on the other side of the door.

      “How dare he return without coming to me first. Does he seek to undermine my authority in this place?”

      “He asked to be left alone in his forge,” a calmer male voice replied. “But we can interrupt his solitude if you prefer.”

      “I’m supposing Crinte and his band of rebels did not return?” Legone now realized the voice had to be Ackhor’s, and the second one belonged to Elam the Gatekeeper. He glanced around for a place to hide.

      “If they did, they are with Tincire.”

      There was a pause as the handle jiggled, then, “I will speak with Tincire first.” The footsteps began to retreat. “Find me a locksmith. I want a lock put on my door immediately.”

      Legone remained frozen for a few moments longer before opening the door and peering out. A glance both ways told him the halls were deserted once again. He quickly closed the door behind him and fled. The front entrance of the fortress was heavily guarded. All that remained was for him to sneak out to the training grounds and loop back around to the road that led towards Cromomany. Even as he rushed through the Fighting Camp, he could tell the celebration had dispersed and the warriors were returning to their daily training routines. Acting as one of them, he stood tall and joined a group of warriors as they walked to the training grounds. From there, he left them and ran east, his feet barely touching the ground.
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* * *

      Ackhor stood firmly in front of his younger brother, his arms crossed and face set. “Explain yourself!” he demanded as Tincire looked up from the flames.

      Tincire lightly tapped a piece of metal with a hammer and sat it down, ushering Ackhor out of earshot of his workers. “What is your beef with Crinte?” he asked gruffly.

      Ackhor tapped his foot impatiently against the warm stones. “Crinte’s actions are the problem. He has his mind set on crossing the sea to antagonize a monster. Does he not realize retaliation will be swift and strong, and destroy us all? We are only rebels; the armies of Mizine are not united. If war comes to the countries of Mizine, we will be thrown into irreversible chaos. Yet he turns a blind eye to this and persists with his own plans. If the leaders of the Fighting Camp cannot be united, what hope do we have to save Mizine?”

      Tincire crossed his arms and stared into the fire, his brow furrowed. After a moment of thought, he looked back up at his brother. “Ackhor, you know I am always with you. But, what if Crinte and his small band of spies succeed in sneaking into Slutan, and provide valuable information on how to end this once and for all? Once we have that information, we can use it as leverage to unite the armies of Mizine and attack Slutan and Asspraineya before they have time to attack us.”

      Ackhor balled up his fists in frustration. “That is a risky plan we cannot put much faith in. Armies alone cannot stand before the transformed ones. Our army of rebels can only do so much to protect the countries of Mizine, and even in that we risk a death by treason. King Arden of Norc may be on our side, and he will join. But how will you convince King Dain of the Afrd Mounts? Who will go to Cromomany and risk a beheading to bring King Merek over to our side? The leaderless peoples of the Algrema Forest hide from us, and the Trazames of Trazamy City will never join our cause. We need to more than just unite all Rulers of Mizine. We need power…” His words trailed off as his thoughts began to take form.

      “Then, you will not send a troop to return Crinte and his warriors?” Tincire questioned.

      Ackhor shook his head impatiently. “No, let him choose his own death. Now tell me, what new weapons have you crafted of late?”

      Tincire’s face beamed as he led Ackhor to the wall and began to explain.
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* * *

      It was mid-afternoon when Legone finally saw the four ahead of him, and despite his cold heart, realized he was returning to where he belonged. He paused for a moment to lift the object out of his quiver, then settled for a walk, his long strides quickly bringing him alongside the others. Crinte, out in front, turned his head. “Welcome,” he called. His eyes met Legone’s for a moment and the two nodded knowingly.

      Marklus, in step with Crinte, turned as well. “I was wondering where you got off to. It’s not the same without you.”

      Legone fell in step with Alaireia and Starman. “Actually, we were talking about you,” Starman began. He stood a little taller, and a determined light sparked in his eyes, his mopey demeanor all but disappeared. “I’ve decided to call Alaireia Lightfoot since I can never hear her approach, and she does that shadowy thing. I’m called Starman, for no fault of my own, and I’m going to call you Swift, because you’re like a streak of lightning.”

      Legone grimaced for a moment. “They do call me Legone the Swift,” he replied formally.

      “Swift it is, and now for Crinte and Marklus…they are hard. Marklus, would it be strange to call you Healer?” Starman called.

      “Yes,” Marklus instantly replied, shaking his head in disapproval.

      “Lightfoot,” Legone murmured, passing her the ceramic pot.

      Alaireia looked at him, confused. “What is this?”

      “I don’t know. Crinte asked me to retrieve it and give it to you."

      Alaireia twisted off the top with some difficulty and looked inside. She gave a small cry of shock as she pulled out the object and dropped the pot on the ground, where it shattered into pieces. Crinte stopped and turned at her cry. The other three followed his lead, curiously surrounding Alaireia as she held up the object for them to see. “The Clyear,” she breathed.

      It looked like a winged horse carved out of the finest crystal, yet as the five stared at it, a radiant light began to stream from its wings. Catching the sunlight, it turned into a prism and shot out a rainbow of light from every angle, bathing their faces in color. Even as they breathed in, they could feel some unknown ability stirring and awakening within them. The crystal winged horse stretched its legs, tucked its wings behind its back, and bowed to them. Then, spreading its clear wings once more, it flew to Alaireia’s shoulder and there it disappeared. Yet the light remained a few seconds longer as the five gazed upwards until at last the sharp reds, vibrant blues, electric greens and deep purples faded into their skin. There was an intense moment of silence as they attempted to process what had just happened.

      “What was that?” Starman whispered, gazing wide-eyed from Crinte to Alaireia.

      “The Clyear of Power,” Alaireia replied. “I have never seen it do that before.”

      “I can still feel it,” Crinte added, “almost as if it blessed us. Don’t you feel the power surging within you?”

      Starman still looked just as confused and lost. “What is a Clyear?” he asked.

      “It is an ancient power,” Legone began, his voice low. “There are six of them, and each possesses a trait the holder of it can use if they know how. There is also the Clyear of Power, the seventh, which holds all of the traits of the six. The one who wields its power must be strong and wise, lest it be the destruction of us all.”

      Alaireia felt the sting of Legone’s last words as he cautiously warned her. “Where did you find it?” she asked him instead, steering the conversation away from the dangerous topic.

      “In Ackhor’s chambers,” Legone replied, missing the look in Crinte’s eye as he shook his head.

      “Oh.” Alaireia said flatly. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I used Crinte’s vision.” Legone nodded.

      “Oh.” Alaireia’s voice sounded tiny as she looked from Legone to Crinte, her face transforming from surprise into guilt. In one bold move, she lit off down the path.
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      Too stunned to react at first, Legone, Marklus, and Starman stared after her as she disappeared into the trees. Crinte, realizing something was indeed amiss, immediately leaped after her shouting, “Alaireia! Stop!”

      “What just happened?” Starman asked in confusion, looking to Marklus and Legone for answers.

      Marklus shrugged. “Let’s find out.” He moved forward off the road in the direction Crinte and Alaireia had gone.

      When the bewildered trio finally caught up, Alaireia was standing in a clearing, looking defensive. Crinte stood in front of her, his arms crossed with a frown upon his normally calm face. “Alaireia, what’s going on?”

      “Crinte.” Alaireia reached out a hand as if to appease him. “I never wanted to tell you this but…” She paused, looking for an out.

      Crinte just stared at her, his face set.

      “Okay, Crinte.” Alaireia took a breath. “Technically, the Clyear belongs to Ackhor.” She took a step away from him and waited.

      “Alaireia.” Crinte’s voice rang with disapproval. “You mean I sent Legone to steal something which belonged to Ackhor the whole time?”

      “I know you’re upset,” Alaireia said, “but I can explain.”

      Crinte ran his fingers through his blond hair in frustration. “You can explain? Alaireia, we need Ackhor on our side! I sent him a slightly threatening message with a clear indication of what kind of power we have the ability to use should he choose to ignore our needs, and now I steal the Clyear back from him? He likely needed it as insurance against us, and now he has nothing. What do you think will happen?”

      Alaireia sighed and looked over at Marklus, Starman, and Legone, who all stood at the edge of the clearing, a distance from the two. She waved them over impatiently. “If you hear my tale, you will understand. But we should put as much distance as possible between the Fighting Camp and us. I will tell you all when we rest for the night.”

      Begrudgingly, Crinte walked past her, his face a mask of thoughts. “We should hurry, then,” he said tersely.

      An aura of silence surrounded the warriors and even the willowy trees seemed to frown down upon them as they continued deeper into the forest. The hum of impending rain and the buzz of hidden creatures captured their senses. It was not until the mysterious lightning bugs of the forest began winking in and out of view like a watch in the night that Crinte called for them to halt. The fading sunlight shot prisms through the broad green leaves of the wood, as Alaireia sat, cross-legged, on the grassy knoll.
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* * *

      Crinte was quiet as he sat down across from her, his silence bringing an air of oppression to the gathering. Marklus sat down beside him, but Starman placed himself a safe distance away. Legone stood to the side, watching the forest, his bow in hand.

      Alaireia stared off into the trees. “I was born in Srinka in the Forests of the Ezinck, a country called Quaziner.” She spoke quickly, barely letting one word drop away before she uttered the next. “My people dwelt in the southwestern corner of the forests within reach of Oceantic. For those of you who don’t know,” she glanced briefly at Starman, “Ezincks are people of the land, friends with the plants, beasts, and sacred grounds of the beautiful forests. The Healers lived in caves near sparkling waterfalls, and almost every day, I walked the botanical gardens to learn from them how best to cultivate and thank the land for the bounty it brought us. I learned to care for the weak and help them stand tall, and fight to defend my lands, although peace was, at that time, the one ruler of Quaziner. I learned to face my fears, to hunt the beasts of the air and of the land, and to build my home. I never expected to leave those woods. Even my father told me there is nothing good outside of the forest. The countries that belong to Crons and Tiders are always full of strife. The conquest of power and constant bickering between the free countries of Mizine is not a political war any should desire to be part of. I was content, nay, satisfied to live out my days chasing the beauty of the forests of Srinka.

      “One fateful day, while hunting with my cousin, Alegore, we chanced to stay out much later than intended. I will never forget that night. The stars burned through the heavens as evening dropped and a chill descended on the forest. Fearing a storm, Alegore suggested we seek shelter in a nearby cave. When we entered, we saw a wondrous silver light pulsing from within the subterranean tunnels. Curious, we began to follow the path that led towards the light, marking a trail for our return. As we progressed, a sense of foreboding overcame us and we realized we treaded where we were not wanted. We looked at each other, asking the unspoken question: should we safely retreat, or continue into the malevolent domain? Heat began to rise as we drew further. While it was preferable to the chill outside, we could tell it was an unnatural heat. At one point, we stopped to draw our daggers and crept forward until the cave widened. The path came to a stop and dropped off, opening up to the great floor of a cavern which lay below us. Around the edges shone the silver light, but its source we could not determine, for a great beast lay slumbering in the belly of the cavern.

      “The vision of that beast made me want to gaze on its strength and power yet run at the same time. There was something hypnotic about the way it slept in its own heat, curls of white smoke gently filtering out of its large nostrils. Such a creature could be nothing more than a demon of the dark world. It had two great legs, each one about ten feet long that curled around its immense body. At the end of those legs were wicked claws, outstretched as if ready to defend the creature, even in sleep. The silver light highlighted the tips of the creature’s scaly back for it was covered in a tough hide that glimmered in the lighter shadows. Great wings lay folded on its back, and short horns grew out of its head and its long body stretched away into darkness. A moment was all it took for us to realize we looked on a Wyvern, a horror from tales of old, known to have disappeared from these lands. What brought it back, I do not know, but in its lair by Oceanic lay hidden the Clyear of Power.” Alaireia looked at the expectant faces listening to her tale. Again, she felt the anguish of that time well up within her and threaten to choke her voice with pain. She lifted her chin and thought of the task at hand.

      “By the time Alegore and I reached the end of the cave, the storm had started to rage. Rain pelted the underbrush of the forest as we ran to warn our people before the beast awoke. Only we were too slow and too late. We had barely run a mile when slices of lightning began electrifying the forest, and above our heads, we saw the winged beast glide by, aroused by the storm, keen to hunt. There has always been one detail I have been unable to decipher. How did the Wyvern appear in our midst unknown? Ezincks know the forest like a child knows their mother and father. It was as if the creature materialized out of nowhere and slept until the storm came. Everything that happened after that seemed intentional, as if a greater force was ordering events.”

      Legone, who had been watching the darkening forest while Alaireia told her story, now turned. His eyes bored into her as she spoke those last words. His expression, ever watchful, began to change as he took in the new information. He opened his mouth to speak, but thought better of it as she continued.

      “That night, the storm and beast were one, ravaging the forest, searing the delicate leaves of plants, felling trees, destroying homes, and terrorizing the animals of that land. Even as Alegore and I fought through the tempest, the spirit of the forest broke and wilted before the onslaught. We could feel it limping and mourning for what was lost, and when at last the brutal night ended, the forest was not one we recognized. I cannot explain what it was like to come home to find it a smoking ruin. Many were crushed while they slept, and those who survived stood wailing in the destruction. We felt death take that land, and Alegore and I promised we would kill the beast.

      “It took us a couple of days to find the resources we needed, but it was one morning as we watched that Ackhor and his Crons entered the forests of Srinka. Crinte, I have told you this before; they were searching for a treasure that brought them to the edge of the world. They were lost at that time, and I, worried they would obstruct our plan to kill the Wyvern, went down to warn them. Ackhor was surprisingly sympathetic; he had entered the forest the night of the storm, but did not know the damage that had been done. He agreed to join us in destroying the beast—partly, I believe, because he is a Cron, and Crons do not back down from a challenge, but also because he knew the Wyvern would interfere in his treasure hunt. He brought supplies and better weapons he shared with us, promising to help us rebuild as soon as our enemy was vanquished. I must say, Ackhor surprised me. He was the first Cron I’d met, but he actually kept his word, which made me begin to wonder, for the very first time, of venturing into the world outside the forests of Srinka.

      “Wyverns fancy water holes and darkness. Using that knowledge to our advantage, we strategized a plan to end its domain in Quaziner. It was near nightfall when Alegore and I took to the coast, bows in hand. We lit fires up and down the shore in part so that we could see, and also to replicate the fires from the storm as much as possible. Ackhor and his Crons set up a perimeter around the Wyvern’s lair to prevent it from coming back home and to provoke it to hunt by Oceantic.

      “It was a clear night when we took our places and waited. I remember the quiet lapping of Oceantic as it rolled inland and back out. The fires danced as the cool air threatened to quash them, and finally, a dark shape shut out the starry night as it glided noiselessly over the water. For a moment, I thought it might fly off across Oceantic, never to be seen again, but it dived and turned, and that’s when I stood and took aim. Alegore and I, standing on opposite sides of the shore, assaulted the beast from both angles, aiming for its tough wings. We shot in a flurry, using all our arrows, but most of them glanced off the beast. A few of them struck true, making the beast roar in fury until it flew away from Oceantic to heal its wounds. We waited for a while, but it never returned that night. At last, I went to find Ackhor and tell him of our failure.

      “When I reached the cave, his Crons told me he was inside. Again, I walked the tunnels, and again, the silver light pulled me in deeper. This time when the path ended, instead of finding a beast in its belly, I saw Ackhor. He stood in the pit and the silver light filtered around his feet, clearing a path to what he desired. I could feel myself gravitating towards the light as well, and when I called out to Ackhor to tell him the creature was still alive, I was not surprised when he motioned for me to join him.

      “Climbing down into the cave was like climbing down the face of a cliff, yet the unnatural heat was gone and the malevolent spirit had dispersed. When I reached the bottom, the silver light was much brighter and I could see they were actually silver horses, winking in and out of existence. For the first time, I forgot my anger and grief and stared in wonder as Ackhor took my hand and led me further in. We followed the horses until we reached a sub terrestrial kingdom, and there darkness was eliminated. As we watched, the silver lights gathered together until they formed a full sized winged horse, which stood at least fifteen feet tall. As we gazed on it, the light burst away and it became flesh and blood. It looked at both of us and spoke. “I have come at a time of great need. Use me well.” Its throaty voice echoed around the cavern and when it stopped speaking, Ackhor held the Clyear of Power in his hands and the light was gone.

      “It was daylight by the time we left the cave, and when we reached the outside again, Ackhor handed me the Clyear and told me I would need its power to slay the Wyvern. He told me my need was greater than his at that moment, but a time would come when he would require the Clyear. But as soon as he placed the Clyear into my hands, I knew it was mine and I knew exactly what to do. I took my sword and killed the Wyvern that same day, and the forest began to heal. I left my cousin, Alegore, in charge there, and took my leave with Ackhor and his Crons. We’ve been close ever since, bound by the finding of the Clyear and his selflessness in sharing his gift. There have been times when he has held it, and times when he lent it back to me. But my need is still greater than his. I cannot return it yet.”

      As her last words dropped away, Marklus was the first to stand. He walked over to her and placed a warm hand on her shoulder. As she looked up into his gentle eyes, she felt something surge through her, holding her pain and grief at what was lost, mending the broken places within her soul. For a moment, it felt as if someone were holding her tight, pulling her away from the edge of a cliff, but when they let go, she felt as though she would remain safe and secure for a time. Just as quickly, Marklus dropped his hand and Crinte stood.

      Alaireia blinked rapidly as she turned to hear Crinte’s words. He looked at her, his face unreadable. “I see,” he said. “I can neither condemn nor affirm your actions. I had hoped your relationship with Ackhor would allow him to see our point of view, yet holding a token of power that should belong to him might alienate him further.” He sighed. “Nevertheless, in the morning, we will continue with all speed. My goal is to travel to the mountains to meet with Srackt the Wise. He will know how to unite the armies here while we are on the other side of the sea. I must also meet with the Mermis, for we are in dire need of their assistance. But first, we go to Zikeland.”

      Marklus, who had been gazing off into the trees, turned back to the company. “Zikeland will be dangerous,” he warned, and blue sparks momentarily sprung from his fingers.
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      Days later, the scattered trees of the Sea Forests of Mizine ended abruptly, leaving the five standing before rich, green grasslands, stretching over unending rolling hills. Here and there, golden stalks of wheat lifted their buds to the warm, yellow sunlight. Sun rays danced over Marklus’ head as he took a tentative step into the green meadow, cautiously stepping through knee high grass.

      Ten years earlier, he had turned back for one last glimpse of Zikeland, taking in the ripples of carpeted green, relentlessly holding tight to the dark secrets of the land. His vision had been fuzzy and blurred with tears he’d hastily attempted to wipe away, lest his mother and father see signs of his weakness. Home was ingrained deeply within, his very soul united in the roots of the tender soil, and leaving was ripping him apart. His neighbors had left one by one after the Zikes awakened, scared off by the incidents. First, stiff, frozen animals appeared nightly. Then, people began vanishing, and finally, one day, the wind ceased to blow across the prairie, soothing and cooling many a weary traveler. Marklus could not forget the cold panic that rose like bile in his mouth the day his older brother, Locklen, never returned home. He had sat on the doorstep past midnight, watching the silver light gradually fade into rays of a blood orange sunrise. His ears pricked, attentive, listening to the silent vibrations left by the absence of the wind and loss of a beloved brother. Inside, he could hear his mother pacing as she watched and worried.

      He felt a pang of guilt each time he saw her in pain, knowing if he had not been so eager to use his gift of life, she would have passed from the world, never knowing another moment of sorrow. He wasn’t sure how it had happened; maybe the Zikes had poisoned her with a slow death. Maybe it was an illness, but she declined, slowly and surely. Yet as she ailed in her sickness, Marklus was surprised at how much peace and calm she felt. “It is my time,” she’d told him. “You have to let me go.” As the land declined as the people groups of Zikeland faded, so did she. Until Marklus, unsure of the strength of his powers, pulled her from the doorstep of death, back into the land of the living. As soon as he did it, he saw his mistake. He saw the look on his mother’s face when she awoke, and the hidden glimpse of disappointment when death forsook her. He did not understand it, how she had wanted to die, to pass from those lands. Her life had never been the same, though. She grew old and frail, and there was an unhappy pain behind her eyes. After that incident, everything that happened to his family took a turn for the worst. And every time he looked at her, he knew it was his fault, and cursed the power of life and death.

      Thus, that night, Marklus had waited, alone, until he knew what he must do. Since his father had not yet returned from his last trading trip to Trazamy City, which lay to the northeast, it was up to him to take action.

      Earlier that morning, when dawn snuck over the horizon, Locklen and Marklus had tumbled out of bed and torn out of the hut. With faces still smug with the telltale signs of a blissful night of sleep, they shoved each other playfully as they strode out, bows in hand, to check their traps. Locklen had been buoyant that day, his feet floating off the ground, unable to stay still. He was seventeen, three years Marklus’ senior and a tall, strapping Cron. His bronze face crinkled when he smiled and his curls danced over his head charmingly. He was always excited and optimistic in a coy way, his warming persona causing everyone he met to instantly love him. Even the animals of the prairie could not stay away from him, and he had names for them all. Often, when Marklus returned from another adventure with Crinte, he could hear his brother playing his flute over the grassy knolls, and oft times he danced with the wind. Marklus and Locklen were children of the land, loved by it, raised by it. Giving up and letting go was not a reality Marklus could forgive himself or his parents for. He was sure the Zikes had a hand in Locklen’s disappearance, even though they’d feigned innocence when confronted. It was only months after Locklen’s disappearance that his parents cowered before the unforgiving land and moved to Cromomany. Marklus, in bitter frustration, had not returned since.

      Now an eerie whisper of silence blanketed the land. Birds did not fly overhead, small woodland animals did not roam, gathering food for their young or storing up for the winter ahead. “Home,” Marklus whispered, lifting his pale face to the light and drinking in the unfiltered air. Perking up his sensitive ears, he waited for the familiar voices of home to fill his senses, welcoming him back and begging him to stay. Disappointment was swift as a deep hum of undercurrent tension met his eardrums. Otherwise the land appeared empty and stale. Swallowing hard, he turned to the four standing behind him, unable to hide the keen pain creeping into his eyes. “Come on.” His voice sounded dead as he beckoned them.

      Alaireia fell alongside him, glancing anxiously at his face. “What happened here?”

      “Do not ask me that.” Marklus shook his head at the insignificant question. “Much has happened here in the last twenty that years words cannot explain. I have asked myself again and again; what powers allowed these Zikes to enter my land and turn it into a barren one?”

      Starman crept nervously behind Marklus and Alaireia, his brown eyes wide as his gaze darted quickly across the still prairie. “What are Zikes?”

      “Creatures of the grass,” Marklus replied bitterly, cautiously placing one foot in front of the other. “They are often invisible, maintaining a green camouflage unless tricked into revealing their true form.”

      Starman shivered. “Why are we here?”

      “This is the quickest route to Trazamy City,” Crinte offered. “And we are in dire need of armies we can control. The Zikes offered their help if we should ever need it. We return to claim that offer.”

      Starman turned his frightened gaze on Crinte, a turmoil of questions rushing through his overtaxed brain. “But they are a menace!” he sputtered.

      “That is true,” Marklus agreed angrily as he spat his next words out. “They draw their fiendish ability from a deadly poison, but if we could persuade them to use it against our enemies, we can claim the upper hand.”

      “Poison?” The word fell from Legone’s lips like a dagger, and he mechanically reached for an arrow. “Twenty years ago, you say? Alaireia, when did the Wyvern appear in Srinka?”

      She glanced back at him, her eyebrow lifted in consternation. “Ten years ago. Why do you ask?”

      “The portals…” Legone’s sky colored eyes glazed over, staring into nothing as thoughts flittered through his brain. Distressing memories of forbidden words spoken in hushed corners of the forest rekindled the clarity he was seeking.

      “Legone?” Crinte’s voice called him out of the void, snapping him back to the present moment.

      “It is nothing,” Legone lied, shaking his head warningly at Crinte.
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* * *

      As the five walked through Zikeland, they saw the wrathful wildness the empty land had become. The blades of grass mirrored each other, bravely holding their faces to the sunlight in the windless prairie. Marklus guided them through the grasslands which sometimes stood as tall as their heads and stung their fingers when touched. But Marklus refused to let them cut the grass out of their way. Lost in their own thoughts and cowed by the intoxicating ambience of secrecy, their heavy words lay unspoken. It wasn’t until sunset that Marklus finally halted and turned to the others. “I hear stirrings beneath our feet. They know we are here.”

      “I don’t like this place,” Starman said uneasily, looking at the ground and glancing over his shoulder.

      “That is the very reason no one lives here anymore,” Marklus told him.

      Crinte turned his farseeing eyes over the land, walking slowly in a circle as he looked north, south, east, and west. “All is clear, as far as I can see,” he announced. “We should camp here for the night, but keep watch.”

      Alaireia was the first to put down her pack and sit on the overgrown hillock. Hungrily, she pulled a bite to eat out of her pack while the others followed her lead. “Marklus, is there much game to hunt out here?” she asked, reaching for her bow.

      Despite the unique weapons gifted by Tincire, the five continued to carry other daggers, blades, bows, arrows, and any other weapons they could tuck away without becoming too laden down.

      Marklus shook his head. “There used to be. Herds of antelope hiding in the tall grass, foxes and cougars slinking through to chase them. We had the birds of the air and the animals of the land, larks, ravens, rabbits, badgers, snakes. They were all here, from the horned monsters dominating the grasslands, to the moles underground. But the animals have left as well. I do not know what Zikes hunt, but when we began to find stiff, poisoned animals, it became clear what we ate was not safe anymore.”

      Starman lay his portion of the last meal down, his appetite suddenly gone. “We are next,” he mumbled, dropping his hand to his sword hilt. A shock vibrated through his body as his fingers brushed the sword, as if it were begging to be used.

      Alaireia sighed and looked over at him, suddenly curious at the strange Trazame. “Starman, did not you have to walk through Zikeland in order to reach the Sea Forests of Mizine? It would have taken you weeks to go around.”

      Starman wrinkled his face at her, confused. “What do you mean? I was in the fields of Trazame one moment, and the next I was lost in the forest.”

      Alaireia narrowed her eyes. “That’s not possible.”

      “Everything is possible these days.” Crinte’s gentle voice wafted over the prairie.

      Starman hung his head, miserable at his circumstances. “I wish I were home.”

      Alaireia, feeling bad for snarling at him, stood. “I’ll take the first watch.”

      “I will take the second,” Legone offered. “But it’s doubtful we shall sleep in these lands.”

      “It’s the silence,” Crinte told them as he sat, chewing methodically and watching. “Back in the days I dwelt here, the wind was always whistling nearby. Sometimes I thought I could see it, brushing through the grass as if it were combing its hair.”

      “I remember.” Marklus’ voice spoke of longing. “I could hear it whispering, speaking a strange tongue to the growing plants and creatures.”

      “If the wind should return,” Crinte added thoughtfully, “I think the others might begin to. Wind made this place home.”

      “If I could persuade the Zikes to leave, I would be the first to claim this land again,” Marklus lamented.

      Legone moved closer to Crinte and Marklus, his voice hushed. “You might not have to persuade the Zikes to leave. Crinte, you still have the Horn of Shilmi?”

      Crinte’s face contorted as if Legone repulsed him. “We should not use that here,” he warned.

      “You can use it to drive the Zikes out and send them where you wish.”

      “What is this you speak of?” Marklus looked curiously from Crinte to Legone. “Is there another ancient power source?”

      “It is dangerous,” Crinte objected. “We do not truly know how to use it, and there will be repercussions for abuse of power.”

      Unhappy with Crinte’s answer, Marklus turned to Legone. “What is this Horn of Shilmi?”

      Legone opened his mouth but realized Starman and Alaireia were now listening intently. “I discovered it during my time on the other side of the sea in Asspraineya.”

      “And what is its purpose?” Marklus demanded.

      “If you use it, you may align the minds of those you think of, to help you achieve your purpose until you release them,” Legone explained.

      “It is mind control,” Crinte interrupted disapprovingly. “It is no better than the transformed.”

      “But what of dark creatures, like the Zikes?” Marklus protested. “Is it wrong to use mind control on them?”

      “It must be our last resort.” Crinte’s voice was distant.

      “Crinte,” Alaireia spoke earnestly. “Sometimes I feel as though I know what you know and we are of one mind with our quest. Times like these, you seem to know much more than you are revealing. Why?”

      A full moon began to hover on the edges of the transitioning sky as Crinte spoke. “I want each of you to know what I know, but knowledge is daunting. Sometimes it is better to walk blindly for a time. As we continue, there is little I can do to shield you, but at least until Starman is home, let us continue. When we reach the house of Srackt the Wise, I will tell you all that I know.”
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* * *

      Marklus woke on the hard ground, shivering in the cold. The moon hung pale and wan in the starless sky. His companions lay in an enchanted, deathlike sleep, and he felt his heart pounding as he rose in the darkness. Moonlight flooded the prairie, showing him quite clearly exactly what he expected to see. The Zikes surrounded him, their numbers blending into the shadows of the night. They stood patiently, just as he remembered them. Hundreds of round, emerald eyes stared at him from expressionless faces, if they had faces. Their four-foot-long bodies were hidden by blades of grass, but the green cones of their heads hummed in unison, binding them together. Marklus waited, fighting to calm his racing heartbeat.

      “Why have you returned?” the Zikes demanded, their voices raised in unison. “These are our lands now.”

      The overwhelming smell of fresh cut grass began to infiltrate the air, and as the voices resounded, Marklus was reminded of the rich earth, allowed to grow freely without a multitude of Crons thwarting it. For a moment, he saw the land as the Zikes saw it, and he understood why. “I am Marklus the Healer, one you cannot harm. Twenty years ago, I awoke you from your slumber, and you took these lands as your own. Unasked. Unwelcome. Now, a new force has taken over the northern side of the Western World, and I need you to fight with me.”

      The Zikes laughed as Marklus spoke, a horrible, haunting laugh that rippled through the prairie, giving Marklus goosebumps as he stood, waiting. “What is in it for us?”

      Marklus kept his voice stern. “You will leave these lands and never return. Otherwise, this new force will take over what you claim as home.”

      “Never.” The Zikes continued to laugh. “We are invincible.”

      Marklus stepped forward, years of pent up rage overwhelming him at last. “You are not invincible,” he declared, his voice becoming louder as he continued. “Your power belongs to me. You will not poison this land or the people who dwell here unless I say so. Your day has come. Your tricks have ended. The time of the Zikes is over, unless you fight with me!” When he ceased speaking, blue waves crackled on his fingertips. The laughter of the Zikes had died away and Marklus could feel their fury sparking in their green cones. He moved closer. “I am invincible.” For the first time, he reached out and touched the green cone of the closest Zike.

      A bang popped his eardrums and Marklus felt his body forcefully hurled backwards. He hit the ground with a jolt, the air knocked out of him. Spots of green light danced before his eyes as he opened them, unseeing for a moment. When he put a hand to his ears to stop the ringing, his fingers came away glistening wet with blood. Slowly, his vision began to clear and Marklus struggled to rise. The white moonlight shone across the grassland and Marklus saw the prairie had been flattened and the Zikes lay prostrate before him. Even before he opened his mouth, he could hear their voices in his head.

      O Marklus the Great Healer, we will fight for you, you own these great lands and you are invincible. Your will is our command.

      Marklus could feel the oppression of the Zikes lifting as he again stood before them. “Rise,” he commanded. “Go to the Dejewla Sea and protect our borders. You shall harm no one except for the turned creatures that come from the other side. Slay them all. A troop of you shall follow me at all times. I am going to the Great Water Hole. When I call, you will come, and we will fight together. Then, and only then, you will return to your slumber underground, and never wake until you are needed once more.”

      O Marklus the Great, the Zikes murmured, we hear and we obey.

      Slowly, they began to shrink back into their camouflage as blades of grass. As Marklus watched, he saw them scurrying through the grass, and even as they left he could hear their now high-pitched voices ringing in his ears. Hurry. This way. To the sea.

      He turned back to look at his companions, who continued their enchanted sleep. Sitting cross-legged on the ground, he waited and watched as the moonlight faded and the sunrise began to spread over the horizon. At last, the heaviness on his heart began to lift.
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* * *

      Crinte sat up in confusion, his mind hazy, his tongue thick. He blinked his eyes slowly, forcing them to accustom to the morning light. He felt sore and stiff, as if his body had been forced against his will. He rose hastily, reaching for his pack and noting Legone, Alaireia, and Starman nearby, still sprawled out uncomfortably in a haphazard slumber. Marklus stood a few feet off on a hilltop, the sunrise bathing his silhouette in light. His shoulders were up and back, his head held high. He looked much stronger and taller. “Marklus, what happened?” Crinte slowly climbed to stand beside him. “I don’t remember much from last night but the air feels…” He toyed with words for a moment before settling on one. “Different.”

      Marklus’ face beamed with pride and satisfaction. “Crinte, the Zikes have surrendered. They are on our side now.”

      Relief flooded Crinte’s face. “Well done, Marklus! I knew you had it in you.”

      “Indeed.” Marklus crossed his arms. “I did not realize they needed a display of power to bring them under control. I should have known because it was healing you that made them take notice the first time.”

      Crinte placed an approving hand on his shoulder. “Marklus, when this is all over, if we survive this, your country will be waiting for you to make it home again. Not just how it once was, but a place where all the animals of the land will dwell in peace, and those who return will delight in the safe haven you create. For as long as you stand between life and death and hold control over the wellbeing of the beasts of the land and air, there will be peace in Zikeland.”

      Marklus felt thrills of power fluttering through him, but he could not help but feel those words were spoken twenty years too late.

      Legone woke with a jerk, finding himself uncharacteristically sleeping when he should have been keeping watch. He noticed the vibe of the countryside as he rose, quietly calling Alaireia’s name to wake her. She, in turn, reached over to shake Starman.

      They stood slowly, gazing unsteadily about. The grass was flattened in every direction as far as the eye could see, as if still bowing from the events of midnight.

      “We should make all haste,” Crinte called, gathering his supplies. “Marklus has sent the Zikes to guard the sea.”

      Legone picked up his bow. “I’ll scout ahead,” he volunteered.

      “As shall I,” Alaireia replied, pulling her pack onto her shoulder.

      Legone nodded at her and the two ran off, side by side.

      Marklus, watching them, shook his head. “They went the wrong way.”

      Crinte looked in the direction they had gone. “They will come back around,” he said. “Come, Starman, it is time for you to go home. If you still wish it.”

      Starman hastily gathered his things, “Good.” He shuddered. “This land is strange. And you say you used to live here?” He shook his head, already dreaming of a warm homecoming.
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* * *

      They had not been running long when Legone dragged Alaireia to the ground. Breathless and surprised at his actions, she pushed him away from her. “Swift, what is it?” she asked, staying low and glancing at their whereabouts.

      Legone squatted beside her. “I wanted to be out of earshot and eyesight from Crinte and Marklus. I have a favor to ask of you.”

      Alaireia, annoyed at his actions, glared at him. “Why don’t you want the others to know?”

      Legone held her gaze. “I want to be sure of myself and I don’t want to answer to the one they call Starman.”

      Alaireia looked away from his piercing blue eyes. “Because he is leaving. I know.”

      “He is a coward,” Legone muttered.

      Alaireia punched his shoulder. “I am tempted to leave you without hearing this favor you ask. Crinte may trust you, but you’ve given me no cause to.”

      “The Clyear,” Legone said. “You said you found it in the lair of the Wyvern. What else did you find there?”

      “Why?”

      “I seek the truth. When I dwelt in Asspraineya much was hidden from me, but I learned there are portals between worlds. The Green People managed to close one, but a portal leaves remnants in its wake. I’m starting to believe portals have been opening across the Western World, and when they do, dark creatures come through them to terrorize the land. Here in Zikeland a glimmer of a portal remains; maybe one does in Srinka as well.”

      “What does it matter if it is true?” Alaireia demanded. “There is nothing we can do about portals.”

      “There, you are wrong. If we know how many portals have been opened in the past twenty years, we have an idea of how many creatures have come through and what we might deal with as we pass into Asspraineya.”

      Alaireia looked into his cold face and, sensing she had the leverage, asked, “Swift, what actually happened on the other side that made you this way?”

      Legone looked away.

      “Lightfoot,” he faltered, “I must borrow the vision of the Clyear to ensure we are on the right path, but I am afraid to look. When I left Asspraineya, I fled like a fugitive. You who have lost everything know what it feels like to stand on the edge and look down into the abyss. As long as I stayed in the mountains, I could forget. Now I must go back and right the wrong, but all the pieces have not come together yet. I need your help to make it so.”

      “Do you know what you must do?” Alaireia reached for the Clyear.

      “I must go to the Green People and ask them how to break this dark force that now rises.”

      “Why must you break it? Do they not have power?”

      Legone gazed on the Clyear. “When you have family, it is hard to destroy them. Family knows you better than anyone else. They know what your actions might be before you take them. They know when weakness will strike you. It is better the blow come from the outside.”

      Alaireia paused. “I know your secret. I read the words of the scroll Crinte gave to Ackhor. I know that he was one of them until they forced him out. Have you met him? What is he like?”

      “Yes.” Legone’s voice was small and haunted. “There is nothing right about him, nothing redeeming. How could they think they could save him?”

      Alaireia opened her palm and a mist blew over Legone’s face. “Look, and see if your path is right.”

      He opened his eyes, and opened them again, and he looked, and he saw, and he knew. When he turned to Alaireia, there were tears in his blue eyes and she did not know what to do. “Swift?” But even as she said his name, behind him she saw a dark mass on the horizon, moving rapidly towards them.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Legone and Alaireia are catching up,” Marklus remarked as they plodded east.

      Crinte glanced behind and for a moment again, he thought he saw an Xctas flying and a gazelle bounding their way. “They are running, fast. Something is wrong.”

      Starman nervously followed Crinte’s eyes, but he saw nothing stirring in the grasslands. Marklus stopped walking. He lowered himself to the ground and pressed his ear to the earth. For a moment, he felt the awe and reverence of the soil as it stirred beneath him. Then, he heard the muted thud of a great many footsteps marching in sync across the ground. He leaped up, and searching his mind, called, Zikes.

      Eager voices chimed back in his head. O Marklus the Great, we hear, we obey.

      Slow them down.

      There was a rustling as a small troop of Zikes scattered throughout the grasslands. It wasn’t long after they were gone that Legone and Alaireia appeared. “They are coming!” Alaireia shouted. “We should run!”

      “What have you seen?” Crinte asked.

      “A dark mass speeding our way,” Alaireia gasped. “More of those foul creatures in this land.”

      “The Zikes have gone to distract them,” Marklus confirmed.

      “There are no hiding places in this land,” Crinte agreed. “Our best chance is speed. Come!” And he set off in a dead run across the plain.
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      Days later, weary travelers crossed the border of Zikeland into Trazamy City, an ever-growing trade point, farmland, and home of the peaceful Trazames. Trazamy City hummed with life as the five warriors entered, coming to well-manicured lands full of color and vibrant energy. Starman, exhausted and dirty from trying to keep up with the others as they raced through Zikeland, smiled and relaxed. He turned his grimy face on the city and raised a hand. “Welcome to my home!” he exclaimed jubilantly.

      In the distance, low lying buildings rose out of the ground. Waist high stone walls surrounded the structures and even gates had been constructed. It was not a rich city, and the poor attempts to make it look so made it seem even more a country town and less a magnificent city. As they walked towards it, a tanned shepherd led fluffy gray and white sheep out to pasture. Goats grazed here and there, keeping the stretch of green before the gates trim and neat.

      “I have never been here,” Alaireia remarked curiously as she strode beside Starman.

      “You are in for a treat,” Starman boasted excitedly. “The city is bursting with endless varieties of food and flavors, and the meats are a special cut, thick and juicy. The wines and ales will make you heady and happy. Best of all are the celebrations of a great harvest. We celebrate for days and everyone travels to the city to feast.”

      “A life spent eating and drinking,” Legone murmured under his breath.

      Starman took no notice of his stinging words. “I must check my orchard first,” he went on. “The goats will have missed me. I hope they haven’t destroyed too much…”

      “Starman,” Crinte interrupted, “how long until we reach your home.”

      “A few days. My family lives in the farmlands on the outskirts of the city. It’s peaceful out there; I feel like I can breathe.”

      “Well then.” Crinte smiled at the others. “It won’t hurt to stop at the nearest inn to rest and refresh.”

      “I know exactly where we should go,” Starman announced, and led the way into Trazamy City.

      Intricately designed leaves intertwined with fruit and vegetables covered the city gate. Someone had clearly taken great care to create an archway that welcomed visitors to the land of plenty, yet the gate was made of wood instead of iron, and the bolts that held it shut were wide open. The archway was decorated with carved grapes and goblets, depicting the drink Trazames loved most, the fruit of their labor. The city opened to a wide, cobblestone road of green, with persistent weeds growing over the stones. Around the homes, built in a tight row, grass grew and danced around slabs of gray steps that led upwards. Here and there, gaps in the rows displayed even more stained brown buildings with thatched straw roofs and sky painted doors. Despite the unique conditions, each building had a smoking chimney out of which delicious aromas flowed, making mouths water in anticipation.

      At last, there was life and sound again, mothers warning their little ones as they dashed through the street in bare feet and loose hair, eager to gather as much sunlight as possible. Children shouted and laughed as they played, ducking around the traders and animals that blocked their path. Goats and sheep bleated contentedly as they grazed from feeding troughs and pockets of green weeds. Chickens pecked here and there, left unattended to fend for themselves. One squawked angrily as a Trazame tripped over a nest of eggs it had laid in the middle of the road. The roar of Trazames and Crons bartering and trading filled the air, doors opened and slammed, and people yelled out sales, bargains and discounts from their booths. It was a beautiful, chaotic city, sizzling with energy.

      “They are too close to the sea to be this unprepared,” Crinte whispered urgently to Marklus. “If a raid swept this city, it would be gone in the blink of an eye.”

      “I am surprised Ackhor does not have troops stationed here,” Marklus replied. “I thought that was his goal.”

      “It is, or it was. There are those who think little of the Trazames, but they deserve protection as well.”

      “I can have the Zikes send a message.”

      “Please do. Tell them to let Ackhor know the cities by the sea are unprotected and we sense more of the turned creatures.”

      Zikes. Marklus summoned them in his head and sent them off.

      “Aha!” Starman gestured at the building they halted in front of. “We have arrived at the Ajke Inn, where the traders from near and far stay.” Indeed, a large brown building rose out of the ground, almost leaning over onto the street with the weight of the tales it carried. Its door flapped uneasily on broken hinges and above it a crooked sign was nailed into the wooden door frame which read: Ajke Inn: Home of the Nutty Ale. “At last, good food, good drink, and a warm bed!” Starman opened the door and blissfully sailed through it.

      Marklus, Legone, and Alaireia turned questioning eyes to Crinte. “As he said, good food and warm beds.” He looked at them warningly. “And mind you avoid the heedless talkers.”

      The heavy smell of meat and garlic drifted past their noses and rough voices assaulted their ears. The entry hall opened into a wide, windowless room, dimly lit although lanterns hung from the four corners of the chamber. Low, round and square wooden tables were scattered in a haphazard way across the floor with chairs and benches pulled up to them. A tall white candle burned in the middle of each table, but it was hard to see, for the room was already crowded with mostly Trazames and a few Crons scattered here and there. A haze of smoke from a combination of steaming food and tobacco pipes hung over the air. The aroma of fresh bread tangled with roasted potatoes, the sharp tang of onions, sautéed squash, and cuts of lamb and mutton roasted to such perfection the meat merely slipped from the bone.

      Starman had already climbed behind a table and was dipping his face into an enormous mug. He waved them over enthusiastically. “I already ordered a meal for us, the very best, and the innkeeper is preparing rooms. Come, sit and enjoy!”

      The boisterous roar of voices and laughter dropped, and curious eyes turned on Crinte, Marklus, Alaireia, and Legone as they weaved between tables towards Starman. A low hum began across the room as Trazames and Crons alike gossiped, pointing at the five. Starman, noticing the change, shook it off. “They probably want to know what you have come to trade, and we haven’t seen an Ezinck in these parts…well…ever.”

      “We should eat and leave. I don’t like this place,” Legone murmured.

      “These are goodhearted people,” Crinte rebuked him. “They mean us no harm.”

      “Have you been here before?” Starman asked.

      Crinte nodded. “I have been most everywhere this side of the Western World. I feel a pull within my spirit and must follow where it leads.”

      A plump maid with sunflower braided hair and cheeks smudged with flour brought them piping hot bowls of soup, topped with a crusty round of bread. She smiled shyly at Crinte before rushing away beyond their sight. A moment later, she reappeared with tankards of nutty brown ale to refresh their palates. Starman almost slurped gravy out of his bowl in his haste to enjoy the legendary food of Trazamy City. Even Legone’s features brightened as he bit into the warm bread and felt its buttery crust melt in his mouth. Marklus’ first taste reminded him of winter in Zikeland, when his mother would make a thick stew out of carrots, onions, potatoes, and the best cuts of meat from deer, rabbit, or lamb. Alaireia could almost name the flavors; a lick of salt, a sprig of parsley, a hint of lavender, and some other rare herbs. Crinte felt the warmth fill his body and he was thankful he could give his warriors a brief reprieve.

      No sooner had they drained their bowls of the last delicious drop of stew than an unruly Cron at a nearby table leaned over, his unkempt wild hair spilling into his face. Stroking his dark beard conspiringly, he looked at Crinte. “You seem familiar,” he said curiously. “An armed Cron, stomping in here like this with representatives from each of the people groups. Are you from Norc?”

      “Why do you ask?” Crinte questioned, although his ears perked up at the thought of news from the country to the west he was born in.

      Marklus, sitting across from Crinte, looked curiously at the sloppy Cron, a name on the tip of his tongue.

      The Cron dropped his voice and leaned in closer to Crinte, his round eyes bright, lively. “On account of your clothes. You have no symbol of authority on your cloak, the sign of fealty to a Ruler. Everyone knows the King of Norc supports the Rebels.”

      Crinte looked at him evenly, offering no words, while Marklus turned his head sharply, his eyes peeling across the room. Alaireia and Starman conversed quietly while Legone sat at the end of the table, a grim look on his distrusting face. The Trazames and Crons in the Inn had left off staring at the five and were caught up in their own business once again.

      The Cron guffawed at Marklus’ caution, slapping a hand over his bearded mouth as his eyes danced from Crinte to Marklus. “There are no soldiers here! Don’t you know, Trazame is a free, unruled country? What do they care here for rebel armies and political gain?” He lifted his tankard of ale and raised a skeptical eyebrow.

      “What do they call you?" Crinte asked in response. “One who speaks so boldly must have a name? And if you know so much, why haven’t you joined the Rebels?”

      The Cron’s face widened and he stuck out a hand, causing long locks of hair to dance across his face. “They call me Simon the Brave.”

      “Simon?” Marklus chimed in, sticking his head around to get a good look at the Cron’s face. “I know that name! You sold me a horse not long ago in Cromomany."

      Simon the Brave gave a sly grin. “Oh, but it was long ago. How did that horse turn out?”

      Marklus shook his head. “I would say I was swindled but you warned me well. Crinte, this fellow is harmless enough. Although, Simon, I am surprised you still have your head.”

      Simon stroked his neck lovingly, his lively eyes lifted to the ceiling in mock gratefulness. “Yes, I have been in many a tight spot. If only my tongue would stop a-flapping, I might be able to live a peaceful life.”

      Marklus shook his head, a boyish grin spreading across his face. “You and I both know that will never happen. Come, tell us what news you have of the world.”

      Simon pulled his tankard closer and leaned in towards Crinte and Marklus. “Ah, but if you are with the Rebels, you already know. We are doomed, scattered, leaderless, and those destructive creatures are coming to take over.”

      “Everyone knows that,” Crinte interrupted. “The question is what are you going to do about it?”

      “Well,” Simon the Brave said as he leaned back, shaking his tunic until he found a pouch of tobacco. He plopped it carelessly on the table and reached for his pipe. “What am I going to do? Stay here in the happiest place in the world, with food, drink, and females.” He winked at Marklus. “What else am I supposed to do? Join the Rebels?” He laughed. “That’s what you would do!”

      “Actually,” Crinte lowered his voice, “joining an army would be too boring for you. Wouldn’t it? No, for a Cron of your personality, you’ll need more. You like to talk, wager, make rumors on the fly, and walk right into the lion’s den, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

      Simon smirked as he struck a match, concentrating on lighting his pipe for a moment. He puffed for a second before turning his dark eyes on Crinte’s face, Marklus forgotten for the moment. “Normally, I would not let just any Cron talk to me the way you do. What do they call you? And what mission do you have for me? Because I just might be in the mood.”

      “I have no mission for you,” Crinte countered. “No direction for a loyalty challenged Cron such as you. All I will say is that each of the ruled countries of Mizine has a Ruler with a harsh edict against joining the Rebels. Yet each Ruler has an army, but they force Mizine to remain, how did you say it? Leaderless. Scattered.” Crinte stood. “Only a fool would start a rumor. Only a fool could trick the Rulers into combining forces.”

      A band of fiddles and flute players struck up in a corner, drowning out conversation with their boisterous melodies. The lively crowd began clapping, some dancing, while Crinte and Marklus left the fool, Simon the Brave, to smoke thoughtfully into his mug of ale.

      That night, the five warriors washed away the travel stains and slept with full bellies on beds of straw. Contented and happy, it seemed the darkness spreading from Slutan was all but a dream.

      Trazamy City lay inland at the furthest point from the sea. Still, a journey to the Dejewla Sea from the city would take at least a week. The farmlands of Trazame were spread out, surrounding the city, some only as far away as a three-day walk. There were those who dwelt closer to the sea and others that lay closer to the east, towards Wiltieders and the Afrd Mounts. Starman and his family lived in the lowlands, a three-day journey from the sea. They had never ventured there and never expected to, but twice a year they made the trek to the city to feast and trade and celebrate.

      “I see why you love it here.” Alaireia fell in step with Starman the next morning after they had eaten and reluctantly left the Ajke Inn. “The city is part of the world, yet it seems untouched by the troubles of the world. You have strangers walk in and out of your midst, but their opinions do not hold sway here. I am impressed with the caring and generous attitude of your people. If I had known, I would have come here sooner.”

      Starman looked into her dark face. Her eyes shone with sincerity and for a moment he wanted to embrace her. “You mean that?” His face lit up in a smile. “You should come back here, when it’s all over and the turned ones are no more.”

      “I would, Starman,” she replied gently, “but where I am going there may not be a return.”

      Starman’s face fell. “Do you think the enemy is truly stronger than us?”

      “Only that he has the upper hand because he has been strategizing his takeover much longer, and he has created the turned ones. Now that is an unnatural power. Starman.” She touched his shoulder, forcing him to stop and look at her. “He will not stop until he has vanquished all lands, even Trazamy City. Will you come with us and save your home from being destroyed?” Starman looked down but she went on. “I have seen my home claimed by the darkness and all I cared about wiped out. I would spare anyone from knowing what that grief feels like.”

      Starman gently laid his hand on hers, looking into her earnest face. “I have never traveled. And I don’t know how or why my steps took me so far from home. But it is an adventure I do not regret. I have met you and learned much of this world. I have seen the sea and the forests and the prairie. I have trained at the Fighting Camp, fought Garcrats, and run from invisible armies. I have met Crinte and Marklus and Swift, all great warriors you travel with. But that is enough for me. I am home now.”

      At his words, Alaireia sighed, but she thought of the Clyear and the deception she could wrought using its power. The thought briefly slipped through her head and her eyes glazed over for a moment, heady with the knowledge. As her vision cleared, she shuddered and her eyes met Crinte’s. He was a ways ahead of her and Starman, but for some reason he looked back, directly at her, and she felt as if his eyes perceived her thoughts and disdained them.

      The humble city of Trazamy disappeared from view as they entered the peaceful farmlands of Trazame. Starman knew almost all the farmers, and the first night they slept in a barn and in the morning enjoyed a bountiful meal from the generous farmer and his wife. The second night, all was still and barren. The farmers had gone; even their animals were missing. A foreboding hung in the air, making the five talk little and travel quickly. Even Starman, sure of his way, woke early on the third day, marching forward with an anxious determination. It was not until mid-afternoon that he spoke. “I can’t smell home,” Starman whispered. Standing still, he lifted his face to the wind. “I smell…” His face grew pale and his words dropped away. A realization began to dawn, and with a cry, he began to run.

      “Starman!” Alaireia cried, but Crinte held up his hand before she could run after him. He walked forward a few steps and turned his far-seeing gaze on the land before them. “Danger approaches. Marklus, what do you hear?”

      Marklus pricked up his ears. Zikes. There was no response. “Nothing,” Marklus said after a moment. He put his ear to the ground and continued to listen, worried the Zikes were not answering him.

      “I was afraid of that.” Crinte continued to look around. “Alaireia, go to him. We’ll sweep the land, although it looks like the turned ones got here before us.”

      Starman ran, not ready to believe what his nose told him. His feet pounded over the ground but already he could see the ruin of his family’s farmland. The farmhouse was flattened, the barn merely a pile of rubble. There was no one left. No people, no animals, nothing. “Nononononono!” he howled, pounding down the dusty path to where his home used to be. All that remained was the wall surrounding the land. When the farmers first heard of the turned ones, they had begun to build walls around their lands—better to secure themselves inside and wait out the raiders rather than actually take up arms. Obviously, they had built too slowly. Walls had been mowed over, fire set to buildings, and the gray ash Starman ran his fingers through was still warm. Starman stood in the destruction, his black boots stained with the ash of ruins. He lifted a hand to wipe moisture from his face, leaving trails of soot on his cheeks. In disbelief, he gazed about, searching for any clue of life. Falling to his knees as the truth sunk in, he threw his face to the wind, clenched his fists, and screamed in rage.

      It was a rending sound of heartbreak that ripped through the land, and Alaireia, walking hesitantly towards Starman, understood it all too well. She remembered years ago, when she had run, heart in her throat, back home, only to find the beast had beat her there. She recalled standing outside the charred ruins of the glade her family called home, knowing they hadn’t even had time to escape. Cursing and screaming, she’d vowed revenge until her anger turned into panicked wailing and she had collapsed in grief. Now, she walked towards Starman. His face was red, his muscles contouring as the grief blindsided him. He looked at her and she saw the bloodlust behind his eyes. “Whoever did this, I will kill them all. I will make them pay.” His voice was a low growl.

      “Starman?” Alaireia questioned hesitantly, reaching out a hand. But the look in his eyes frightened her.
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      The morning Starman had strayed from home had been fair, just as beautiful as the day before. The generous sun blazed over the earth, warming the turned dirt with its light. Even before he opened his eyes he could smell fresh bread and bacon, and hear his younger brother and sister chasing each other round the kitchen. His mother was still scolding by the time he tumbled out of the loft, pulled on his tunic and pants, and found his way to the table. His two older brothers had already left for the fields as they always did at sunup, while his older sister fried more thick slices of sizzling bacon and affectionately refilled his plate. “Going fishing today?” she asked him. “I could use another huge catfish.”

      “So you shall have many!” Starman announced. He snatched one last mouthwatering bite, grabbed his fishing rod, and jaunted out into the sunlight. Intoxicated by the beauty of the day, he strode unhurriedly through the farmland as he made his way to the watering hole. It was tucked away, a calm, secluded pond the neighboring farms shared. Mayhap there was a magical hue to the waters, for fish from that pond averaged three feet long and provided one of the most heavenly meals in Trazame. Which was saying a lot, since the food and drink of Trazamy City was legendary. Starman planted his line deep in the muddy water and settled down, hidden by the tall bulrushes, to wait. Bug-eyed dragonflies hummed lullabies as they passed overhead, their silver wings almost invisible in the sunlight. Frogs hopped through the mud, freezing in camouflage for a moment, croaking out warnings as shadows flew overhead. Eventually, Starman woke from a nap and checked his line to find it, surprisingly, empty. Hungry, he got up to search for food, remembering he had passed an apple tree on his way. He meandered along, humming a tune to himself, and did not realize when a flash of light appeared. Oblivious, he tripped over the remnants of a portal and landed in the Sea Forests of Mizine. From there, his life had taken an unexpected turn and four weeks later, when he finally arrived home, he could not understand why he’d escaped their fate.

      A sound made Alaireia turn to the north, where the road to the sea led. Indeed, a dark mass was coming, traveling quickly in a southeast direction. “Starman, we have to run.”

      His hands went to his sword and even as he closed his fingertips around the hilt, the blade sang. “No.” He stepped forward, his voice quivering with emotion. “I will kill them all.”

      A distance away from Starman and Alaireia, Crinte and Legone watched while Marklus lay with his ear to the ground. “Something is wrong,” he said. “Either I have lost control of the Zikes or…” His voice trailed off. “I hear something coming. It is a large group and they travel swiftly.”

      “I see them,” Crinte replied. “Starman is angry and hurting and seeking revenge. He is going to fight them.”

      Marklus leaped up. “Not good,” he began, but the voices of the Zikes interrupted him. Marklus the Great. Run! We cannot hold them all!

      Legone drew a blue arrow from his quiver and fitted it into his bow. “I need higher ground. Marklus, are you coming?”

      Surprised at the offer, Marklus nodded as adrenaline began to course through his veins. “Crinte, we are doing this?”

      “Yes, we can only run for so long. If we don’t fight, it will be the death of Starman. The broken walls may be the highest ground you can find, even though it is not ideal. I will go down to Alaireia and Starman. If we use the ruins as shelter, we may have a chance.”

      Crinte walked over to where Alaireia and Starman had been standing earlier, only now, Starman continued to walk towards the dark mass, sword in hand, his eyes black with anger. Alaireia followed closely behind him, drawing her sword and looking worriedly from Starman to the encroaching mass. She was not concerned about the actual battle, but she knew, firsthand, the false strength grief presented. The Starman she knew had run from the last battle, in fear of the turned ones. Now, there was no telling how long his bout of fury would last. When at last he came to his senses, would he run again? She thought about using the power of the Clyear to keep them safe, but the thought passed fleetingly as vibrations tingled through her fingers as they grasped her sword. The gifting words danced through her memory: Your sword has a minor mesmerizing power if your enemies gaze too long at the gold light.

      Alaireia raised her sword above her head as the turned ones drew nearer and the sharp gold line blazed bright in the sunlight. Starman was running now, his mouth open in a cry of rage as he raced to meet the Garcrats who drove forward eagerly, roaring and waving their clubs. There was a brief pause as their eyes were involuntarily drawn to Alaireia’s sword, slowing their momentum. Starman, taking advantage of the moment, ferociously drove into their midst, gritting his teeth and slashing his sword at the first Garcrat he reached. It raised its club slowly but he chopped off its arm, whirled around and sliced his sword through the guts of the creature behind him. Five lay dead behind him before Alaireia even came into contact with the first Garcrat.

      Crinte broke into a run as soon as he saw Starman reach the creatures, reeling in astonishment as he saw him quickly gain the upper hand. Alaireia joined him, and as the hideous creatures fell before them, Crinte realized the true gift of Tincire’s weapons that matched not only their combat style but synced with their wills. He drew his sword and visions danced before his eyes as he strode forward purposefully, but the creatures that ran towards him were not Garcrats.

      Legone leaped up onto the crumbling wall which shuddered, almost unwilling to hold his weight. He paused, allowing his feet to regain balance before lifting his bow once more. Marklus joined him, dragging a blue tipped arrow out of his quiver. “Your aim is poor,” Legone stated. “When you loose your arrow your bow comes up, forcing you to miss your mark. Line up your arrow with your mind’s eye, and do not move until it flies.”

      “You have seen me shoot before,” Marklus said, “but you have never said anything until now?”

      Legone shrugged, keeping his eyes on his target. “Practice is over. I need your arrows to fly true and straight every time.”

      Marklus took aim and let his arrow fly. It whistled past Crinte and struck one of the creatures racing towards him in the head. It fell backwards with a cry and disappeared beneath the others. “Like that?” Marklus asked proudly.

      Despite himself, Legone felt one of the corners of his mouth tug upwards in a slight smile. “Yes, like that.”

      As Marklus bent back his elbow to reach for another arrow, he heard what sounded like a cheer rush through the air. He was almost positive it came from his quiver. As his second arrow took down its mark, he heard it again. He glanced at Legone to see if he noticed, but Legone had a concentrated look on his face. “These are not the same creatures we slay by the sea.”

      Gangly creatures moved quickly, skillfully, towards them like a mass of ants descending on their fallen prey. Perhaps they had once been people; Tiders, Crons, Ezincks, or Trazames. Now, they were monsters, stripped of flesh and left with sickening bone, recovered with blistered and burned skin stretched taut over skeletal bodies. Each had an abnormally large head. Perhaps it was the lack of hair and flesh that made it appear large and misshapen. Maybe it was the unsettling, enormous black eyes that stared out of sunken skulls, dead and emotionless. Shirts of chainmail reached almost to their knees, keeping blows from reaching their chest and torso. Around their waists, a black, belt-like contraption held multiple weapons which included swords, knives, and axes. They were nimble and surprisingly strong as they hurled themselves across the battlefield.

      Arrows sang as they whistled past Crinte’s ears, serving one purpose only—Death. Alaireia and Starman were too far away, surrounded by Garcrats, and he could not warn them he saw more coming out of the east. With a cry, he raised his sword to meet the new force and struck a high blow to the head, knocking a creature to the ground. The next one swung at Crinte’s neck but he ducked and sliced low at its legs. He heard snapping sounds as its legs collapsed. Arrows threw back two creatures who were about to advance. An axe landed in the ground beside him, seconds after he had moved his foot, and even as the speed of arrows from Marklus and Legone continued, Crinte knew he was grossly outnumbered.

      Alaireia and Starman mowed through the Garcrats without hesitation. Alaireia was sure it was a combination of Starman’s fury and her hypnotic sword. Turning her back to Starman, she proceeded to cut down the creatures attempting to sneak up behind them. As she whirled, her eyes scanned the farmland and she found herself shouting, “Starman! Fall back! Fall back to Crinte!” Not bothering to wait for Starman, who seemed to be able to hold his own, she kicked a Garcrat out of her way and ran towards Crinte, sword held high. A Garcrat roared and lunged for her. Alaireia pulled a dagger from her belt and hurled it at the creature. The dagger sunk into its neck and it collapsed with a gurgle, brown blood gushing out from the mortal wound. Another one of the strange creatures leaped into her path, throwing an axe towards her chest. Alaireia dove for the ground, rolled over, and leaped into the air inches from the creature’s face. Bringing her sword around in an arc, she cleaved the head from its body. The creature’s headless corpse wavered a few seconds before crashing to the ground. She bounded forward again, only to be blocked by two hideous creatures. One of them licked its skinless lips with a forked black tongue and turned hostile eyes on her. As it pulled a wavy knife to throw at Alaireia, its eyes caught the gold line of her sword. Alaireia turned her head but not fast enough; she felt the sharp metal cut across her cheek and the warm ebb of blood began to drip down her face. With a growl, she plunged her sword forward and it struck the creature’s chainmail shirt. There was only a begrudging hesitation before the chainmail parted and Alaireia’s sword went through the creature’s chest and out the other side. Yanking its axe out of its belt, she threw it at the creature watching. The weapon sunk into its skull as she pulled her sword free and ran on.

      Starman felt no fear. He heard Alaireia calling but her voice sounded far away. In his numb rage, all he could feel was the intoxicating power gained as each Garcrat dropped, roaring before him. They lifted their clubs in vain, fell begging at his feet, but Starman was too fast, too angry to engage in a duel. Death was his only goal as he stood on his farm, defending the ground that had raised him, fed him, and blessed his family with abundance. His sword sang with each swing, and at times it seemed to have a mind of its own, guiding his strokes and blows, slashing and killing. It was only when the stench of death entered his nostrils that he began to realize what he was doing. Awareness began to return to his body. His arms ached for a break, his hair was plastered to his sweating head, and his heart was pumping at breakneck speed in his chest. The creatures continued to roar and Starman tripped over mangled bodies as he attempted to retreat. But the Garcrats pressed forward relentlessly, eager to send him to an early death. Clubs cracked around him as he stumbled, waving his sword halfheartedly as he backed away. He heard shouts behind him. At last, breaking loose from the Garcrats, he turned and ran to where Alaireia had joined Crinte in holding back the new force.

      “More are coming,” Crinte gasped. “We need to end this.”

      “Crinte, fall back to Marklus and Legone!” Alaireia ordered. “I’ve got this!”

      It was only when Crinte turned that Starman saw his side, damp with blood as he stumbled away, and he knew it was his fault. He did not have long to contemplate his folly as Alaireia called, “Starman, with me!”

      He raised his sword once more, feeling its desire for blood surge through him. With a cry, he plunged back into the fray, stabbing and slicing and swinging and slaying. Alaireia began to back away while Legone and Marklus’ arrows continued unabated. Alaireia held her sword before her and began to speak in an ancient tongue. As she did, the gold light on her sword began to glow. The creatures slowed, unable to look away. A paralysis came over their feet and they shook where they stood, staring at the light. Starman brought his sword down and followed their eyes to Alaireia’s sword. Her eyes were closed and her lips continued to move quickly. Silence quashed the sound of battle and the creatures dropped their weapons as they stared. The light continued to burn brighter, cleaving away from the sword until it burst into the air with a snap and fingers of light rushed out, reaching for creatures. Chaos ruled again. With a shout, the creatures tried to shield their eyes. Then, they turned and ran north, back towards the sea, back from whence they had come. As they fled, the fingers stretched larger and longer, reaching for them, chasing them down. Starman turned and saw Alaireia drop her sword in exhaustion. He saw Crinte, bent over, holding his sword, while Marklus leaped off the wall and ran towards him. He saw Legone standing alone, a force to reckon with, his bow still raised. He saw his farmland ruined with ash and smoke and the bodies of turned ones from the other side. He saw and he knew his home was truly gone.
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      Marklus reached Crinte just as he lowered himself to the ground. “They stabbed me deep,” Crinte grunted, gritting his teeth as he moved his hand away from the wound.

      “This might hurt,” Marklus advised as he peeled back the tunic to take a look. Blue light surged from his fingers and he placed his hand against Crinte’s skin. Crinte felt the pain intensify before his burning skin was soothed and the muscles and sinews began to pull together, quickly closing the wound. “Thank you,” Crinte breathed as he felt the pain subside.

      Alaireia lethargically limped up as Marklus gave Crinte a hand up. “That was amazing,” Marklus praised her.

      Alaireia spit blood into the mud as she bent over, breathing hard. “It took everything I had. I did not know it would require that much energy.”

      Crinte turned his farseeing gaze over the land. “They are still fleeing,” he said.

      Starman was last to join them, a hollowness in his chestnut eyes. “I am sorry,” he mumbled. “I did not know there were so many.”

      Crinte moved forward. “Starman, there will always be many. But if you are to come with us, you must fight and retreat only when I command it.” Starman bowed his head. “And Starman,” Crinte placed a hand on his shoulder, “a homecoming such as this should never happen to anyone. You fought well. I would be grateful if you came with us to the Great Water Hole to end this once and for all.”

      Starman blinked hard. “There is nothing left for me here except death.”

      “Then you are one of us now.” Legone’s voice was surprisingly warm as he lowered his bow and arrow. Walking up to Starman, he placed a comforting hand on his shoulder.

      “It grows late. We should put distance between us and this battle before sunset,” Crinte announced.

      Marklus pressed a hand to Alaireia’s cheek. “It is merely a scratch,” he said as the wound closed.

      “Thank you.” Alaireia straightened.

      The five were solemn as they cleaned their weapons, gathered their supplies, and trudged forward. The comfort of Trazamy City was forgotten as they walked east towards Wiltieders. As night fell, they set up camp in an empty pasture and Crinte pulled out his maps to study their path. “From here, we go to the edge of the Afrd Mounts,” he informed them, “to the hidden home near the slopes.”
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* * *

      Starman passed out quickly that night, flinging himself to the ground and falling into a deep sleep with the potential of pleasant dreams of days past. Alaireia sat calmly beside him, cleaning her swords and daggers repetitively, her thoughts elsewhere. Occasionally, she glanced at Starman and watched his chest rise and fall, hating the world for stealing his innocence. Now, she understood why she liked him. He was unspoiled, untouched by the deep cares of the Western World. He was simple, but happy in his own way, caring for what was most important, a full life spent the way he wished it. Grand adventures were for others; earning recognition from Rulers and standing in favor of their power was not something he cared for. He was much different from most males she had met, Ackhor the Cron and Crinte the Wise included. She watched, afraid for him to wake and see the empty look in his eyes again.

      Marklus lay back with his eyes closed, listening to the aura of the world around them. He could hear the nocturnal creatures whispering to each other as they woke and eased out of their lairs to hunt through the night. To his relief, the Zikes were speaking again in his mind. Marklus the Great, they flee before us! they called in glee.

      Let none escape, he commanded them.

      Legone paced uneasily around the camp while the stars of auld began to twinkle in the clear night sky above them. Crinte touched his side gingerly where the skeletal creature had stabbed him, but the rips in his flesh were nothing more than a painful memory. He watched his warriors as they lay silent in the darkness and wondered what pure evil he was leading them into. He shook back his head at the blue blackness of the moonless night, and when he surveyed the land again, his eyes shone gold. He could see single blades of grass waving in the light wind the night brought. A distance away towards the south, he saw the flicker of a flame from a campfire. So they were not alone in the farmlands after all. A shadow moved past him and he saw Legone continue to pace. Crinte closed his eyes again, turning off the night vision. “What distresses you, Legone?”

      Legone did not pause his gait as words tumbled out of his mouth. “My visions of late. My family is dying. Time is running out. The portals are closed but their remnants remain. The turned ones are growing stronger. We need a power stronger than us all to turn the tide once and for all.”

      “What is it you seek?”

      “An immortal being who holds sway to take notice and lead us into battle.”

      “You know that will not happen.”

      “No. It will not. We are on our own.”

      “But not alone. If the free peoples of Mizine will fight with us, if the Mermis will come down from their Kingdom in the clouds, if the Zikes of the field and the Xctas of the air join forces. If the captive ones are set free, we have a chance.”

      “Not if he knows we are coming. As sure as we set our feet across the sea, we shall be overwhelmed with his forces, and they will hunt us down and destroy us.”

      “I have already taken that into consideration with my strategy, only I must seek counsel with one who has lived much longer than I.”

      “Crinte, my faith in what must be done does not fade, but I fear what might become of us on the other side.”

      Crinte turned his golden gaze on Legone the Swift and gazed into his eyes for a long moment. “You have looked into the Clyear of Alaireia and your hope has been stolen. Tell me, what did you see?”

      Legone paused and looked directly at Crinte, his voice hard. “My family is dying.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Starman jerked awake in the darkness, unsure of where he was for a moment. The familiar traces of home surrounded him but seconds later, the nightmarish day came crashing back into his memory. He clasped a hand over his mouth at the shocking horror and rocked gently back and forth on the ground. He swallowed hard, but the tears of rage and sorrow refused to come. All he could feel was bitter anger, seething within, blackening his soul. Cautiously he rose, glancing at the two Crons, the Tider and the Ezinck. Dawn was approaching, yet Crinte sat in the tall grass, his eyes golden, watching. Starman wasn’t sure, but he thought he saw Crinte’s head bob, as if confirming he could leave—or perhaps he was scratching his chin. Unsure, Starman turned around and began walking hurriedly, away from the purpose bound warriors, away from certainty of death, back towards home.

      The air was chilly as he walked, and when he breathed out, curls of musky air clouded his sight. He walked steadily, no destination in mind, no goal on the horizon. Life as a Trazame was assumed and set. No choices had to be made; life just unfolded as it should, simple as that. The land was farmed, the animals taken care of, and the land and animals, in exchange, provided bountiful food. Eventually, during one harvest celebration, he would dance with a female from a neighboring farm, and they would have children to toil the soil, graze the animals, fish from the pond, and celebrate the harvest with. It was the cycle of life, unchanging, unending. But now, homeless, family-less, his place in the ritual of life had been snatched from him. It was true, he could return to Trazamy City and find work at a trade post or at the inn, and re-join his brethren. They would feel sorry for him, for a time, and already he grew annoyed at the thought of anxious, nervous faces, farm wives reaching to pat his cheek while slipping food into his pockets. As if food could cure all. It was the one comfort in disappointment and sorrow, a belly full of food washed down with a stout ale. He had seen the drunkards before, laying down pint after pint until they were tossed out with the pigs, no decency left. It was his only option, yet a pinprick of doubt played on his mind. Suddenly cold, he rubbed his hands over his arms and shuddered. There was just one small problem. What would happen to Trazamy City if the turned ones returned?

      It was hours later, when the shadows began to fade into fuzzy pink hues, that he found himself sitting in the dew damp grass, his eyes red and wet, his throat dry, his head buzzing. His breath came fast and panicked, and in all the wild, wide world, he realized he was truly alone. Family was most important. They had always been there for him, his best friends, playmates, and challengers. Everything. He remembered when his little sister was born. It had been a tough nine months. Mother had almost not pulled through, but when she did, and when a second little girl entered the household, they had shouted and celebrated, laughing and crying with hope and happiness. Now, it had all been for naught.

      A wordless shadow glided near on the edges of the vision. Too miserable to acknowledge her, he remained frozen while Alaireia sat down, a few feet from him. She said nothing, did not even glance at him, but he could feel her caring aura reaching out for him. She would never patronize him, or stare at him with sorry eyes while passing him sweet, stuff pastries for comfort. She would never bore him with stories of how kind and gentle his parents were—he knew—or what potential his brothers and sisters had—he knew that, too. She would never tell stories at the great harvest of his family and what they meant to Trazamy City; nothing, but more food. She would do more for him than anyone in Trazamy City would. At that moment, the only action he could take to honor his family, the action they would want him to take—and if he had thought about it more, he would have realized he was wrong—was to avenge their deaths.

      The sun was high in the sky when he stood at last, turning around to look at Alaireia, who stood up as well. She had braided her dark, black hair back, but it hung loose at the ends and brushed against her shoulders. She was almost his height, but slimmer, even though at times he could see her powerful muscles rippling beneath her dark skin. Her eyes were clear, shining with strength, gleaming with power. She looked at him, and her gaze was not one of pity, but of understanding. “Where to, Starman?”

      Confused, he furrowed his brow. “What do you mean? Don’t you have to catch up with Crinte and the others?”

      At the sound of his dry voice, she passed him a water skin, moving closer. His hands brushed hers as, relieved, he took the water skin and drank greedily. He wiped his mouth clumsily and held out the water skin, looking at her expectantly.

      “Starman,” she said earnestly, “I can catch up with them later. You’re the one who is important right now. So I’m here. What do you need? Where do you need to go?”

      He stared at her in surprise. “Why?”

      She bit her lower lip, looking down for a moment. “I guess I know what it is like to be alone in this world. And you, Starman, are surprising and more courageous than you know. I like what I see in you, and so, I want to help you. Not for any greater purpose. Just you.”

      “Oh.” He looked at her for a long moment before holding out his grubby hand. “I’m coming with you then. Where you go, I go.”

      She closed her hand around his and held on, tight.
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      Elam the Gatekeeper could not stop quaking in his boots at the earthly thing that stood before him. He could have been imagining it, but the thing appeared to be impatiently tapping its foot, although it had no feet that he could see. Its hypnotic emerald eyes stared, bored, at him, and Elam felt it would consume him. He wished Ackhor the Cron would hurry up. The thing on the doorstop of the Fighting Camp refused to explain anything until Ackhor appeared. What was more unsettling was that five what he assumed were bodyguards stood a few paces from the impatient leader, green points crackling on their heads. Although, he wasn’t sure he was looking at a head at all. This was why Crinte had deserted, with the best warriors of course. At least, that was the story circulating around the Fighting Camp. But everyone knew better. Everyone knew Crinte and his warriors were going to do what everyone wished they were brave enough to do—go to the source and destroy it. They were proud, nay, jealous of Crinte’s wisdom and commitment to righting a great wrong. But Crinte had made it clear that Ackhor was in charge at the Fighting Camp, and they were to obey him. Now, Elam wasn’t sure whether the creature on the stairs was one of the transformed or not, and he shuddered to think what message it carried from the other side.

      Ackhor took his time, not pleased with the demanding intrusion. Yet the gate was heavily armed with archers and sword fighters, so he made his way down to confront the demon from the other side. Elam the Gatekeeper made way for Ackhor as he marched up to the gates, which were thrown open with curious Crons peering from every side. When he saw the thing, his heart grew cold. Just like in his adventures, something unexpected was always turning up, but the four-foot green thing with terrible eyes, he could not place.

      “Are you Ackhor the Cron?” it demanded in a dead, gravelly voice.

      “Yes,” he said with a nod, attempting to retain his firm voice of authority.

      The thing bowed, hauntingly and mockingly. “My Master, Marklus the Great, sends his greetings.”

      “Marklus?” Ackhor could not hide his surprise.

      The thing twitched disdainfully at the interruption. “My Master, Marklus the Great, sends his greetings.” It repeated mechanically. “He requests troops for Trazamy City which is being raided by creatures from the other side. My kind have been sent to guard the sea, but we cannot hold them all.” The thing turned around, as if to walk away.

      “That’s all?” Ackhor called. “He does not want a response?”

      The thing gave what appeared to be a noncommittal shrug. “I only serve those who stand between life and death.” Then, slowly, it and its guards faded from view.

      Astonished into silence, Elam the Gatekeeper was the first to recover. “Marklus the Great, eh?” He shook his blond head. “I have many questions for him the next time I see him.”

      “As will we all,” Ackhor confirmed. In one swift motion, he turned back to the Crons, regaining his leadership. “I need volunteers to go to Trazamy City!”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The air turned crisp as the five warriors, reunited, continued their journey. The manicured fields and pastures of Trazame faded away into the wild meadows of Wiltieders. The greenery changed and wild flowers of purple, blue, and yellow hues sprang out of the grass, shooting their colorful petals into the wind only to turn to seed and grow again once returned to earth. Large orange fruit on stubby bushes were scattered across the countryside, and at the encouragement of Crinte, the warriors collected and ate them, sticky juice dripping from their chins. Rabbits occasionally hopped out of burrows, noses twitching, to curiously watch the intruders in their terrain. Tan cats as tall as a Cron’s waist chased butterflies through the flowers and pounced each time they almost caught a rabbit, hedgehog, or squirrel. When they drifted too close to the five, they could see razor sharp teeth glinting behind their padded mouths. Mammoth oak trees sprung up here and there but at a distance from each other, as if cautious of intruding on each other’s spheres of influence. Great roots rippled across the glade, providing shelter to the flightless creatures. Their trunks were so thick, three people could stand on one side and not be seen from the other. Their branches were mighty and the birds of the air built nests and dwelt within their sanctuary. The ravens inhabited one treetop, calling rudely to each other and fighting needlessly over each nook and hollow. Golden hummingbirds flittered by, feasting on sweet nectar from the flowers with the flying petals. When they whizzed past, the five could see miniature golden crowns sparkling upon their heads.

      A river sneaked its way through the land, creating a trail to the Dejewla Sea. Snow white and midnight black swans floated on the mirror of water as the river widened, their young trailing impatiently but obediently behind. At night when they slept, they could hear the lullaby of the river, gently soothing the young and hushing the beasts of the night. In daylight, when they continued, the river blocked their path, but offered passage across on slippery, moss covered gray stones. Silver streaks shot past them and they could hear laughter and shouting on the playful breeze. A clump of birch trees by the water's edge hid shy deer who peeked out at the strangers in their lands, their white tails standing straight up. Further ahead, a herd of wild white horses startled, pranced for a minute in acknowledgement, then galloped off into the distance, kicking up a cloud of dust as they passed. When at last the cloud cleared, a great black badger with a brilliant white stripe across its back glared angrily after the white horses, annoyed at being woken at such an early hour. On a hill, a huge yellow lion looked down at the land, then trudged back down the other side, ignoring everything in its wake. The five gasped and stared, but the beasts of Wiltieders feared nothing at all.

      Starman walked in awe, gazing at the vibrant lights and sounds and intoxicating colors of Wiltieders. “I did not know such a land as this existed,” he whispered.

      “This is nothing,” Legone spoke kindly, “compared to mountains.”

      Indeed, as the days passed, the shadow of the Afrd Mounts in the distance grew visible, and each morning as the fog drifted away, the reality of where they were headed grew more tangible. At night, when the sun reluctantly set, forcing its beams to remain in the air for as long as possible, the lights of the mountains would shine.

      “Are those fireflies?” Starman asked, watching the golden lights twinkle into view once darkness took over the land.

      “Nay,” Legone explained, “they are the Iaens of the Mounts that glow in the dark. There is one for each home and they shine upon the doorstep. Travelers carry them instead of lanterns, for their light is eternal. Most of them produce golden or white light. The white light carriers are rare, but mayhap you will see them where we are going.”

      The warriors relaxed around Legone as they prepared for a night’s rest. Crinte, despite the enchantment of the land, continued to watch their surroundings. Marklus lay back, the flowers behind his head flinging themselves out of the way before he could crush them. Alaireia twisted petals into a crown and held it to the wind until it carried it on its waves into the twilight. Starman lay facing the mountains, watching the mysterious lights twinkle.

      “Swift, where do you live?”

      “Ranges beyond ranges,” Legone replied. “We are only in the shallows. It would take a great many days to reach the high peaks where I dwelt.”

      “We will stay in the shallows,” Crinte confirmed. “The house of Srackt the Wise is not far from us now.”

      “How come we haven’t seen anyone?” Marklus questioned. “With beauties such as this land possesses, how can any stay away?”

      “Oh, but the land is full of inhabitants,” Legone explained. “They mostly keep to themselves and live in the great oak trees we cross now and then. Most prefer the mountains to the shallows, though.”

      “I have seen travelers such as us.” Crinte surveyed the land. “To the north, a small group camps. I thought it best to avoid them. One may see Crons and Tiders travel across Mizine together, but questions will arise when all four people groups are seen together.”

      They were silent again beneath the shadow of the great gray mountains.

      The next day, ever so gently, the ground began to slope upwards. Now, slabs of rock jutted out of the grass and the wild flowers grew over them. Eventually, they had to use their hands to steady themselves as they continued upwards, and the balmy wind became even more pleasant as they wiped sweat from their faces. Around mid-afternoon, Crinte paused and turned. “Look.” He pointed from whence they had come.

      Far below, they could see the bewitching meadows they had just journeyed through, which seemed tiny and insignificant in comparison to the colossal might of the Afrd Mounts. Marklus, as he looked down, could hear the spirit of the wind and trees far below and the voices of the beasts of Wiltieders. He almost opened his mouth to tell the others what they said, but thought better of it as their voices faded.

      Crinte led them on, and as they rounded a large boulder, he remarked, “Ah, the road at last.”

      Starman stretched his nose to the air and inhaled deeply. “What is that smell?”

      Marklus pricked his ears. “And what is that sound?”

      “Welcome,” said Legone, “to the Afrd Mounts.”
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      As the five climbed into the arms of the mountainside, they could see peaks towering far above them, reaching towards the heavens. In the distance, round stone huts perched precariously on high ledges, adorning the mountain peaks. Occasionally, Tiders and Crons appeared far off, winding their way through the crests. Rams bounded past them on their way to the heights, and a pool of water trickled by on its way to waterfall back to the shallows.

      “I don’t understand,” Alaireia told Legone as she climbed beside him, “why you would leave a place such as this for the other side of the sea.”

      “No, you wouldn’t understand,” Legone answered. “But if you had lived here all your life and were curious for more, you might.”

      The mountain path led steeply uphill and sharply curved in places, as if it could not make up its mind which way to go.

      “How far away are we now?” Starman called as he trailed behind, turning round and round so that his eyes could capture every glimpse of the behemoth mountain he walked upon.

      “Nightfall should bring us to our destination,” Crinte answered from ahead. He glanced behind, noticing the others were quite a distance behind him. “Or morning, at this pace.”

      “I hear voices singing,” Marklus remarked. “Sometimes near, sometimes just out of earshot. They are rich and ethereal, not like the way we sing, loud and boisterous.”

      “There are many wild creatures that haunt the mountains. You have unique ears and can hear them better than us.” Legone looked at Marklus admiringly.

      “They have gone higher.” Marklus looked up into the clouds. “I hear only echoes now.” Finding his heart beating in anticipation, he continued to gaze upwards, unaware of the path his feet trod until his foot struck a loose rock and he tripped. A rattle of stones jiggled under his feet, and for a moment, his toes struggled to grip a solid piece of ground. In vain, he fell on the path, his arms swinging widely. Everyone paused and looked at Marklus as he sheepishly picked himself off the ground, brushing dirt and loose gravel from his clothes and hands. Alaireia clasped her hands over her mouth but was unable to stop the ripple of laughter that burst out. Her shoulders shook in merriment as she pointed at Marklus. “You might want to watch where you’re going next time!” she choked out. “The voices of the mountains will take you away with them!”

      Starman began to laugh as well, stopping to hold his side as he found himself winded from the climb up the mountain. Legone crossed his arms but even a smile of amusement appeared on his lips.

      “Oh Marklus…” Crinte began, but a movement in the air above them caught his eyes. He looked up at the mountain ledge and two purple eyes stared questioningly, almost angrily, back into his.

      “What is it?” Marklus asked as Crinte paused, happy to deflect attention from his mishap.

      Crinte searched the mountainside again, but the eyes had disappeared into the shadows. “They know we are here,” he said, reminders of his one weakness throbbing. “Let’s keep moving.” He walked forward again, down the curving path and away to the right. Marklus followed, his eyes watching his footfalls closely. Legone ran a hand over his blue tipped arrows but he did not draw one. Alaireia, laughing no more, looked back at Starman. He grinned at her, and for a moment she hoped he could forget his sorrows.

      Night fell quickly in the mountains, the great rocks hiding the last rays of sunlight. Even as the sun disappeared, the song of the crickets chirped in the valleys of the mountainside. The lights of the Afrd Mounts began to shine, and one round white orb drifted near Crinte, hovering in front of his face. “Who are you seeking, stranger of the Afrd Mounts?” it hummed.

      Crinte studied the white creature, its wings slowly beating as if it did not need to hold itself up. Light shone out of its naked body, blinding those who dared stare too long at its glory. “We go to the house of Srackt.”

      “Come, I will guide you.” The orb floated down the path. “You are not far from whom you seek.”

      As night deepened, the five could tell they were certainly not alone. Yellow and white orbs drifted past them, guiding sometimes unseen travelers to journey’s end. Carnivores slinked past them, on their way to find amusing nocturnal activities. It was not until the wolves started howling that the mountains seemed unfriendly, and the five sensed how pleasant a stone hut on a ledge would be. Their pace quickened as much as possible in the darkness, but the light led them straight and true. Despite the light, Crinte turned his night vision back on to watch the heights above them. Every now and then, he spotted the purple eyes. Heart in his throat, he continued to move forward as his memories reminded him of the last time he had walked the Mounts. They were just as terrifying as they were intoxicatingly beautiful. He preferred a nemesis he could see and fight, rather than the shadows of creatures that felt they owned the land.

      At last they walked upon broad steps that led upwards to a round hut, perched on a ledge, and as they climbed the winding staircase, a sweet rain began to fall, clearing all hostility from the night air. Lights danced around the hut, which looked as if it were carved into the mountain. Its sides were curved to buffet the wind, forcing it to go around instead of becoming hooked on sharp corners. A door without a latch hid within the rounded turrets of the hut, and when the five landed on the doorstep, the orb bowed. “Here is the house of Srackt.” It flitted away before Crinte had time to thank it.

      He turned instead in the light rain and lifted his fist to knock at the solid sandstone door. It cracked open before his hand could touch it, and warm yellow light streamed out, clearly highlighting his face to the tall Cron beyond the door. A bearded face peered out at them and a deep voice chuckled. “Crinte, I was wondering when you would appear. Come in, come in.”

      The door opened wider to reveal the beaming face of a much older Cron. His thick head of hair and beard were speckled with silver and gray. There were crinkles and wrinkles around the lines of his nut-brown eyes and rosy round cheeks. His figure was stout and he wore a deep brown jerkin and sandals on his feet. He laughed as the five trailed out the rain, and the deep, throaty sound of it made them feel at home. In a rounded corner of the room, a fire burned merrily in the hearth while a kettle sang over it, white steam pouring from the spout. A round table with six chairs around it sat near the fire, but a great cushioned chair was closer. On the other side of the room, fruits and vegetables hung from the rafters along with smoked meats and an odd collection of furs. Here and there was space for invisible doors, and in one place, a ladder led upwards, disappearing into the sky.

      “Welcome to my home in the Mounts,” the Cron was saying.

      It was Legone the Swift who narrowed his eyes. “Srackt the Wise,” he said coolly. “Is this what you call yourself these days?”

      The Cron’s receptive face did not change. “Legone the Swift, is this how you would greet an old friend? Ah, but no time for words tonight. You all must be tired from your climb.” He shut the latch-less door, which blended back into the wall, and walked over to the fire. Pulling the kettle from the heat, he poured its contents into five mugs sitting on the table. “Take these,” he gave one to each of the warriors, “and rest.” He waved his large hand and a door slid open. He ushered the five inside and the door slid shut once more.

      The bedroom was white with curtains hiding each bed. As the five began to remove their weapons and sip the warm liquid, they felt the tiredness and ache of the journey lift from their bones. They fell into feather soft beds, and right before their eyelids closed, they heard the music of the night. Voices lifted in song tumbled through the chimney and permeated the house, filling every nook and cranny. They sang in a language of old, songs of celebration, songs of sorrow, songs of beauty and of nature, songs of war, songs of peace.

      When at last their songs became mixed with dreams, the sweet rain ceased falling and the five slept. Starman had never dreamed before. When he slept, his mind slept as well. Now, the vivid colors were both exciting and terrifying. He felt his pulse quicken at times, then slow again as he found himself traveling and exploring, two things he never associated with himself. But as he went, he found himself enjoying the strange and exciting events until at last he found his family, safe from harm and well in spirit. With that thought, he began to hope.

      Marklus rested, but even in his dreams he could hear the voices singing, lulling him to a deeper slumber. Yet when he opened his dream eyes, he found himself looking at what seemed to be a black tower, rising out of the ground. Around it, fog or smoke drifted, hiding its watching eyes from him, and him from it. He wondered, as he stared at it, if he should be afraid to face what was inside. But it seemed much had already happened, and his soul was too tired to fear anymore.

      Alaireia tossed uneasily, flipping over to hug another pillow in her sleep. Dreams were omens, symbols of things yet to come, and what she saw did not make her very happy. She was standing on a ledge, and around her there was a terrible heat. The air was thick and foul, causing her eyes to water. In spite of that, she did not appear to be leaving at all. In fact, she pulled out her Clyear and held it to the light. She whispered to it gently and then, in the most unexpected gesture, she turned and handed it to the person standing beside her. She could hear herself giving it away, telling the person to take it, and the thought of ever giving the Clyear away made her feel cold.

      In his dream, Legone did not think he had anything left to lose; he assumed the quest to the Great Water Hole would take his life. But as he lay on the ground, hiding from his oppressors, a thought struck him and he realized there was a way for him to win. He lifted the object he held in his hand and blew hard, and he saw the smoking canyon open and swallow him whole.

      Happiest of all was Crinte as he slept in the house of Srackt the Wise. The following purple eyes had faded from his mind and left him adrift, closing his mind to what could be. He dreamt he stood at the edge of a pool. Behind him, a green forest lay thick and hazy. Before him, he could see cliffs, and a stream pooled into a river leading upwards into them. As he looked, he realized it laid out his path for him, so he followed it to a winding passageway, guiding his way into the bluffs.
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      A beautiful sunrise graced the mountainside and dew shone like crystals everywhere it lay. As the sun reached out to capture the dew, it shone like mirrors in its brilliance, and all those who saw it counted themselves lucky. A rainbow dared to glimmer for a moment, offering its colors to the sunlight before dissolving from whence it had come.

      The five awoke to the flavors of fresh herbed bread and the sizzle of pork wafting through the walls. Refreshed, they dressed eagerly and found their way back to the main room. Sunlight streamed in from high windows and a thin male crouched by the fire, slowly turning the meat. He did not bother to acknowledge the five as they filed into the room. Crinte felt a vague cloud pass over his eyes as he glanced at the unknown figure, but it faded as soon as his gaze drifted away. The front door stood open and the tall Cron who had bade them enter stood in the doorframe as he did every day, basking in the glory of the mountain sunrise. He turned as they filed into the room. “Ah.” He closed the door.

      Crinte moved to his side. “Srackt, please let me introduce my companions. You know of Legone the Swift.” Legone crossed his arms. “This is Marklus the Healer from Zikeland. I have told you much about him.” The Cron reached out his large hand and shook Marklus’ firmly. “Alaireia the Lightfoot from Srinka in the Forests of the Ezincks, and Stamen the Trazame, called Starman, from Trazamy City.” The Cron shook hands with each of them and his dark eyes dared to twinkle.

      “Welcome, friends of Crinte the Wise. I am called Srackt the Wise. You must have dark stories for my ear. Come, we will eat and discuss.”

      “You are the name changer,” Legone remarked coldly. “And none other than Crinte’s father.”

      Srackt looked questioningly at Legone as he pulled out a long pipe. “True. I am sorry the words I last spoke offended you, but I am not sorry I spoke them. I am curious to hear about your time across the sea. I fear my words have come true after all.”

      Legone scowled but did not speak another word.

      “Now,” Srackt said when at last they were seated around the table and enjoying a warm meal, served by the strange, thin male. “Tell me why you have come.”

      Crinte looked questioningly from Srackt to the man sitting beside him, eating ravenously but avoiding eye contact with everyone.

      Srackt, following Crinte’s gaze, waved his hand nonchalantly, brushing Crinte’s concerns away.

      “As you know,” Crinte started, “the turned ones from the other side began invading our lands some time ago, stirring up fear and forcing us to take up arms. But they don’t appear to be concerned about destroying our lands. They aren’t raiding and pillaging. They come. They kill. They leave. I believe they are scouts, exploring the layout of our land, seeking out our weak spots, and seeing how much resistance they meet. Once they have gathered enough information, they will all come to conquer us, a war we are unprepared for. Legone, who has been to the northern side of the sea, knows there is a darker power leading this onslaught. The only way for us to stop this war, once and for all, is to take out their leader. I propose to go to the Great Water Hole, their base, and accomplish this feat. I take with me the best warriors in Mizine. Legone will serve as our guide; he has been to the other side before. Marklus will serve as our Healer. I cannot pretend we will not have close calls, especially in their territory. Alaireia carries the Clyear of Power, which is handy for getting out of a tight spot, and Starman wields the sword with a skill no one else can boast of. I know the journey will not be easy, but as we go we call armies to our sides and take the war to the Great Water Hole. My hope had been for Ackhor the Cron to unite the armies of Mizine and lead them across the sea to fight with us. As you know, he once served under King Arden of Norc in the land of Cromomany. As a gift, King Arden granted him the fortress and the lands beyond it where we based the Eka Fighting Camp, to recruit and train warriors to fight with us. Through our secretive efforts, with Alaireia serving as messenger, we inspired Crons and Tiders across Mizine to join us. Ackhor believes the army we raise must stay behind to defend Mizine. I say we attack before our enemy becomes too strong. Srackt, I ask for your help in uniting the armies of Mizine and bringing them across the sea to fight with us as we take our stand at the Great Water Hole.”

      Srackt the Wise nodded thoughtfully as he lit his pipe. “You are asking me to leave the Afrd Mounts. But tell me, what do you know of the other side?” He looked pointedly at Legone.

      “I have been through the land of Asspraineya, and the great green forest that borders the land of Slutan and Asspraineya,” Legone confirmed.

      “Have you been to the Great Water Hole?” Srackt asked.

      Legone shook his head.

      Srackt nodded and took his pipe from his mouth. He laid a hand on the shoulder of the thin male sitting beside him. “This is Devine the Cron, or Sorn, as they call themselves in Asspraineya. He has been to the Great Water Hole.”

      Devine shivered and lifted his wide eyes to look at the five. His face was gaunt and weathered. His eyes had lost their light and stared vacantly. His long brown hair lay in limp, stringy strands to his shoulders, and the top of his head was balding. “We had no warning when they took over Asspraineya.” His voice was high and halting, his speech in broken fragments. “One day, we were mining rock in Sornarky. The next, those fearsome beasts came sweeping in. Snatching us one by one. Forcing us to march to the Great Water Hole. Some they kept in prisons erected across the two countries. Seizing those found lost in the woods. Invading homes. Slaying those who resisted. Asspraineya is not a war country. The Rulers of our lands quickly struck a deal, promising cooperation and allowing the strange troops to invade our lands. At first they were Crons and Tiders in shiny armor. They were quickly replaced with the fleshy brown creatures that roar. We call them Garcrats because of the sound they make.”

      “I do, too!” Starman exclaimed.

      The Sorn ignored him and went on. “Next came the skeletal creatures. A stronger army called the Gaslinks because of the way they sneak up at night. They are real warriors, faster, and difficult to kill. Third came the Gims. A spirit that wafts through the wind and appears suddenly. It is tied to what is called a Boleck. They may be immortal but some evil is controlling their actions. Gims are rare and the few that do live terrorize Asspraineya. Finally, there are the guards, Xeros. They are not made of flesh and blood. Their eyes are everywhere. To cross above land is to welcome ambush and death. If you would dare to journey to the Great Water Hole, you must take the Slutan Tunnels. They do venture there sometimes, but no one lives there. It is an empty route. There are dead ends and branches off the tunnels. But the main path will lead you straight and true to the Great Water Hole. When you climb out, you will be standing in his presence.” He shuddered. “There is a tower where he dwells. And the smoking canyon is where the transformation takes place. Prisoners are tossed into those waters, washed downstream, and come out as one of the turned creatures. When they threw me in, I caught onto a ledge, crawled out, and escaped by the tunnels. It is only by luck I made it here. If you feel you must go, then go and lie low, and whatever you do, do not touch the water.”

      Crinte felt a twinge of doubt at the Sorn’s unlikely tale. He nodded. “This is knowledge indeed. Would you mark the way for us on a map?”

      The Sorn stared, fear shining bright out of his weathered eyes. “Srackt did warn me. It does not matter what I say; you will go nonetheless. But what is your plan once you arrive there? He is more powerful than any in the world.”

      “Who is this ‘he’ you speak of?” asked Marklus.

      “Sarhorr.” Devine spoke nervously. “That is what they call him. No one knows what he is, certainly not one of the people groups of the Four Worlds.”

      Legone’s face was grim. “I know what he is. I have seen his face and I know who let him go. They will know what powers must be used to take him down.”

      All eyes turned to Legone. “Will you tell us what you have seen?” Srackt the Wise asked.

      “When I left you on the edge of the Dejewla Sea,” Legone’s eyes were dark, “you had told me crossing the sea would be my undoing. I did not believe you then, for at first those were the happiest years of my life. But as I dwelt with the creatures of the wood, I realized all was not well. They had opened portals across the Western World in their desire for light and beauty and power. Dark creatures came through from other worlds, the Wyverns in Srinka, the Zikes in Zikeland, Sarhorr in Asspraineya, and perhaps more. A poison began to spread across the lands, and fear began to run amok even among the ‘wild things.’ He was a beautiful creature at first, or so they say, but he came through torn and weak, using his last strength to close the portal lest what had chased him here would follow. And now, I wonder what indeed was seeking to take his life and why we did not let it.

      “He came full of promise and power, transforming the green forest into even more of a paradise than it already was with his illusions. He needed us to love him, desire him. But when I looked at him, I saw him with true eyes, and his dementedness would not let me rest. At last came the day death entered the forest. Through deceit, he slew the Queen of the Green People, the King’s wife, and in a dark initiation transferred her power to himself. When we found him he feasted, intoxicated. There was dissension among the people, and at last a council was called and they made their ruling. The sentence was light, casting him from the forest, forcing him to become homeless and never return again, shutting him out of the power they held. He ranted and wailed but it may have been his plan all along. Weakly acclimated to his new power, he could not use it against the wild things, so he left and the civil struggle began. I spoke out in anger, telling them that under no circumstances should he have been allowed to live, and to this day I am not sure whether they were under his spell or not. I was forced to run, helped to escape, and since then I have sought to forget. But now he grows at large, and they know exactly how to stop him. As with all power, it ebbs and flows, and if it is stolen, the person will be no more than a broken shell. We must steal his power.”

      Devine the Sorn stared into the fire, his eyes glazed over and hazy. At last, he spoke in a lazy voice. “Power is intangible; you cannot steal what you cannot see.”

      Srackt the Wise turned over Legone’s words slowly in his mind. A long moment of silence passed with only the sound of flames eagerly licking up the oxygen in the air around them. He looked at Legone as if trying to read him. “The words you say are true, yet I feel there is something you have not told us. Whether it is key to your quest or not, it is hard to tell. There are shadows around you. It is hard to know your true intentions.”

      “You have always thought ill of me,” Legone accused coldly.

      Srackt shook his head. “Only of your intentions. This time though, you have come in a time of peril, and for that, we are grateful. I will speak to the armies and Rulers on this side of the sea, and we will go forth on your heels to the Great Water Hole. Mizine will send out armies of their own, and it will be a swift and brutal retaliation. Although you have come to seek my counsel, it is clear you do not need my blessing to proceed. Take with you the knowledge imparted here and keep close the dreams the night brings. There is much truth in what you see as you lie sleeping. Now, relax from your woes. There comes a time when you must keep watch always, but for now, rest in the Mounts and enjoy the time you do have.”
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      Later that evening, after the entire house was asleep, Devine woke in his loft. He sat up slowly, pulling a crystal in the shape of a winged horse from underneath his bed. He remembered when he had crossed the sea, worn and exhausted from his mission, on the brink of giving up his duty. He had been ordered to seek out a Tider of the Afrd Mounts, and only a name was given. Now, he lifted the Clyear of Revelation, closed his eyes, and breathed upon it. When he opened them, he followed as his eyes were taken past the dark tower, before the face of the very one he deeply despised. “Report,” the deep voice intoned boredly.

      “The Five Warriors have come. Just like you said. And he is among them. They are coming to steal your power. They will take the route through the Slutan Tunnels.”

      “Steal my power?” The voice gave an ironic laugh, but there was a hint of devilish anticipation in it. “We will be waiting for them in the tunnels. What else?”

      “They plan to travel to the border forest of Asspraineya. And meet with the wild things to discover how.”

      “It is too late for that.” The voice appeared thoughtful. “What else?”

      “My host is planning on uniting the armies of Mizine. Leaving them exposed.”

      “This shall be easy.” The voice sounded pleased. “What else?”

      “One of them carries the Clyear of Power.”

      This time, the voice did not speak again readily. “Now that is interesting,” it said finally. “Devine.” There was another pause. “Your work is done.”

      “Thank you, Lord Sarhorr.”

      “You have satisfied me. I have no further use for you.” Devine choked as he felt the invisible shield of protection removed from him. “The Order of the Wise has failed,” the voice laughed. “My plan remains in motion.” Devine attempted to breathe in deeply but realized no air was coming through. For a moment, he struggled, and even as he did, the Clyear of Revelation slipped from his fingers and he collapsed into a fatal sleep.
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      When dawn broke, Crinte was standing on the rooftop of his father’s home. They had talked late into the night but despite the early hour, the others were preparing to leave. Crinte watched the Mount as light began to gently touch its peak, encouraging life to shine forth. He found himself surprisingly frustrated when in reality he’d thought speaking with the wisest Cron he knew—who also happened to be his father—would confirm his plan was right. Mystified at the unsettling feelings, he hoped it was only anxiety regarding the task at hand. Besides, the Mounts were odd and secretive; their eyes were always watching. To the east, the sky was blazing with life, and suddenly, the air filled with the chatter and beating of wings as a thousand birds flew over his head. Crinte watched them calmly but his heartbeat was already quickening. So it was beginning.

      “Crinte!” Marklus’ voice rang up from below. “Are you ready?”

      The warriors were filing out the front door, their packs laden again with food for the lengthy journey. Srackt the Wise was the last to appear, his face more serious than the night before. “Are you sure you won’t stay just one more day?” he asked.

      Crinte declined, saying, “We have already delayed too long. We must be away.” He followed the winding staircase that led off the roof, back inside, and finally out the front door to his companions. There was no sign of Devine the Sorn, but his knowledge of the lands to the north, and the map he had marked for them, was all they needed.

      The five said their goodbyes and walked down the trailing road. The birds of the air chattered eagerly above them, but the tongues of the warriors seemed to have left them.

      It was mid-morning when Marklus finally heard the voices of the Zikes again. “Some good news!” he announced to the others.

      Starman trailed slowly behind. “News; I am tired of news,” he lamented. “The world is dark and everything is gone. How can news save us now?”

      “Oh.” Marklus had no words to cheer him up. “Well, at least Ackhor has deployed the army to the guard the sea, and the Zikes will meet us on the other side.”

      “That is good news indeed,” Crinte agreed, “but something is wrong and I can’t quite put my finger on it.”

      “I hear it,” Legone said. “I must go to a higher mount and ask the Xctas to come fight with us.” He turned off the road with feet as fleet as a mountain goat, and began to make his way to the heights.

      “We will wait for you in Wiltieders,” Crinte called after him.

      “Is Srackt the Wise really your father?” Alaireia asked after Legone disappeared.

      “Yes,” Crinte replied offhandedly. “He is my father by blood and a nomad by heart. I inherit his skills and would have inherited his longevity as well.”

      “His magical home seems almost prison-like,” Alaireia went on. “Latch-less doors and rounded walls.”

      “He has his ways,” Crinte remarked, but his voice was quiet, ending the conversation.

      “There’s that smell again.” Starman twitched his nose. “It’s like a sweet syrup. Almost perfume like, but not quite.”

      “The voices have returned as well,” Marklus observed. “They come and go at times.”

      Crinte began to walk faster. “Let’s head north. We’ll meet Legone at the glade.”
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* * *

      Legone threw back his head, opened his mouth, and called. His voice echoed off rocks, slinking into the hidden crevices of the Mounts where creatures held their ears and asked him to stop. Quiet, Legone, they hushed. We will not listen. We will not comply.

      Not you, he told the ravens and the hawks. I know where your allegiance lies. To the sky only. Flee while you can. This world is doomed.

      Quiet, Legone. We are only doomed if they find us.

      He called, the wind carrying his hoarse scream across the peaks. A lone coyote answered, howling from its interrupted sleep.

      Come, the voice he sought out answered at last.

      Heady elation consumed him as it did each time he felt wings sprout from his back. Sharp, curved talons grew in place of feet, and with a leap, he rose in the air, spreading his wings to soar above the peaks, free again. He could count on one hand the times the Xctas had allowed him to transform, for they controlled that innate ability. His sharp, beady eyes could see the birds of the air below him, crossly flying in opposite directions. The heart of the mountain beat feebly as he could see, beyond the grass and rock, deep below where the light did not shine, a poison seeping towards the core. Beating his powerful wings against the resistant air, he zigzagged higher towards the lonely peak hidden in mist that none could dare reach except by flight. A nest perched precariously on the utmost point, and when Legone dived into it, he found himself tumbling, rolling among brambles and sticks, a full sized Tider again. A talon snatched him up and before he could take a breath, he found himself hanging upside down over the precipice.

      Why have you come? The voice was fierce, demanding.

      Legone tilted his head in order to catch the eye of the giant Xctas holding him aloft. War is coming. The very being who destroyed Lye, your brother of the air, is coming for all of us.

      The world spun again as he was tossed into the nest. Scrambling to his feet, he stood beside five fierce Xctas who perched on the edge, looking at him. They were his height, with long talons, curved beaks, and unforgiving eyes. Their features took on a rusted golden hue, and the very tips of their wings were pure white, blending with the mist of the air, rendering them invisible until they were on top of their prey. Legone stood calmly before them, as he had many times before. I have told many stories with portions of the truth intertwined within my words. But you deserve to know what is really happening. After you have heard, I ask of you a choice. Will you flee with the others, or will you come fight with me?

      Proceed, an Xctas replied, moving its intimidating talons a hair closer to Legone. And be quick.

      Calmly, Legone told his tale of his journey to the other side, ending with his flight back to the Afrd Mounts. Before I fled, I made a deal with Sarhorr the Ruler. In fact, we all made deals with him. He asked me to bring him the most powerful warriors in all of Mizine. You see, if he drains the power from the People Groups and wild things, there will be none to stand before him, no resistance left. I agreed, in exchange for the lives of the Green People. But Sarhorr the Ruler may not make promises that he keeps. If he is lying, I must have some kind of insurance that could save the world. The Green People gave me the Horn of Shilmi, carved from the bones of their Queen. I travel with Crinte the Wise and his powerful warriors, each who have an army to call. I ask for your help, to provide distraction in order to give me enough time to turn the tides of this war.

      The Xctas closed around him, and Legone could feel their superior anger. What will you give us in exchange?

      And for a moment, he almost could not answer them.
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* * *

      Evening brought them closer to the shallows of Wiltieders and Crinte led them to a grassy glade to camp for the night. Dark clouds were rolling in even as they perched cautiously on gray rocks and slowly ate. Crinte still felt uneasy as he paced the glade, rubbing his blond head as moisture filled the air. His night vision was strong as he surveyed his surroundings for a hint of the purple eyes. He had seen them before, years ago, when first traversing the Mounts. At first, they had been appealing, pulling him inward, intoxicating him under its spell, but now his thoughts were interrupted. A shadow appeared at the edge of his vision, and he turned his head to see it fully. He saw a streak of red and a flash of purple. Without hesitation, he moved towards it, out of the glade, sneaking between the trees that blinded his view. He could feel anticipation clouding his judgment. They had come at last; now was the time.

      “What is it?” Marklus’ voice was no more than a whisper behind him.

      Crinte glanced back with a finger on his lips, and then motioned with his hand for Marklus to follow. The two crept forward, and as they did, the song of the Mounts grew louder, and now they could almost taste the sweet perfume that wafted through the air. Marklus could feel the curls on his head tighten, and his breath became shallow as they drew closer. “What strange spell is this?” he whispered to Crinte, who continued to intently move forward.

      “Look,” Crinte replied, pulling Marklus to an opening between the trees.

      Marklus saw the strangest yet most attractive creatures he had ever seen. All of them were female. Some had long black hair, sleek and shiny, that trailed down their backs. Others had hair the color of wheat that bounced around their shoulders. And still yet others had hair the color of fire at sunset, tongues of red orange lapping at the air. Their skin varied, tanned by the sunlight or cooled by the deep night. They sang as one as they followed an invisible trail through the night. Milk white moonlight shone down on their bare heads and naked feet. With pointed toes, they seemed to glide through the wood, the light, sometimes catching the flutter of delicate butterfly wings that grew out of their ankles. Each of them brazenly showed off their long legs through the short tunics or dresses they wore, made of bits of cloud twined with feathers and mist, held together by braids of silver horsehair. Everywhere they floated they left their laughter behind, and a perfume of enchantment drifted through the air, calling those who breathed it in to follow.

      Crinte, holding back no longer, moved forward, following the creatures as they roamed. Even in the moonlight, their beauty was so breathtaking it almost hurt. At times, it seemed as if there was something off, something too strong and too odd in their features, the way they held their necks, the curve of their noses, the strength of their cheekbones. He could not quite grasp what it was, but a hint of wrongness stood out. They opened their mouths and sang words of another tongue, and when the leader turned, she looked directly at Crinte and held his gaze with her purple eyes. Without pausing, the others turned one by one, and seeing Crinte and Marklus, danced their way back towards them. The perfume grew stronger as they drew nearer, along with a powerful sensation that made Marklus’ skin crawl. But he could see their faces clearly. They stood at Crinte’s eye level, and their large eyes were brilliant, bold colors of greens, blues, and oranges. Long lashes swept down towards their cheeks and they held out their slender arms as if welcoming the two. When they reached Crinte and Marklus, they continued to dance excitedly around them, singing for a moment, except for their purple eyed leader. She had a short, curved knife strapped to her waist, and her long black hair seemed to blend into the shadows, but as she drew near to Crinte, he saw it was actually as blue as the night sky. She came to a standstill in front of him, so close their feet almost touched. Her face was unreadable as she looked at him. The voices died away and Marklus wondered if he should prepare to fight or flee.

      “You have returned.” The female spoke bluntly. She reached out a delicate hand as if to touch Crinte, but changed her mind and dropped it to her side.

      “Will you take us to your king? I desire to speak with him about the war quickly coming to the Western World,” Crinte replied evenly.

      “Why are you so keen on this war?” She seemed annoyed. “You would come here and infiltrate our sacred Kingdom with your woes.”

      Crinte’s eyes blazed gold as he looked at her, silently warning her of things to come. “Your Kingdom will be sacred no more if these woes do come to pass. You know this. You know why I have come.”

      She ripped her eyes from his face and turned to address the female creatures standing behind her, who were eagerly gazing from Crinte to Marklus as if they would very much like to eat them. “Call the Silver Herd.” She looked at Crinte, her voice low. “You know our king cannot help you.” She turned after the other females and leaped into the air. They flew upwards, calling out in their language.

      Crinte and Marklus stood alone, watching the vibrant colors disappear above them. “Mermis.” Crinte turned to Marklus. “They are creatures of the clouds above us, yet they call the Afrd Mounts home in a way. They can be…unpredictable.”

      “Now what happens?” Marklus asked curiously, watching the colors twinkle out of view.

      “We wait for them to return with our transport.”
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* * *

      Alaireia and Starman sat side by side in the glade, watching the moonlight. “Where did they go?” Starman asked.

      Alaireia glanced over at him. His shoulders dropped as he slouched against the gray boulder, and his fingers anxiously touched the hilt of his sword for comfort. “Chasing the voices of the Mounts, I’m sure.” She shrugged, but something about Starman’s troubled face made her keep going. “Starman, you still don’t have to come with us. You could stay here where it’s safe, away from the violence we are about to walk into.”

      Starman turned to her, his eyes sad and weary. “I know, but what’s the point anymore? How can I stay here when I know what you are willing to do for the Western World? It was you who begged me to come, and you who told me you needed my skills. Now, at least, I am willing to join you. This is all my heart has left to give.”

      Starman’s words struck like stones, and Alaireia felt his grief washing over her. Spontaneously, she reached out for him, wrapping her arms around his shoulders and pulling until he fell into her embrace, holding on as if he were drowning. “I am sorry, Starman,” she whispered.

      He laid his head against her shoulder, his arms tight around her waist. “It is not your fault,” he sighed. “I understand the urgency now. I only wish I’d known sooner.”

      The voices of the Mounts faded away and silence consumed the glade. Alaireia loosened her hold to look into his face. “If I could change the past and bring your family back to you, I would.”

      “Thank you,” he whispered, and in the most unexpected motion, cupped Alaireia’s sincere face in his hands and gently kissed her lips.

      Alaireia pulled back in surprise. “Starman!”

      He leaned back, suddenly realizing how close they were and what he had done. “I’m sorry, I just…” His voice trailed off as his face heated up.

      “No, I’m confused.” Alaireia peered at him, troubled. “I was just comforting you. I’m sorry for what happened, but I think you’re confusing your grief with something else.”

      “No, Lightfoot…Alaireia…” Starman stammered as she stood up. “I’m not confused.” His eyes looked hurt.

      She took a step away from him, calmly explaining. “Starman, I think I need to give you some space to clear your mind.”

      “No, Alaireia.” Starman stood up and began walking slowly towards her. “It is true, I feel lost and misplaced. The world is not what I thought it was. Everyone I care about is gone now because of a terrible being and his turned creatures. Every portal that has opened has taken something away from you and something away from me. But now we have a chance together to defeat this, although I don’t know how much of a chance there is. When I said I would go where you go, I meant what I said. And if this is grief, I can see clearly now, maybe I was saved for this, but I need you, want you, by my side.” He had reached her now and took both her hands in his. “Don’t leave me behind.”

      “Starman,” Alaireia said doubtfully. “Everyone I care about dies.”

      “Well,” Starman gave her a lopsided grin, “I’m not dead yet.”

      Despite herself, Alaireia smiled. “No, not yet.”

      She leaned forward, as if to kiss him again, but the moment was broken as Legone ran into the glade. He glared at them sourly for a moment as they quickly broke hands and stepped away. “Where are Crinte and Marklus?” he demanded.

      “Chasing sounds in the night,” Alaireia replied, shrugging unapologetically.

      Legone crossed his arms.

      “We’re back!” called Marklus as he jogged into the glade with Crinte at his heels.

      Crinte’s face was flushed with excitement, and his eyes were alight. “Prepare yourselves,” he announced. “We are going to visit the Mermis.”
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      As they waited, Legone sat down, positioning himself delicately between Alaireia and Starman. He looked at them, calculating for a moment, then stared straight ahead. “Take my advice.” His voice was hard. “Don’t fall in love. Trust me.”

      Before they could reply, the sound of beating wings filled the air. Silver horses sailed into the glade, their wings creating a mini cyclone of dust and leaves. They alighted delicately and folded their wings, revealing four colorful Mermis upon their backs. The lead Mermi dismounted in one fluid motion, her black-blue hair swaying behind her lithe body. She walked up to Crinte, locking her indignant purple eyes on him. “We have come to escort you to an audience with King Vincsir.”

      “Thank you,” Crinte responded calmly, ignoring the hidden threat in her voice. “These are my companions who will be joining us.”

      “I thought as much.” The Mermi tilted her head scornfully and snapped her fingers. The three Mermis behind her alighted and led five silver horses forward. “I am Malaseya,” she added matter-of-factly. “We will be your guides. This is my sister Melair.” She gestured impatiently towards a redhead Mermi with green eyes. “And my cousins Ima and Ena.” She pointed respectively to a Mermi with orange hair and orange eyes, an odd combination, and another Mermi with hair like wheat and eyes like sapphires. They, unlike Malaseya, smiled sensually at the five and beckoned them forward.

      The giant silver horses bent their knees, allowing the five to easily climb onto their bare backs. With a command from Malaseya, they leapt into the air, their silver white tails streaming out behind them. They rose quickly, leaving the mountainside behind. The friendly lights of the Mounts winked behind them, gathering as if waving, then dispersing to lead on their followers. At first, the beating of the large silver wings of the horses brought on a chill, but as the five grew used to it, they could see, as if for the first time, the beauty of the night. A layer of dark clouds lay between them and the mountains, blinding the world from view only momentarily until they burst through and could see, at last, the true coloration of the night. The sky was composed of darker hues of blues, purples and reds, mirroring the shades of the Mermis’ hair. White light streaked across it as the stars twinkled into view, a thousand dazzling lights breaking up the quilt of night and designing peculiar constellations across the universe. Creatures of auld and words of prophecy stood out in diagrams, appearing and disappearing as soon as the viewer began to grasp what mysteries were being revealed. Higher they climbed, into another wave of mist, and even as they flew through the clouds, mountain peaks appeared before them and the winged horses barely grazed their tops. The moon rose before them like a crisp, round wafer, as if they could reach out, touch its crust, and eat it. It lit their way, highlighting a path through the clouds and casting its glory on the sharp turrets of a castle far in the distance.

      The air changed as they flew. Instead of becoming increasingly conscious of the shift in altitude, the perfume of the air made it easier to breathe, relaxing them as the horses climbed higher. Finally, they stopped ascending, and the invisible path through the air flattened out. The silver horses folded their wings and instead of flying, began to race across the sky, an odd, soundless gallop which brought splashes of mist spraying into their faces. As they moved forward, bizarre creatures smaller than an eyeball whizzed past them, shouting amicably in a language they did not understand. Laughter echoed off what might be mountain peaks, but whose voices the laughter belonged to was unclear. The stars gleamed brighter in glee as the castle in the distance grew larger and realer and sharper.

      Finally, in the most disturbing way, the air became full of something. Although the light from the moon and stars lit up the invisible path they followed, Starman jumped when the first thing bumped against his bare skin. He yanked his hand away with a squeal, and a gentle pop made him look around. It became clear in an instant. Peach, round bubbles of all sizes drifted past them. Some popped on contact and others simply floated away in the windless night. The five gawked in confusion but the silver horses moved forward as if the bubbles were not even there. Looming before them, a castle hung suspended in the sky, surrounded by a multitude of Mermis, both male and female, dancing around the clouds it rested upon. Their hopeful, melodic voices filled the air as they tossed bubbles to each other in a strange ritual. When they saw the five approaching with the four Mermis, they dived away, hiding among the clouds, taking their wordless song with them. The silver horses slowed to a trot and finally halted in front of the broad staircase that led into the castle constructed of mirrors. Massive round turrets shot further into the night sky, their spiked tops shining warningly like a freshly sharpened blade. The wide golden doors to the castle sat atop a curved staircase with likely a hundred stairs leading up into its mysterious glory. Twenty Mermis could have stood side by side on the first stair and still left room to pass between them. No guards stood at those doors, nor any on the staircase. The castle stood free, providing open access.

      Malaseya alighted on the staircase and waved her winged companion away. She stood in front of the others and opened her hands, palm up. “Welcome to Spherical, the Kingdom of the Mermis. Please take a deep breath and dismount.”

      “Dismount?” Starman blurted out, staring at her, baffled. “And fall out of the sky to our deaths?”

      Marklus, who had trustingly started to dismount, paused to wait for Malaseya’s answer.

      She sighed as if explaining for the third time to a small child the way things are. “You have breathed enough of the air of our Kingdom to float. While you cannot fly, you will, at least, not fall.”

      Starman, unsure of what to say, looked over at Crinte for guidance. But it was Legone the Swift who lightly climbed off the silver horse and gently placed his weight onto the air. He let go slowly and glided forward. “It feels like nothing at all,” he said curiously. Slowly, the others followed his lead, and indeed found themselves uneasily standing in the air.

      Malaseya’s face twitched in amusement. Twirling around, she turned her back to them and called, “Follow me,” as she began to float up the stairs.

      Melair, Ima, and Ena dismounted and followed behind while the horses spread their massive wings and flew off towards the white moon sitting behind the castle.

      “No one from the lands below has ever come to our Kingdom before,” Malaseya said matter-of-factly. “You should count yourselves honored. If it hadn’t been for Srackt the Wise, you would not be granted this audience.”

      “Ah, so you do know him,” Crinte said at last.

      Malaseya paused to look at him, a private glance not meant for the others to see. She turned back to the staircase just as quickly. “Yes, he is the one who helped us create an antidote for the poison.”

      “Poison?” Crinte could not keep the blindsided surprise from creeping into his voice.

      “Yes,” Malaseya quipped. “We are cursed. He did not tell you?”

      “No.” Crinte’s voice was quiet in acceptance. “When did it begin?”

      “One year ago. When we set foot on the land below, we became gravely ill. It was only a matter of days before death started to consume us. We are immortals; death was not a fear we knew. Until now.” She looked back at Crinte, gauging his reaction. “Don’t look at me like that. You know this to be true. The bubbles are the antidote. As long as we smell them, we live.”

      Crinte stopped walking. “We should leave. Malaseya, clearly you are trapped here. There is no way your armies can fight with us.”

      Malaseya peeked back at him over her bare shoulder. “No. You asked for an audience with the King, and an audience you shall have. Tomorrow, I think. When the sky shifts to what you call day. I much prefer the night.”

      Marklus stepped up beside Crinte, his fists clenched. “No, you heard him. We leave now. We cannot waste time here when your assistance is futile.”

      Legone stood behind Marklus and raised his bow threateningly. Immediately, Alaireia and Starman dropped their hands to the hilts of their swords.

      Noticing their defensive positions, Malaseya turned around to stare at them, but no fear shone out of her purple eyes. Instead, she laughed scornfully. “You dare bring your weapons against us? You people of the land who cannot fly? What do you think will happen? You will slay us and run away? To where?”

      “We have not come to fight,” Crinte objected, motioning for his warriors to stand down. “But your news has blindsided us. Had we known about the curse, we never would have requested an audience. The night is still young. You can return us to land and we will go our separate ways.”

      Malaseya tilted her head and the other three Mermis flew to stand behind her, their faces neutral. “The night is not young,” she countered. “And you will not leave here until you see the King. After your audience, we will return you to your precious quest.” She threw the last words in their faces, then turned and quickly walked up the rest of the stairs.

      The five warriors did not move, even as the Mermis continued forward. “Crinte?” Marklus questioned.

      “There is nothing for it,” Crinte replied. His face tightened as he stared after the carefree Mermis. “It is only one day, and I would rather not alienate them, even if they cannot help us.”

      The air felt cold as they continued upwards, and Alaireia strayed closer to Starman. “Stay close to me,” she whispered. “This is a peculiar place.”

      The Mermis stood waiting at the top of the stairs. When the five reached the top, the golden doors swung open and moonlight streamed out of the castle, leaving them no choice but to step inside.
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      White mist covered the castle floor, hiding it from the five as they reluctantly followed the Mermis through the wide halls of the castle. At least they could feel something solid under their feet, so they did not utter a complaint. Psychedelic Mermis floated past, taking no heed of the late hour. They ignored the visitors from below, but Marklus could hear the hush of their voices and chanting song drifting through the castle.

      At last, Malaseya threw open a heavy door to reveal a circular lounge. Rich throws and cushions covered the low-lying divans, while mist curled dreamily across the floor, giving the furniture the illusion of floating on clouds. A table in the middle sat low to the floor, covered with delicate fruits, silver goblets, and a carafe of blushing red liquid. Archways opened into even smaller chambers with beds made of mist and feathers. “Rest here for what remains of the night,” she told the five as they filed into the room. Crinte was last to enter, and she caught his shoulder. “Do not fret.” Her purple eyes bored into his. “And do not think little of the hospitality of the Mermis.” Before he could reply, she grabbed the door latch and pulled. It slammed shut, rustling the mist near its edges. A second later, the five heard a distinct click as the door locked.

      Crinte turned to his warriors, who looked more than a little alarmed at the rapid turn of events. “I am sorry,” he began. “I did not know the Mermis would treat us like this.”

      “Are we their prisoners?” Starman said on the edge of panic.

      “No.” Crinte impatiently raked a hand through his blond hair. “But I feel a fool. We went to Srackt the Wise for information and he failed to tell us of the curse of the Mermis. We are wasting a day in this, I must admit, beautiful Kingdom. We don’t have time for games like these.”

      “We could look into the Clyear,” Alaireia offered.

      Crinte shook his head. “There is no point. We should have looked before.”

      Legone perched lightly on a deep blue cushion near the table of food and drink. But, seeing as he did not fall through the mist, settled down more comfortably and picked a bunch of red grapes. “Crinte, how are you surprised? You have been here before.” He carelessly popped grapes into his mouth, looking at Crinte pointedly.

      Crinte shook his head as he walked over to pour a glass of the sweet liquid. “No, I have never been to this Kingdom. Yes, I have been with the Mermis before but…” He trailed off. His previous conversations with Mermis had led him to believe they actually cared about something other than themselves. But now the seeping, deadly poison seemed to have changed their frightful minds.

      “What do we do now?” Marklus asked, taking the goblet Crinte offered him.

      Crinte continued to pour drinks. “Rest here for the night and don’t worry. We will escape from this mess tomorrow.”

      “I wonder though,” Legone muttered in disbelief.

      Starman threw himself down on one of the divans. “No one at home would believe this. We’re in a Kingdom in the sky and we’re still alive. And to think a short time ago I did not know Mermis even existed!”

      “Aren’t you glad you came with us?” Marklus remarked sarcastically as he picked up a piece of fruit. But Starman was already lost in the intoxicating liquid that flowed from the goblets.

      “This tastes like flowers.” Alaireia sipped the liquid hesitantly as she settled down.

      “I think they intentionally meant to trap us here,” Legone wondered aloud as he lay down his bow and took off his quiver. “With the perfumed air and this sweet drink and these delicious fruits. They mean for us to stay here. Forever. Away from the poisoned land. Think about it. A year ago, wasn’t that when the turned creatures first started appearing?”

      Crinte nodded. “This is no coincidence. If we are to meet the King of the Mermis, I have questions of my own for him.”

      Pensive and thoughtful, the five ate and drank. Words dropped away and as the night deepened, their eyes closed where they lay. If any Mermi had dared enter the room, they would have found the five warriors no more than sleeping forms wrapped in brightly colored blankets.

      Starman was first to wake in the morning. At first, he could not recall the night before, but as he yawned, stretched, and tumbled off the chaise lounge, it all came rolling back. He stood slowly, glancing around the room. Marklus snored gently on the floor, mist tangling the curls of his brown hair. Crinte slept half sitting, half leaning back, a goblet still in his hands while his head nodded into his chest. Legone lay on his stomach, stretched across a divan with blankets scattered on the floor. His bow he held in one hand, while his quiver rested on the floor beside his other hand, arrows spilling into the mist. Alaireia had curled tightly into the corner of one sofa, her dark hair spread out on the cushion holding up her head. One hand held her sword, clasped tightly to her chest. Starman swallowed hard as he watched their peaceful faces, briefly wishing they could stay safely in the kingdom of the clouds. Taking his sword, he walked into one of the adjoining rooms. One wall of the room was pure glass, a picturesque window, offering a preferred view of the glorious sky. In front of it, a welcoming white bed was piled high with feather pillows and blankets, looking as if one would melt inside it. A basin of water had been placed by the door, and Starman took a moment to freshen up before walking to the window.

      Outside, a sea of blue and white waves traversed the sky. The castle sat fixated atop of blanket of clouds. Everywhere Starman’s eyes fell, peach colored bubbles as big as his head drifted. Male and female Mermis flew or floated, some riding the bubbles, others flying in herds as if they had a priority destination. They all appeared to be the same age and there were no children to speak of. Yet they seemed happy, singing and shouting and dancing through the mist. Occasionally, giant silver horses rushed by with a pair of vibrant Mermis on their backs. They galloped and dived, heading back to the lands below. Starman blinked as he watched them, the loss of his family potent again.

      “Starman?” a voice asked behind him.

      He turned, quickly blinking away tears as Alaireia walked up. “Look.” He pointed to the window.

      “Oh.” Alaireia’s voice became awed and she walked up to the window. “It is beautiful!”

      Starman shook his head, thinking of the tall tales he would have told his younger brother and sister. His two older brothers would have laughed and teased him, claiming he had a runaway imagination. His older sister would have listened eagerly, asking lots of questions, but in the end, they all would have shuddered with their arms around each other, thankful they were at home and safe from the strange wonders of the Western World.

      “I’d heard there was a Kingdom in the sky,” Alaireia said with reverence. “But I did not dream it would be like this.”

      “Would that we could stay here,” Starman wished. “It seems this Kingdom should be immune to the woes below.”

      “Maybe.” Alaireia searched Starman’s face worriedly. “But you heard the Mermis; the change in the land affected even them. I’m not sure they, nor anyone, could live off air forever.”

      A knock on the chamber door interrupted their conversation. The lock turned and Marklus rose hastily, shaking wisps of mist that clung to his curls. Ima and Ena entered, carrying platters high above their heads. Their long manes of orange and wheat hair were braided back demurely but their dresses had not changed. They smiled wordlessly at Marklus as they swept into the room, gathering the feast from the night before and whisking out again. Before Ima disappeared down the hall, she pushed the door open and whispered, “You are free to roam, but come back before noon. You meet with the King at midday.”

      Crinte stood as soon as she disappeared. “I’ll be back,” he called to Marklus who was sitting down to sample hot foods steaming on the table.

      “Crinte?” Marklus started to say, then changed his mind.

      Crinte cautiously stepped out of the room and found himself standing in a great white hall. His heartbeat quickened in anticipation as he gazed about the splendor of the Kingdom of Spherical. At first, he had thought the castle was an actual building, but now, as he looked, he wasn’t quite sure. Yes, his foot stood on solid matter, but it wasn’t stone nor iron nor wood. Above him, the ceiling rose and curved away with light streaming in from every direction. He walked down the hall, feeling the itching vibration in his feet, calling him to explore and wander and lose himself. He wanted the knowledge the Mermis held, he wanted to know how they came to be and why they built such a castle, and more importantly, how the antidote was created. For brief moments, the night before, he had questioned the truth of the so called curse Malaseya claimed. Why would his father hold such pertinent details from him? He remembered a decade before, when he and his father had walked through Wiltieders only to come out of it into the visionary beauty of the Mounts. Those days, he had seen the same purple eyes, watching and following him. It unnerved him that the creatures of the air had a greater ability than him, eyes to see above and eyes to see below with a wider range of the world.

      Crinte continued down the hall until he reached the end and the castle opened before him. It was a clearly a structure meant for those with wings. He was standing on a high balcony, and looking down, he saw levels below him, staircases and ledges, as Mermis flew back and forth, carrying round objects. What they were doing he could not tell, but they all seemed to be preparing for something. He turned when he felt eyes watching him, and Malaseya floated down beside him. Her aura was friendlier than the night before, yet he could tell something weighed on her. His breath caught for a moment when her deep round eyes met his. “Crinte, I was hoping we’d meet again under different circumstances.” She placed her hands on the railing around the balcony and looked out over the Kingdom. “I did not mean to be hostile, but you will understand once you talk with King Vincsir. There is a reason you are here, but what you desire to do is near impossible. You should be more careful whom you trust with your concerns.”

      Crinte listened calmly, remembering years ago when it had begun. A plan much bigger than him was in motion. He remembered the moment he was swept away in the enchanting song of the Mermis for the first time. It never failed to thrill his heart and he snuck after them, watching, listening, until she caught him at last, her purple eyes just as hostile them. “You,” she had hissed. “I have seen you in visions. The last of the Order of the Wise.”

      “How?” he had asked half-heartedly, distracted by the perfume of her body and the close proximity she kept as she whispered secrets into his ear.

      “They say a spark, a change infiltrates our World, dwelling in the west where none dare go. An ever-shifting evil growing in form and shadow, fed by power, destroyed by love. The last One will rise and go forth, calling all to his side and receding evil until the end of time.” Her voice was sing song, attempting to rhyme the rhythm-less words.

      He had stammered in confusion, “You think I am the last one?”

      “The One,” she had stressed.

      Since then, every time he returned to the Mounts, he felt her eyes watching, tracking him. When the turned ones began appearing, he knew exactly what to do. At first, he thought he was in charge, but now he began to realize he was only a pawn. As he listened to Malaseya, he began to wonder if the idea to go to the Great Water Hole was even his own, or if it had been implanted by a series of incidents. He felt it for the first time, what others around him felt: uncertainty and doubt.

      “Malaseya,” he said quickly, to distract himself. “If I have learned one thing in my life, it is this. As soon as you let hope fade, the darkness will take over. As soon as you give up, you have lost the battle. Never give in to the desperation taking over, even if you are secluded from the World up here.”

      “Do you know what death is like? Have you felt its dark, cold arms reaching out for you? The antidote is only a temporary solution. Soon, all the Western World, even this Kingdom, will fall.” Her voice broke as she turned, moving her fierce face closer to his. “Do you know what it is like to stand by, knowing you are powerless to do anything? I would go with you and fight beside you, but my death would only hinder you.”

      Crinte’s voice dropped as he replied, “Do you know who I travel with? I have a Healer who can put a stop to all this madness.”

      Malaseya shook her dark head, placing a finger on his lips. “No. This is a malicious poison; the power of a Healer will only be a short-lived antidote at best. If you succeed in destroying the creator of this evil, you and your Healer must return to restore us to the way we once were.”

      “I see.” Crinte pulled away from her with a question in his eyes.

      “Remember the days when you first walked the Mounts?” she asked him. “We were young, and all was well. Yes, those down below squabbled and fought, but we let something slip past our sight, and it has come to this. The people of the Western World can never again be left to their own.”

      “There will never be one Ruler for the entire Western World.” Crinte’s voice was quiet in rebuke. “The people groups run free and wild. That is how it has always been. That is how it should be.”

      “Maybe, but even so, if you do succeed, there are those who should watch over this World. This should never have happened.”

      “Do you still believe the prophecy? That the One will come to destroy the evil in the west? Do you still believe I am the last One?”

      She moved closer to him, cocking her head as she remembered. “The Order of the Wise has fallen. You are the last. But the last One? I know not. Visions of the future are dark and unpredictable. There are no guarantees of loss or victory.”

      Crinte, noticing how lovely she smelled, turned to leave. “I know. I carry this burden too,” he reminded her.

      “Yes,” she agreed as the strength of her voice faded away. “Crinte, please save us.”

      He turned back, sensing how tiny and insignificant she felt at her failure to help. Now he understood the wrongness that stood out in each Mermi, the imperfection of poison and the pallor of indubitable death. Her purple eyes swam before his, and resistance dropped away. Giving in to impulse, he gently placed a hand on her cheek while brushing the other past her feathered garb. Placing a hand on her hip, he pulled her into his arms and looked down at her.

      “Malaseya, I promise to do everything in my power to free the Western World.”

      “Everything?” she dared him.

      “Yes,” he swore, holding her securely. “And when I succeed, I will return with The Healer to free you and your people from this prison in the sky.”

      She squeezed his arms as she held onto him. “Sixty days. That is all the time you have left.”

      He looked searchingly into her eyes for more. “You tell me this now? After you delay us here?”

      She smirked at him then, lighting the air. “For one of the Order of the Wise, you do not know all.”

      “No,” he gazed at her, “but I do know what to do with the time I have now.” At last giving in to temptation, he bent his mouth to hers and tasted her for the first time.
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      At midday the Mermis, Malaseya, Melair, Ima and Ena came to lead the five to the hall of the King. They appeared at the door dressed in pure white gowns, beckoning the five to bring everything and follow them. It seemed they walked in a dream as they glided through the wide halls of the castle. Clear bubbles floated above them, rising towards the highest towers. As the five followed the Mermis, the tune to their song changed and voices rose throughout the castle in a wailing song of honor and respect.

      Looking behind, Marklus could see a multitude of Mermis falling in line behind them. The females wore long, flowing white gowns with their hair braided back, tied together with silver horse hair. The males also wore white with silver diadems on their heads, leaving their bright hair long and free. In both hands, each Mermi carried a small, solid, circular object, composed of a palpitating liquid. Their sweet harmonies blended like a spell as they filed into the heart of the castle. The floor, if it could be called that, was clear with clouds drifting below it. Elegant white columns that shot up to the open air far above them held up the room. Mermis cascaded into the heart, looking east towards a dais where their King stood.

      King Vincsir was an ageless Mermi whose very presence commanded respect. He stood over six feet tall and carried a golden scepter with a globe undulating on top of it. On his head, he wore a golden circlet, simple like the ones the other male Mermis wore. His sleek black hair fell to his shoulders and one could tell his solemn face had seen many joys and unspeakable woes. His slim but muscular body was covered in a gold tunic made of feathers, and he wore a long, flowing, purple robe. He stood unmoving as the five warriors entered his shrine of light. As if performing a ritual, each Mermi walked to their places while Malaseya led the five to stand in front of King Vincsir. Malaseya took her place on the right-hand side of the King’s dais, with Melair beside her. Ima and Ena moved to the left-hand side, facing the five warriors.

      When the last Mermi had filed into place, they closed their mouths and the music faded. Above their heads, bubbles continued to rise into the sky, and the sweet perfume they produced grew even stronger. The five could hear the audible intake of breath before the Mermis began chanting. “All hail King Vincsir of Spherical!”

      King Vincsir raised a hand to silence them. Then, he turned his gaze on Crinte, and Crinte found himself surprised to find the King’s golden eyes mirrored his. “Welcome, Crinte the Wise, to Spherical. We have long awaited your presence here, and have prepared a gift for you and your companions.” Without waiting for Crinte to answer, he turned his gaze on the multitude of Mermis standing before him. “Prepare the serum,” he commanded.

      He lifted his scepter and all the Mermis lifted their spheres above their heads and released them. As if pulled by a magnetic force, the round objects drifted towards the King’s scepter, emitting a low, humming vibration. In a strange fashion, the spheres began interlocking, forming a sort of canopy over their heads. The vibration intensified as the canopy grew, and for a moment it seemed as if a portal would burst open and hurl them into another World.

      Crinte had the strangest feeling as he stood there, apprehensive about the gift the Mermis were imparting. He wanted to pause the ceremony and ask the King questions, but decorum forbade it, and he sensed the power of the Mermis was much stronger than he’d assumed. Marklus could hear the elements within those solid balls speaking to him, and yet they were voiceless. It was unlike anything he had encountered before, and while he was sure it would not harm them, he was sure it would change them.

      Alaireia remembered the first time she had used the Clyear, the rush of power, the headiness when she realized she was in over her head. The giddy sensation returned and she could almost feel herself spiraling out of control, grasping for power that eluded her fingertips.

      Starman’s eyes were wide; he did not know what was happening, but the others appeared to be okay with it. He wanted to walk away somewhere safe, where he could predict what would happen next, but there was no escape from the kingdom in the sky.

      Legone stood frozen in horror. He had seen grand displays of power before, and at first he’d thought them beautiful. Now, he wanted to run away as fast as he could, but it felt like his feet were glued to the floor. He blinked rapidly, trying to stop the dark nightmares from returning, but they came anyway, realistic and horrific.

      King Vincsir pointed his scepter at the sphere of elements and the pulsing increased. “Warriors of the Western World.” He turned his golden gaze on the five warriors. “I give you the gift of invincibility! For sixty days, your power will be unmatched across the Western World, and you shall complete the quest you have placed upon yourselves. Take the blessing of the Mermis, and if you should find life at the end of your journey, return to us. This exchange we grant you in honor of Srackt the Wise, and count his deeds as payment for this gift.”

      A beam of light shot forth from the King’s scepter and pierced the sphere. It violently convulsed and finally exploded, bursting into light that flooded over the five warriors. As it fell, they felt themselves lifted up, weightless, and the strength of a thousand Mermis pulsed through their bodies. A terrible sound filled their ears and in the midst of the unexpected gift, they found themselves reaching for each other, holding tightly as the gift of the Mermis overwhelmed them.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It may have only been an hour later when they found themselves standing before King Vincsir. The heart of the castle had emptied and only Malaseya, Melair, Ima, and Ena remained. King Vincsir looked at them, and his eyes were no longer golden. The light in the castle seemed to have dimmed, and the perfume from the bubbles had lessened. Crinte was the first to regain his senses. In one motion, he stepped forward and bent one knee, kneeling before the King with his eyes cast downwards. Just as quickly, Marklus followed his lead, then Starman, Alaireia, and finally, Legone reluctantly knelt as well.

      “We thank you for this great honor.” Crinte spoke a bit breathlessly. “We accept the fair exchange you offer, and we will restore this land.”

      King Vincsir motioned for them to rise as he walked down the steps to stand in front of them. “We hope this gift will not be in vain. Crinte, the Order of the Wise is failing. You may be the last to truly understand what feats the people groups can accomplish. You seek to bind together mortals and immortals, and if I could, I would send such an army to fight with you. Understand that although we of the Kingdom of Spherical may be doomed to a slow death, it is a fight we have been unwilling to give up. The immortals are dying; soon, it will only be up to you to ensure the survival of the land. We may be creatures of the air, but the land sustains us all. My kin will take you to the Three Clouds Pass and my Silver Herd will leave you at the Dejewla Sea.”

      Crinte knew words would not be enough to express gratitude for what the Mermis had sacrificed. He now understood Malaseya’s words from earlier, and that his father had only bargained the antidote in exchange for a blessing from the Mermis. He could see the path laid before him, tunnels curling away in the mountains.

      “Again,” he bowed his head, “our gratitude is with you. Your gift will not be in vain.”

      The King looked at each of them in turn, solemnly regarding them. Then he lifted his hands. “Hope goes with you into the darkness, a beacon alight in your hearts. As you journey through weary lands, remember who you are and do not let your hearts grow dark.”

      He turned and walked back up to his dais, dismissing them with his actions. Questions lay unasked on Crinte’s tongue, but all he could do was follow Malaseya as she led them out. Crinte glanced back at his warriors and saw Marklus lay a hand on Legone’s trembling shoulder. Starman appeared rather frightened, and Alaireia looked as if she had drunk from an eternal fountain. As Crinte looked at them, a sneaking suspicion grew, and he found himself worried they would not be able to withstand the powerful gift of the Mermis.
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      Starman strolled with Alaireia through the scattered, overhanging trees at the edge of the sea. The last five days had been less eventful from the air, but at least the Silver Herd had set them down by land’s edge. The five were more than grateful to stretch their legs and walk upon firm ground again. Thanks to the extra speed provided by air travel, Crinte agreed to camp on the Mizine side of the sea for the rest of the day. They had reached a narrow part of the sea, and with all hopes it would take less than a day to reach other side. Alaireia and Starman had walked off to scout ahead, leaving Crinte, Marklus, and Legone to construct a makeshift raft to take them across.

      Starman stood at the shore of the great Dejewla Sea and stared at the enormity of the swaying body of liquid. The water shone like sapphires, beckoning him to crawl into its watery graves and swim and dive as if he were a child of aqua. Waves rippled across the surface but any animals that used to dwell near the sea had long since disappeared. He could smell the richness of the soil as the plants close to the water stretched their roots deep, bloating themselves on salt less seawater.

      Alaireia, on the other hand, had already dropped her pack of supplies and was loosening the black belt that carried her long sword. “It’s good we’re camping here for a time,” she was saying, sitting on a fallen log to unstrap her black boots as Starman continued to be captivated by the sea. “I, for one, would like one last swim before we enter the desert. Swift claims it is a dry, barren place.”

      “It smells like dead fish,” Starman said, wrinkling his nose.

      “Starman?” Alaireia asked, standing barefoot on the shore. “Are you coming for a swim?”

      “Oh.” Starman’s face turned red. “I…I…uh…”

      Alaireia laughed as she waded into the water to see how it felt. “The water is fine!”

      “Uh…” Starman turned to go, almost tripping over his feet. “I’ll go downstream with the others,” he stammered.

      “Wait, Starman,” Alaireia called. He turned around, still blushing, but she stood knee high in the water, staring into it. “What did you say it smelt like?”

      Starman opened his mouth to reply when something leaped out of the water, snatching Alaireia and dragging her under. “Fish! Crinte!” Starman shouted all at once. “Help! The fish have Alaireia!” He drew his sword and ran to the waterside, but all was still again. Eyes like saucers, he ran back to the trees. “Crinte! Marklus! Swift! Hurry!” he yelled.

      He ran back to the sea, only to shout and leap back in surprise as a monster surged out of the water, its long, brown-spotted tentacles waving in every direction. Along the length of each tentacle, suction holes moved in and out as if the creature were breathing in air and water at the same time. Its round head had barely emerged but it was the center of the tentacles with two horrifyingly large, ink black eyes. Starman could see a mirror black image of himself drowning in the sticky elixir of those eyes, and immediately leaned over to vomit in a bush. As he wiped his mouth on the back on his hand he saw Alaireia, wrapped in one of the sucking tentacles. It was one of the most beautiful and terrifying sights he had ever seen as she rose with the creature, streaming with now muddied water. Her black hair hung long and her shoulders were bare as she gripped the tentacle in both arms, her face a mass of concentrated fury as she struggled for release.

      “Alaireia!” Starman yelled, dashing into the water with his sword raised. A tentacle reached out for him and he slashed at it, ripping it open and causing black blood to leak out. Starman almost gagged as the stench of decaying fish overwhelmed him in the water. Despite it, he moved closer to the great creature. It towered above him, lifting Alaireia higher into the air. Starman slashed at the next tentacle that tried to capture him, but ultimately failed as one wrapped its slimy length around him and hugged his body uncomfortably close. Still waving his sword, he proceeded to chop at the thick length that held him, but the creature was unforgiving. It reared its head even further out of the water, displaying a wide, gaping mouth. It opened it and roared.

      Starman was unprepared for the massive stench. Slime, goo, water, and leftovers from the sea monster’s breakfast slapped into his olfactory senses, offending them to the max. He felt himself heaving again, with nothing left to throw up into the churning waters. The sea foamed beneath him and for a moment, he forgot about his sword and realized the real danger he and Alaireia were in of being eaten for lunch. A second later, he found himself plunged underwater while tentacles waved through the air, creating bigger waves above his head. In the instant before his lungs burst, he saw the sunlight, warm, beautiful and caring; a moment later, he was back above the water, swinging high in the air. Coughing and spewing and gasping for breath, Starman felt the fight leaving him as the creature dunked him under again. When he was brought back to the surface, spitting up even more water, he could hear Alaireia shouting. “Starman! Don’t give up!”

      He looked up just as there was a sickening crack and Alaireia broke loose of the tentacle that was holding her. She fell towards the water but another tentacle shot out, locking around her foot and dragging her back, upside down, towards the creature’s wide mouth. Starman lifted his sword. His arms felt heavy as another tentacle smacked into his chest, splashing slimy water into his face. Yet as he lifted his sword, he could feel it begin to zing, and almost before he could control it, it leaped out and slashed at an incoming tentacle before it could slap him in the face. That’s when he felt it. Not the rage he felt in Trazame on his family’s farmland; not the fear he felt at the battle in the Sea Forests of Mizine. He felt certain and calm. His eyes focused. He wiped water from his face as best he could. Taking his sword in both hands, he brought it down hard. A wall of water rose up around him as the creature let go; nevertheless, he swam forward into the fray of tentacles, hacking away with his sword as he went. Pieces of the creature flew through the air, splashing back into the waves to float on the surface, shriveling as if they’d been burned.

      A yell of rage sounded from behind him, and Starman, swinging his sword in one hand, glanced back for a moment to see Crinte running towards him. His mouth was open, his sword was out, and his blond hair blew straight back in the breeze as he splashed into the sea. His first blow sent the creature reeling, but gathering its strength, it moved forward to take on the Cron and Trazame that dared challenge it. Alaireia was tossed aside, dropped into the swirling waters and caught beneath the creature’s body. “Starman, watch out for the arrows!” Crinte shouted.

      The creature’s head reared above Starman, and as he looked up to take on the menace, two blue tipped arrows whistled past him. One of them pierced the creature’s inky eye and continued on into its skull. A high-pitched scream echoed through the water, and the creature began to thrash in pain, slapping the water with its long tentacles, violently throwing Crinte and Starman out of the sea onto the shore.

      “Stay back!” Marklus commanded as he stood with Legone on the shore. But Starman could not have risen if he wanted to. He had landed oddly on the shore with the wind knocked out of him. Marklus let loose his arrow and it flew through the walls of water, past the flying tentacles and into the creature’s other eye. The scream it was emitting became even higher, causing the blood in Marklus’ ears to boil. With one last cry, the creature descended, dashing underwater, leaving foamy waves behind.

      The quiet sobbing of the waves remained, with streaks of black blood floating on its surface. Starman groaned as he slowly picked himself up, looking over at Crinte, Marklus, and Legone, and then he cried, “Where’s Lightfoot!”

      “I’m here,” Alaireia called, deflated, as she dragged herself out of the water. She rolled on the shore in shock.

      Starman hurried over to her. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded, cracking a wry smile for him. “It takes more than a sea monster to take me down. Are you?”

      “I don’t know,” Starman exclaimed in frustration. “Tell me, Crinte, we are not crossing the sea now. Not after that! What was it?”

      “That was an Actimic.” Crinte’s voice was quiet and grave. “A sea monster of Oceantic. What it is doing in these parts we can only guess.”

      “Did we kill it?” Starman asked, concerned.

      Crinte shook his head. “No, monsters rejuvenate in the waters of the deep. It will likely hibernate until it is healed and rise again in some other waters. We will not see it again.”

      “Are you sure?” asked Legone, his voice hushed, his bow still lifted.

      Crinte looked at him, noting his stiff demeanor and still voice. “Change of plans,” Crinte announced. “We cross now, before some other monstrosity appears.”

      “The rafts are not yet ready,” Legone remarked.

      “Dry off and finish them then. Be on your guard,” he warned them. “The time of rest has ended. We cannot be soft on the other side of the sea. There will be sleepless nights and relentless days. But none of that matters, because we all have heart, and we know exactly what we are fighting for. And if for a moment you think this war has not affected you, and that you don’t have anything to lose, remember we have lost it all already. Now we are going to take back what was lost. We are the five warriors and we are invincible. Believe it and protect each other. We are all we have on the other side.”
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      Night had fallen by the time the five warriors pushed their rafts ashore. They had stood, balancing precariously, and paddled across the sea, which shimmered and rippled as if it were no longer hiding monsters in its depths. The nightmares of earlier faded into cold anticipation for what would meet them on the northern side of the sea. But as the shore came into view and the white sands of Asspraineya stretched forward, there was nothing at all waiting for them. Cautiously stepping ashore, they waited a moment, testing the silence for hostility. After a beat, Crinte motioned for them to push the rafts out to sea and they did so, cutting off their path to the south.

      “Now what?” whispered Starman, daring to speak into the cool night air.

      “We walk.” Legone stepped forward, taking the lead, sand caking his wet boots. “The night winds will blow eventually, hiding our footprints. But night will be our only security. There are no hiding places in these lands.”

      Alaireia stood calmly, feeling the white sands shift beneath her feet. “We can’t know for sure what is hiding in the shadows.” In one motion, she lifted up the Clyear, holding it high above her head with both hands. “Borrow the vision of the Clyear. It will tell us all.” The crystal winged horse spread its wings, and even as the five watched, it sprung from Alaireia’s fingers across the white sands. As it flew, the five saw their vision change and align with the Clyear’s, displaying white sands below and relentless darkness head. It soared higher, showing them endless desert in every direction except the sea. It moved forward until, dizzy and heady, the five at last looked away. Instantly, the Clyear was back in Alaireia’s hands, as if it had never flown away, and she tucked it safely away, turning questioning eyes towards Crinte. “There was nothing.”

      Crinte looked puzzled as well. He could feel a tingling sensation in his brain and he wondered why forces would not be guarding the sea. Would not the transformed be curious to know who would dare venture into their territory? After all, it was how Marklus was caught the first time. Now Asspraineya opened its lands before them, welcoming them inside. Crinte swallowed as he felt a hint of uncertainty and blind fear. What was he leading his warriors into? “We should rest here then,” he said at last. “You all must be weary and will need your strength for what is ahead. I will keep watch.” His eyes blazed gold as he looked across the lands.

      The five settled apprehensively some ways from the shore, but the quiet lapping of the waves was calming, and soon Starman passed out, snoring gently on the sand. Legone paced, anxious and restless. Sleep was not something he wished, for of late his nightmares had increased. What was ahead he knew not; he only hoped there was still life.

      Alaireia sat beside Starman’s sleeping form, watching what she could see of the waves. The night sky was dark, as if the moon dared not shine on such a land. The air was chill but the cold spread deeper than that. She felt herself closing up and in, neutral about what was ahead but well aware of what she left behind. She glanced at Starman every now and then, wondering how he could sleep so peacefully with all the horrors from behind and those unknown ahead. She shivered as she remembered the sea monster snatching and yanking her underwater. How her strength had returned, enabling her to rip the tentacles away. She wondered if the power was her own or a side effect from the gift of the Mermis.

      “Are we going to talk about what happened?” Marklus asked Crinte. He lay on the sand, staring at the dull stars with his hands tucked behind his head. His ears were pricked, listening, but nothing unusual stood out. He had called the Zikes earlier and they had replied; all was well and quiet on the northern side of the sea.

      “No.” Crinte shook his head, his voice hushed. “Not unless you have anything to say. What we experienced was not something mortals should dwell on.”

      Legone shuddered as he paced but said nothing.

      “Their act was selfless but all the same we are bound by it,” Crinte concluded.

      “They were beautiful and hauntingly sad,” Marklus remembered. “If I could, I would return to their halls of light and mist.”

      “Yes,” Crinte agreed. “But speak no more of it.” His thoughts flew back to the day they had left, and his troubled mind still turned over reasons why Srackt the Wise had not revealed all to him. It stood to reason there was a time when Srackt the Wise had met the Mermis, and used their precarious situation to make a deal. A deal which might, indeed, turn the fate of the world. The question was how he could have known.

      Crinte and his father were descendants from what used to be called the Order of the Wise. Superior in thought, the Order provided counsel to rulers of kingdoms, offering insight into what was to come and how to prepare. The Order often studied histories of the world and oddities that arose to better prepare for future events. Yet the Order had never been able to predict the future, and an antidote in exchange for an invincibility power would be abnormal even among the wisest. The more Crinte thought, the more he realized his father had been shaping his actions, even down to meeting the warriors he now called his own. After all, when he was young it had been his father’s idea to travel to the borders of Zikeland and stay for a while until the land fell into silence. It was his father who had introduced him at long last to Ackhor the Cron, who was held in high regard by the rulers of the land. He was a Cron unafraid of adventure and strife, able to look into the face of death and laugh. His adventures were legendary and it was through him that Alaireia had come to Crinte’s acquaintance. It had been his father who had taken him to the Afrd Mounts and inquired of a guide, a Tider from the mountain heights, to show them hidden paths. And it was his father who taught him that all people groups are unique and have something to contribute to the world, even those given to farming and creating a comfortable life, like the Trazames. He could see it clearly now, every step of the way laid out, and he had involuntarily followed it like a trail of breadcrumbs. Suddenly he did not feel as wise as he should, and his head began to swim. To distract himself, he thought again of the day they had left the Mermis.
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* * *

      The last day they spent flying over an endless sea of clouds until finally it was time to say farewell. “We are coming to The Three Clouds Pass,” Malaseya shouted from ahead. “And the Rainbow Bridge.”

      Indeed, three monstrous clouds cut off the road before them, and just when Crinte thought they were going to attempt to fly above them, the horses entered into the wet mist, fighting their way through. A blanket of white covered their eyes and it seemed as if they moved into nowhere and nothing. Minutes crawled by as slow as the darkest night while the horses flew forward from memory. Eventually, Crinte saw flashes of bright colors lighting up the clouds below him. At first, he thought they were Mermis with their colorful hair flying long and free, but as they grew closer the clouds bowed, parting before them. Ahead of them rose a massive rainbow arching up into the air and curving back down again. Its bright colors lit up the air, almost blinding them with its radiance. The sound of falling water could be heard somewhere ahead, and the bubbles had all but disappeared, yet a hint of their presence remained. The horses alighted gently on the bridge, sending puffs of incandescent color flickering through the mists. The Mermis dismounted, floating gingerly above the bridge, and motioned for the five to do the same. “This is where we leave you,” Malaseya said. “The horses will take you as far as the Dejewla Sea.”

      Ena was the first to move forward. She placed her hands on Crinte’s shoulders and looked him squarely in the eye. “The blessings of Mizine be with you.”

      She moved to Marklus, placed her hands on his shoulders, and repeated the same words, while Ima stepped to Crinte in her place. When Malaseya’s turn came, instead of grasping Crinte’s shoulders she folded him into her arms and held tight for a moment while his arms lay lank and useless at his side. “The powers of Mizine are on your side,” she told him. More reserved, she let go and moved on to bid farewell to the others.

      The Mermis were the first to mount up again as their silver horses turned back in the direction of the castle, the tomb in the sky. As they waved, golden creatures twinkled into view no bigger than Crinte’s hand. They carried miniature harps and had tiny golden wings on their backs. They circled around the five and began to play a farewell song. The Mermis flew back into the mist, as if they were no longer beings of the Western World. And Crinte felt the end had come.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Legone stood in the white sands as the sun rose. Days they had walked through endless desert, and now it was as he feared. He was not sure he could find the forest of the creatures of the wood again, even with the vision of the Clyear.

      “What bothers you?” Crinte stood a pace off, surveying the land.

      Legone glanced at Crinte as he watched. “The land, it has changed.”

      “It is ever shifting. Was it not this way before?”

      “I do not remember.” Legone shook his head, his long braid of dark hair swinging anxiously behind him.

      “This endless sand is miserable,” Marklus said as he ran up, out of breath. “Crinte, something is coming. I hear deep thuds around us. The sand rises and falls. It is not chasing us, yet it comes.”

      “What say the Zikes?” Crinte asked.

      Marklus shook his head, causing sand to fall out of his curls. “The dryness is killing them. I sent them west along the shoreline.”

      “Let’s move!” Crinte shouted behind to Alaireia and Starman, who were a distance away. “Marklus, there are foul things afoot in this land. Keep your ears open.” His voice turned low, shielding his next words from Legone, who continued to walk ahead of them. “There is a wisp of smoke in the air, watching us. Be on guard.”

      Marklus nodded as he pulled out his dagger. “Crinte, I know we are going to the tunnels, but with the heat of the sun and the weight of our packs, we will be exhausted by the time we arrive.”

      “I understand.” Crinte nodded. He reached inside his tunic for the map Devine the Sorn had marked, showing their route. “The Natrogo Woods should be close. From there, we can follow the Eya River to the Slutan Tunnels.”

      He unfolded the paper slowly, already feeling the hot sun beating down mercilessly on his head. For a moment, he blinked as he opened the brown pages while the sunlight filtered through. He turned it over, but both sides were the same. Black ink had faded and now the map was blank. His vision swam and his ears rang as he looked at nothing. Quickly, before Marklus could notice, he folded the map up again, placing it back in his tunic. Taking a deep breath, he looked up at the sky, noting the direction the sun had risen in. He turned northwest and closed his eyes. He had studied the map many times and could almost pull traces of it from his memory. The land of Asspraineya covered half of the northern side of the sea. Along the eastern coast was the land of Barlen. Further north was Sera Land and Freedex, where Legone claimed he had gone to swim in the glory of Oceantic. The country they had crossed the Dejewla Sea into was called Sornarky, which Crinte assumed was named for the Crons who called themselves Sorns. The Natrogo Woods were in the midwest of the country, and from there, a river led directly to the Esife Peaks, where the entrance to the Slutan Tunnels lay. At least, according to Devine the Sorn. Speculation began to build in Crinte’s head, but he had to be the leader, had to present a strong front to his warriors. He pointed his feet northwest and walked through the shifting sand dunes, attempting to use his far-seeing vision, but the sun blocked his view. Not knowing what was ahead or behind, he walked on.

      “Crinte! Crinte!” Alaireia’s adamant voice rang out behind him. He felt her grab his shoulder. “Crinte, what’s wrong?” He opened his eyes. Her concerned face was close and she reached out to touch his forehead. “It’s the sun, Crinte. The sun in this land is too strong. It’s affecting us all. Sometimes it feels like we’re walking in circles.” She moved in front of him, forcing him to stop walking. “Something is not right.”

      “Alaireia, I know.” Crinte looked at her with tired eyes, and he wished he felt more in control. “We need to reach the forest. We need to start traveling at night. We need shelter. We need…” His voice trailed off as he felt the ground shake.

      “Crinte!” Alaireia was calling his name and her voice sounded like it was in a tunnel. He could feel the vortex sucking him in. He turned his face and he could see Alaireia screaming, reaching out for him as the curved walls took him away. At first there was light. Then, everything faded away, and he was lost.
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      Alaireia could not stop screaming in shock and terror as she felt Crinte ripped away from her. The winds captured him, opening up a hole in the air and whisking him away, leaving her behind. The worst part was he didn’t seem to notice; he only stared at her with glazed, empty eyes as he disappeared. She felt her hands shaking as she reached out, grasping at nothing. “Crinte!” she screamed in a panic. Immediately, the fear rushed in, just like it had when the Wyvern attacked Srinka and life as she knew it burned. A chill gripped her heart, squeezing it until she gasped for air as the pain and shock of the sudden loss increased. Her legs gave way and she sank into the sand, shaking. Marklus was there in an instant, sinking down beside her. With blue tipped fingers, he reached out, grabbing her shoulders securely. At his touch, she felt the pain in her chest lessen, allowing her to breathe again, her breaths coming short and fast. “He’s gone,” she stammered. “Something took him; he’s gone!”

      Starman came running up, his eyes wide. “What happened?” he begged, looking to Marklus for answers.

      But it was Legone whose shadow cast over them. His voice was dry and emotionless. “He must have tripped over the remnants of a portal. Seek with the vision of the Clyear. There is no telling where it has taken him.”

      Marklus, attempting to remain calm, demanded, “Tell me what you know about portals!”

      “They were eight to begin with—four on this side of the sea, and four on the other. They are all closed,” Legone said. “At least, I believe they are. But, when a portal opens in this world, it leaves remnants. If you trip over them, it could throw you to another city or, in some cases, another world entirely.”

      Alaireia, Marklus and Starman looked at each other in horror. They were all thinking the same thing but no one wanted to say it.

      “Alaireia.” Marklus turned back to her. “The Clyear.”

      She reached inside her tunic and pulled out the crystal horse, which danced in the sunlight. She whispered brokenly to it and the horse spread its wings and lifted up into the sky. The ground below them bounced and flipped, and a rain of sand shot up into the air and came crashing down again, throwing the warriors off their feet and flattening them against the ground. Crouching and spitting gritty sand from his mouth, Marklus struggled upwards again, reaching out to help pull Legone to his feet. “There is no time.” Legone’s eyes were fixated on what was behind them.

      Marklus turned, only to find the sun blocked out by shapes moving in the sand behind them. “Run,” he croaked to the others, swallowing hard against the dryness in his throat. “Run!”

      Racing through the sand was impossible. With each step, their footprints were swallowed into pools of sand, and when they pulled them out again to run on, they found themselves exhausted and out of breath. The hot sun beat down relentlessly, as if attempting to cook them within the shortest amount of time. But what distracted them most was not the difficulty of the ground beneath them, nor the fact that their leader had mysteriously vanished, or even the hotness of the sun. Behind them were huge monsters that shook the ground with every move they made, and they were coming for the warriors.

      “There is no way we can out run them,” Alaireia panted.

      “Marklus,” Legone called. “Do we stand and fight?”

      In that awful moment, as he struggled forward, Marklus realized he had automatically inherited leadership. Legone looked to him, his face streaked with sand, his blue eyes clear. Alaireia’s face had changed from distraught panic to a calm mask, but he knew she was frightened on the inside. Plus, the Clyear had not returned yet, and they were blinded without it. Starman was scared, plain and simple, and at that moment Marklus was not sure what to tell them. He glanced behind again and saw clearly. The monsters were actually giants, three times as tall as him with lanky arms and legs. Their smooth, round faces were interrupted with the abnormal size of their large noses and flared nostrils. When they saw Marklus looking back at them, they opened their mouths and let loose a deafening roar. Marklus clasped his hands to his sensitive ears as another jolt threw him off his feet, but before he fell forward, he saw there were only three giants, slowly marching after him. “This must be what ants feel like,” he muttered bitterly to himself as he attempted to spit gritty sand from his mouth.

      Legone was ahead, standing on the top of a sand dune, his original question forgotten. “Marklus!” he called, pointing. “We have a problem.”

      Marklus forced himself to stand. Scrambling ahead, he caught up to where Legone was standing with Alaireia and Starman. They had reached the crest of a hill, and looking down, Marklus was relieved to see the sand turned into solid, barren ground with tuffs of brown grass and scattered green cacti. Further ahead, he could see a dark line of trees he assumed were the Natrogo Woods, but even closer, a mass of troops marched towards them. They were Gaslinks, and there could not have been more than fifty of them, yet still they marched directly towards the four, towards the sea, towards Mizine.

      “Marklus?” Starman’s voice was trembling.

      “Get down,” Marklus hissed, flattening himself on the sand dune.

      “There is nowhere to hide,” Legone told him matter-of-factly.

      “Wait.” Marklus slithered to the other side of the sand dune where the Gaslinks were coming. “The giants can’t see us on this side, and the Gaslinks haven’t seen us yet because the sun is against them. But, when the giants move the sand moves, we need to hide under the shifting sand.”

      Legone opened his mouth to argue, but as a wave of sand washed over them, he immediately hunkered down, hoping to blend into the white sands. Alaireia and Starman followed Marklus’ lead, creating shallow graves in the sand and lying still within them.

      “Don’t move,” Marklus whispered. “And don’t you dare look. If it comes to a fight, wait for my lead.” He felt they were all going to die, ambushed by giants and Gaslinks. All the same, he lay still and pricked his ears.

      The marching of the Gaslinks could not be heard in the sand, but the giants came on, creating waves as they moved forward. After a few minutes, all grew still and quiet, and despite himself, Marklus turned his head to look, shaking sand off his face. He had slid down the hill a bit and could see the Gaslinks marching. They were headed southeast and would cross a way from his hiding place. The giants had paused when they caught sight of the Gaslinks. Now, they roared and slugged forward, making their way downhill towards them. As the giants walked, Marklus could feel the sand continuing to shift. Inch by inch, he was sliding downwards and assumed Legone, Alaireia, and Starman were as well. He wrapped his fingers more tightly around his bow, ready to fight should they be discovered.

      The Gaslinks emitted a hissing battle cry and increased their speed when they saw the giants. Their skeletal faces were covered in black hoods that protected their bony structure from the sunlight. They also wore long cloaks and footwear that appeared to glide above the sand. Lifting their axes, they moved forward, ready to take on the giants.

      Marklus felt his muscles tense in apprehension. He knew he should stop watching, he knew he should put his head back in the sand, but he could not tear his eyes away. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Legone twitch above him, and knew he was watching as well. It seemed the battle of the Gaslinks and giants would provide them the opportune moment to slink away in the sand, slipping down onto the road that led towards the wood. Before he could turn to whisper to the others he saw a wavering shape in the air. Initially, it was a black streak covered in gray, but it grew quickly until it was ten feet tall. It materialized in front of the Gaslinks, the mediator between them and the three giants. It was dressed in an inky black, loosely flowing garment with a hood hiding its face. Gray smoke emitted from its shoulders and faded, as if the creature were recovering from its transformation. A sharp, pungent odor inundated the air, coming from the weapon the creature held in one hand. It was a long, black pitchfork with fierce yellow orange flames leaping from the handle. However, the creature’s hands did not appear to be burning. It stood tall, and the giants paused, waiting. The Gaslinks ceased marching and waited as well, in something like anticipation mixed with fear. The creature took its free hand and reached into its garment. It unsheathed a wide blade that momentarily blinded the onlookers as it glinted in the sunlight. In one move, it lifted the blade, and in a grand, sweeping motion, cut off all three of the giants’ heads. When the last head rolled down and smacked into the sand, the creature froze, sword still raised, surveying its work. Slowly, its arm came back down and the creature rippled and faded from view, as if it had never been there. The Gaslinks did not utter a sound as they put away their battle axes and marched forward, unhindered. When Marklus came to, he found he was sitting straight up, staring in horror at what the mysterious creature had done.
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      “Let’s move!” Marklus commanded, even though part of him wanted to turn and run back across the sand dunes, to the Dejewla Sea, back to the land of the Mizine where horrific creatures did not appear out of thin air to terrorize the land. It was clear they were in over their heads, but at best, he had to get the warriors to safety before they could rethink their strategy. “Don’t talk,” he told them. “Don’t think, let’s just find cover.”

      Fear gave their feet wings. They dashed out the sand dunes, down through the barren land of Sornarky, towards the woods. As they ran, the Clyear appeared, flying before them. Their eyes were drawn upwards as it flew over brown barren land, across boulders and stunted trees, until they saw a great foreboding tower, rising higher than the tallest trees. High up in the tower stood Crinte, looking lost and confused.

      The vision faded as they stumbled into the wood, stopping to catch their breath behind a twenty-foot-high cactus. Its thick stem was covered in sharp spines, reaching out to snag and trap anyone who ventured too near.

      “He is five days from here,” Alaireia said. “In the northeastern corner of Asspraineya, far from where we need to be. He was fully armed. I don’t think they have realized the portal left him there.”

      “We must move with all speed.” Marklus nodded. “Starting now, we travel at night; the sunlight wearies us in this desert land. We need to find the Eya River and refresh ourselves. It will be a long journey but we must go quickly. From here on out, we run.”

      They were all thinking it, but no one said anything about the creature with the pitchfork. Instead, they threaded their way through the dehydrated cacti, which puffed out their spikes even further to ward thieves off their inner water supply. A hardened brown road covered in cracks took them northeast through the desert forest. Legone ran ahead, suddenly sure of his way as they passed. Wild underbrush grew in selfish circles around the base of the cacti, unwilling to expand beyond the poor shade they could gather. Each plant was a flowerless, neutral shade, imitating the ones behind it, causing the scenery to fall flat and dull against one’s eyes. Tense apprehension hung heavy in the air, as if life itself were waiting for a calamity to fall upon them, that they might pick up what remained of themselves and wait, again, for the next disaster.

      “We should stop to rest,” Marklus announced after a time, pausing as the endless heat continued to paw at him.

      Alaireia stopped beside him, a hand on her sword hilt as she glanced warily at their surroundings. “What’s the point?” she asked openly. “Whether we walk or sleep, we are losing time. Besides, even if we do stop, I don’t think I could sleep a wink in this heat.”

      Legone took a few steps towards Marklus and Alaireia, nodding in agreement. “Lightfoot is right—we should keep moving, at least while the lands are quiet and we can.”

      Marklus turned to Starman, who was lagging behind. “I, for one, would like to put as much distance between us and that thing that appeared back there,” he said with a shudder.

      “Alright then, onwards it is,” Marklus said as he pointed.

      “Besides,” Starman went on, trudging behind Marklus, “who would live in a place as hot and hopeless as this?”

      “It wasn’t like this before,” Legone remarked emotionlessly from ahead. The dry air let their voices easily slide to each other’s ears. “It used to be beautiful, a desert, yes, but…” His voice drifted away as memories overcame him. He moved faster instead, leaving Marklus, Alaireia and Starman to plod slowly along in his wake.

      Night fell swiftly in the desert. One moment the intense sunlight glared down upon them like a grumpy, disappointed parent, the next it had been snuffed out of the sky like an extinguished flame. Slowly, an icy chill began to creep out of the ground, curling around their feet and raising goosebumps on their once sweaty arms. The eerie silence of the evening unsettled them. Even Legone turned back to huddle near the others. “I can scout ahead, Marklus,” he offered.

      Marklus shook his head, motioning for them to rest in the middle of the path. “No, let’s pause here to eat, then move on. Together. Once the moon rises, we should have the light we need.”

      Alaireia crossed her legs as she chewed, forcing dried bread down her throat. “The desert may come alive then. We should look out for water as well.”

      A mere fifteen minutes later, they heard the first sounds of scuffling in the underbrush. Marklus rose quickly and stretched his tired muscles just as the first beams of moonlight began to highlight the eerie shadows of the night. “Time waits for no one,” he said, his voice hushed as his ears listened to the desert awakening. “We should run.”

      Marklus dragged them on through light and shadow, though no one uttered a word against him. Legone and Alaireia dashed on ahead, scouting, watching, and avoiding. Small creatures scurried by them in the shadows, chased by larger ones, too distracted by the hunt to pay heed to the intruders in their land. It was not until the first hints of dawn began to streak through the sky that Marklus bade them find shade to rest in.
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* * *

      Starman did not wake again until it was past midday and the waves of heat from the intense sun could almost be seen riffling the air. He sat up slowly, taking care to stay within the shade, and searched for a water skin. But when he lifted it, naught but dust poured out. With a sigh of discomfort, he turned to his companions. Marklus and Alaireia breathed deeply and slowly, lying on their sides on the hard ground. “Lightfoot took first watch.” Legone’s voice drifted to him. Starman turned, eyeing the solemn Tider. “If you’ll take this watch, I’ll scout ahead for water.”

      Starman nodded. “How did you bear the intense heat before?”

      Legone stood, unfolding his long limbs and reaching for an arrow. “It is as Marklus said: travel at night, sleep by day; it is the only way.” He left the bramble of dried bushes, exiting the gentle shade. “Keep an eye out,” he called to Starman, before disappearing into the heat.

      Starman sat quietly, wakeful, listening and watching through the screen of twigs. The land looked just as it had the day before, as if they had not transversed miles into the northeast. The hushed silence hanging over the land was final and disturbing. Again, he recalled the sounds of home. His siblings constantly shouting in the distance, the bleating of sheep and goats, the lowing of the cows as they grazed contentedly. The intoxicating smell of his mother’s and older sister’s cooking would have drifted over the lush pastures dotted with plentiful watering holes. The memories waved and faded as the heat and his thirst sliced through fond thoughts of home. He shifted his position on the unforgiving ground and blinked to stay awake. Time continued to drift by, and Legone had not yet returned. His eyes grew heavy as he waited and watched. His fingers, having nothing to do, stroked his sword’s hilt in a calming motion. He was just about to nod off again when he smelled it.

      The tasteful, refreshing sensation of water; it was in the air, somewhere near. His dried tongue was begging for it, and for a brief moment, he was tempted to wake up Marklus and sneak off the find the source. But he was a stranger in enemy territory. Moments turned into an eternity, and Starman was just waking from an unintentional nap when Legone stealthily slid back into their shady hiding spot.

      His eyes were alight from his adventure, and he passed a full water skin to Starman. “The Eya River is only a few miles ahead. From there, the forest grows thicker and denser. We should be out of the desert by nightfall.”

      Starman nodded uninterestedly as he continued to guzzle water, his dehydrated body thanking him by buzzing with hunger.

      “Starman,” Legone added as he settled down to watch and wait. “Better have that sword ready. There are Gaslinks all around the land.”

      Starman choked mid gulp and coughed as he looked at Legone. “How close are they?” he asked, his words coming out surprisingly calm and hard.

      “A few miles. They travel by day for some reason.”

      Starman glanced at the hard Tider and closed his mouth, unsure of what to say next, unwilling to break through the barrier Legone held in place. They could fight together, but friendship was not something the Tider offered.
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* * *

      They came with the darkness, sneaking through the filter between shadow and light, camouflaged in their dark robes. Marklus walked through the chill with Alaireia, Legone and Starman, watching their steps, waiting for the lights of the night to guard their way. Instead, the shadows moved forward and Alaireia drew her sword. “The creatures of the night may be able to see us, but we cannot see them. Let’s even the playing field.”

      “I would rather move in stealth,” Marklus began, but his voice trailed off as he heard the movement in the darkness. The muffled sound of footsteps, a sound not meant for ears to hear. “Arm yourselves,” he said instead. “We have company.”

      Alaireia’s sword lit up the barren land around them. The cacti were scattered across the desert floor, growing fewer as they moved on. The smell of water hung like a tempting prize in the air as the four continued to walk forward, hardened and determined, no fear of what was coming next. There was a pause and then, like the night, the Gaslinks were upon them.

      Alaireia narrowed her eyes and lifted her sword, the beacon of light blasting forth, illuminating the black, pointed hoods the Gaslinks wore. Bony arms raised, they threw the sun sheltering hoods back and twirled wicked battle axes as they silently, unnervingly, moved to attack. Alaireia was on the defense as she surged forward, stemming the tide of the rushing Gaslinks. With a grunt, she stabbed into one’s midsection and sliced her sword out, whirling to chop off another arm and throwing back an elbow to knock a third Gaslink off kilter. The light pouring from her deadly sword appeared to fizzle and dance, much like a second sword as the sharped blade dug into the bony neck of another creature and dislocated it from its body.

      Legone was not used to fighting in the dark, yet the light from Alaireia’s sword guided his arrows and the bony flashes of white from the Gaslinks’ overstretched skin clued him in to their locations. They moved much faster than the troops they’d fought in Trazame. These were the elite, the real killers; the army that was marching towards Mizine to overtake it. Legone lifted two arrows to his bow, pulling his bow string taut until the back of his hand brushed his mouth. Pursing his lips, Legone let go. The arrows surged forward, gathering wind to assist their flight, and plunged their stone edges deep into the eye sockets of one Gaslink. The next arrow had already left Legone’s hands, spinning its way into what one could only hope was the heart of a second Gaslink.

      There weren’t many Gaslinks, but Starman could see they had surrounded the four. Alaireia and Legone were quickly sticking down the creatures on one side, so Starman turned to the other, striking low with his sword. Even as he moved forward, he felt the strength of his sword flow through him. Fighting felt different without the rage and anger, leaving nothing but cold determination. Starman punched a Gaslink in the gut and sliced off a skeletal wrist. His sword whined and sang as he gave it free rein, each stroke sure and fatal. Nightmares faded as he hit hard, his sword clanging loudly against a battle-axe, yet he swung it around and drove it into the Gaslink’s neck. A curved blade flew towards his exposed chest, but Starman dived out of the way, breaking the legs of another creature as he went down.

      Arrows slid past Marklus, each one he pulled whispering secrets as it took down its target. He could feel the strength of his companions and their raw determination as they drove back the Gaslinks. The cold fear of the other side had been quelled, and returning their lost leader was their focus, no matter what stood in their way. Marklus pulled another arrow from his quiver and sent it through the bare head of a Gaslink. Just as quickly, the darkness melted into moonlight, and bodies lay around the four as they slowly brought down their weapons, breathing hard. Marklus pricked his ears, but he only heard the creatures of night at their games again. He looked at Alaireia, her sword still gleaming a warning in her hands. He glanced at Legone, who still had an arrow ready to fly; he moved slowly in a circle, searching for one last enemy to take down. Starman returned his look. “Shall we?” he asked a bit breathlessly.

      “Yes,” Marklus agreed, finding himself unexpectedly surprised at the strength of the company. “Let’s go.”
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      A wisp of smoke drifted through the air, materializing on the cliff where Sarhorr stood. The creature towered above Sarhorr, its hidden face bowed below the curve of its hood. It held a burning pitchfork unflinchingly, waiting, saying nothing.

      “I suppose you want orders.” Sarhorr spoke with mirth, considering his creation. Or rather, transformation. It had never sat well with him, the fact he was unable to create. He cocked his head to the side, turning his back to overlook the beauty of the canyon stretching before him. Sometimes, he stood endlessly from his side of paradise, up where the screams of the transformed were muffled and the stars drew nearer to revel in his superiority. Creation was not possible, but transformation was only phase one. He rubbed his hands together in glee as he thought of the endless ingenuity of his plan. Mizine was only a distraction. It did not matter whether the people of that country lived or died, there would always be more people groups to transform. What concerned him were the immortals.

      “The Tider—I assume he has crossed the sea?” Sarhorr asked, turning back to the silent figure.

      The creature moved its head up and down.

      “Good. Kill their leader.” He then waved his hand dismissively.

      The creature vanished and the wisp of smoke drifted away.
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      The dark forest of Freedex lay in the northeastern corner of Asspraineya. Since it flourished on the waters of Oceanic, the plants were more abundant. Marklus, Legone, Alaireia, and Starman stood in the tall trees under the cover of night. A cold wind blew briskly as they stood on slippery pine needles, looking up at the fierce black tower where Crinte was trapped. Its spiked turrets rose higher than any of the tall pine trees of the forest, and its black edges glinted fiendishly, even in the darkness.

      Starman shivered as he looked at it. The past week should have broken the spirit of any Trazame. They had spent long nights running through the land of Asspraineya, and days hiding from the sun, sleeping, and searching for food. Already, their supplies were running low. They were all thinner and a hungry, an almost desperate look shone in their eyes. But most of all, they were determined, and Starman could feel it welling up within him. “What is the plan?” he asked.

      Earlier, they had seen troops of Garcrats and Gaslinks enter the tower, and assumed it was some kind of stronghold for them.

      “We have to climb the outside of the tower,” Alaireia suggested. “Going inside will be too risky, unless I go alone. There is bound to be an open window or a balcony where we can enter from the outside. They won’t be expecting an infiltration and will certainly not be keeping watch.”

      “Good,” Marklus agreed. “Can you tell where he is?”

      Alaireia pointed up to the side of the tower closest to them. “The Clyear has led us straight and true. He is up there. Somewhere.”

      Marklus nodded. “Let’s go.”

      He moved forward but Alaireia caught his arm. “Wait, let Swift and I go. Stay here in case anything happens. We may need you on the outside.”

      Marklus stepped back, remembering how Alaireia had broken him out of prison. He took an arrow out of his quiver. “Go safely and quickly, then.”

      Alaireia beckoned to Legone and they left the wood, glancing uneasily at their surroundings as they moved forward. The watching eyes of the tower were turned inward, and even though the doorway was closed and sealed, no guards paced before them. Alaireia led Legone to the bushes clustered near the walls, and using her hands, searched for a foothold. Sure enough, there were places where the stones were uneven and holds had been left to allow builders to easily navigate up and down the sides of the tower. It was typical for huge structures to include footholds for the builders as they rose above the ground. However, they were supposed to be destroyed or filled in once the building was complete. For some reason, it had not happened with this tower.

      Alaireia placed her fingers on the cold roughness of the unforgiving stone, and pulled herself up. She reached one arm above her head, searching for the next foothold. Dirt and pine needles fell away from where they had lain untouched for many months. As soon as her fingers closed around stone, she pulled herself upward. The climb went quickly but the wind felt stronger the higher she went, and her fingers grew numb from repeatedly clinging to the cold stone. Every now and then, she scraped her knees against the sharp rock, but dared not stop or look down. She knew she was close when the wind began to buffet around her and she had to hold as tightly as she could to keep from being blown away. She leaned into the tower, hugging it close until her fingers met rails. Looking up, she was relieved to find a balcony. She pulled herself up, rubbing her tingling fingers together. Staying in the shadows, her eyes quickly darted across the balcony as Legone climbed up and lightly landed beside her. They both took out daggers and moved towards the balcony doors slowly, nodding at each other in sync.

      The doors swung open readily enough, welcoming them into a small room. But instead of seeing Crinte, they found hard eyes glittering at them behind a mail hood. The creature rose and moved forward, lifting a long sword. As it drew nearer, Alaireia and Legone could see it was a Gaslink wearing a garment of mail tightly around its boney body. It swung its sword quickly, forcing the two to back away towards the balcony. Alaireia twirled her dagger, aimed it at the Gaslink’s head, and let it fly. It slammed into the Gaslink’s head and bounced off its mail armor, spinning away to lie undamaged on the castle floor. Legone, unable to draw an arrow in time, dropped his bow and pulled another short dagger from his belt. He moved forward aggressively as Alaireia backed away towards the balcony railing. She drew her sword slowly, feeling its power like putty in her hands. The gold line glimmered as she held her sword high with one hand. The Gaslink turned, its glittering eyes drawn by the hypnotic light of the sword. Alaireia held her blade out over the balcony edge as the creature moved towards it. When it reached the verge Alaireia pulled her sword towards herself, the Gaslink whirled but Alaireia was faster. She swung her weapon into the Gaslink’s shoulders, forcing it backward over the edge of the balcony. It teetered on top for a brief second, then fell over the edge with a whoosh, too surprised to cry out. Legone nodded at her admiringly, sheathing his daggers and reaching for his bow. The two moved into the darkness of the castle.

      “He’s not here,” Alaireia whispered as they stood in the room, looking around.

      “Let’s move inward,” Legone suggested. “What does the Clyear say?”

      Alaireia reached for it but a rustle stayed her hand.

      “It is only the wind,” Legone confirmed, but an arrow was ready in his bow.

      Alaireia led the way to the door, sheathing her sword when she reached it. She tried the handle but it was locked. She motioned for Legone to stay back as she forced the lock and cracked open the door. Peeking her head out, she scanned the dark hall for signs of life. Even as she looked, she realized they were too low. Crinte was trapped at least two floors above them. She turned to tell Legone but a tiny movement caught her eyes in the shadows. Reaching for her dagger, she moved forward. A shadow leaped to the other side of the hall but she could not see glittering eyes; nor was its body grotesquely large like the Garcrats. She inched forward, holding tight to the wall as the shadow moved towards her. A shaft of light from the open door lit up the hall for a moment as Legone exited the room, his arrow pointed at the darkness.

      Alaireia halted, waiting, barely daring to breathe as she stood, momentarily blinded. Legone, paces away from her, froze as well. A voice spoke out of the blackness in hushed tones. “Alaireia?” it whispered skeptically. “Is that you?”

      “Yes?” she answered, hoping it was whom she thought it was. “It is I.”

      The shadow drew nearer and she saw it was indeed Crinte, looking as if nothing had happened. His naked blade was held firmly in his hands, and from what she could see of his eyes, they were dark and determined. “What are you doing here?”

      “Coming for you, and Legone is here with me.”

      Crinte moved closer to the two, relief suddenly flooding over his face. “Of course you would be here.” He shook his head in wonder. “But come now, we must be away. I had to slay ten Gaslinks floors above us on my way out. As soon as they find out, well, it will be difficult to leave.”

      “It’s back out the window then.” Legone turned back to the room.

      Alaireia moved to Crinte until she was close enough to grasp his shoulder. “Never disappear on us like that again.”

      Crinte just looked calmly at her. “I think this had to happen, Alaireia. I have news.”
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* * *

      Marklus and Starman stood beneath the reaching branches of a tall pine tree. Its body was decaying, leaves of evergreen did not grow on its boughs, and every now and then, branches snapped off into the forest. Starman jumped each time the pine needles shifted and sticks crackled underfoot. He turned to Marklus in frustration. “How long does it take?” Starman fretted. “Should we go after them?”

      “No.” Marklus shook his head. “They will return. Just wait. If I hear anything odd, we will go.”

      “I wish I had the vision of the Clyear,” Starman complained as the wind picked up, howling eerily through the barren treetops. “Waiting here is the worst part.”

      “I hear something.” Marklus pricked his ears and moved forward. There was a whooshing sound and something struck the bushes below.

      Marklus and Starman looked at each other and edged forward hesitantly, glancing up at the wickedly tall tower from time to time. The wind continued to shriek above them like a dark monster awakening, chasing its prey.

      “It’s only a Gaslink,” Marklus said when they reached the place where the shadow had fallen. The creature lay face up in the bushes, its legs bent awkwardly from the fall. Its lifeless eyes still glittered hideously.

      Starman shivered, moving away from it. “They must have climbed up this way.” He drew his sword, more for comfort than for anything else, and strained his neck looking up, concerned about what was happening in the silent tower.

      Marklus followed his gaze. “Do you hear that?” he whispered. Within the walls a chant had started with corresponding feet pounding on the stone floors. Grwahoo! Grwahoo! Grwahoo! Drums began sounding in beat to the chanting and pounding feet.

      Starman stood still to listen. “Yes.” He turned questioning eyes to Marklus.

      Marklus yanked Starman down behind the bushes by the tower walls not a moment too soon. A horn blasted from far above them, and the great black doors of the tower were thrown open. The chanting grew louder as an army of Gaslinks poured out of the tower. There were no traces of the ungainly Garcrats they had fought in the Sea Forests of Mizine, or even the kind of Gaslinks they had fought in Trazame. These Gaslinks were expertly advanced and covered from head to toe in thick mail. On their heads they wore dark, rounded helmets, and in their hands carried long black spears.

      “It’s the army,” Marklus whispered as he and Starman peered through the bushes. “The army Ackhor was worried about. They must be heading to invade Mizine.”

      They watched, helpless, as the black sea of Gaslinks marched forth, an unending snake slithering down the roads that led south.

      “We need to stop them,” Starman whispered urgently.

      “Them?” Marklus pointed as the marching continued, “Yes, that is why we are here in this land. To stop them once and for all.”

      “No,” Starman said as he shook his head. “I mean right now. At the rate they are marching, they will reach Mizine long before we reach the Great Water Hole. Look!”

      “How?” Marklus looked at him, confused.

      “I don’t know,” Starman replied, at a loss for words. “But…but…there has to be a way!”

      “I will tell the Zikes to warn the people of Mizine. We have armies; we can destroy them,” Marklus said confidently, but he doubted it as he closed his eyes and called. Zikes!

      Starman shook his head, frustrated. “Mizine will be swallowed by them and here we sit, unable to obliterate them. This does not feel like war, it feels like a slaughter.”

      “It is,” Marklus agreed. “That’s why we’re here and why we need Crinte. We are going to stop them.”

      Starman said nothing, feeling helpless and miserable. At last, he understood the drive and urgency the others felt, the fate of the world weighing on their shoulders. The longer he spent with them, the more his eyes were opened. Selfishness had faded and even as he hid, he knew he would do whatever it took to protect them. They depended on him and the strength of his sword, and in exchange he cared about them as if they were family. He felt the anticipation, daring to hope that Crinte was still alive and would be joining them shortly. His sorrow mirrored Legone’s when he realized he might never see his homeland again. Marklus, he had yet to understand. At times, the Cron seemed impulsive and excitable, other times calm and serious. He was like Crinte, a leader in a way, yet one who had seen much joy and sorrow. Most of all, every time Starman looked at Alaireia, he felt something he had never felt before. He was in awe of her skill. She was unlike any female from his country, wild, independent, and taking control. She allured him, pulling him in, forcing the comfortable but humdrum expectancies of life to fade.

      “As soon as the army disappears, we need to go up and find them,” Marklus was saying, pulling Starman’s thoughts back to the creepiness of the night.

      “Look, Marklus, look!” he whispered, pointing upwards.

      Marklus lifted his head to the tower wall. High above him he could see three figures, quickly moving down the walls. “Oh.” He grasped Starman’s shoulder harder than he intended as he breathed a sigh of relief. “They are coming.”

      It was only a few minutes later that Alaireia hopped to the ground, almost tripping over Marklus and Starman, who leaped out of the way, motioning for her to stay quiet as the stream of troops continued down the road. Crinte was next to jump to the ground. His face lit up as he greeted Starman and Marklus, reaching out to embrace them. Once Legone was safely on solid ground again, Crinte turned to them, his eyes gold with iron determination. “There is news I have for your ears, but unfortunately my trip through the portal has delayed us. We must hasten with all speed to the Esife Peaks. You have done well without me. I know it has been hard, and there may be harder times ahead of us. But remember, we will endure.” He looked them in the eye, each of them in turn, reminding them of why they were there. “I have faith in each of you. Well done.” Finally, he glanced back at the army marching towards the south. “Let us be away from this foul tower.”

      He ran off, leading the way into the woods towards the west.
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* * *

      A beautiful morning graced the land when they stopped at last. The pine trees had thinned into a brown road covered with overhanging boulders and rocks, winding away towards the southwest. Crinte, spotting a shallow cave, led them there to hide for the day. Pressing themselves against the cool rock out of the beaming sunlight, they crossed their legs and ate the first meal, all the while looking at Crinte expectantly.

      “I understand now how the remnants of portals work,” he began. “When it first happened, I don’t think I realized it until I was standing in a room, alone. It was then I knew, and my first thoughts were with you all. But I realized you will always know your way, and it was up to me to find my way back to you. It took some time though. The portal had thrown me into a space between rooms, but eventually the light helped me crawl through space until I discovered a way out. In the meantime, I listened. At first, I thought, against all hope, I had reached the Great Water Hole. But soon I learned I was in the Srineye Tower in Freedex, their base in Asspraineya. Gaslinks were intending to leave shortly for Mizine, the vast army you saw marching out. They have built a bridge over the Dejewla Sea and intend to surprise the armies of Mizine with it. Marklus, you must send the Zikes to warn them. If that bridge can be destroyed before the army of Gaslinks gets the chance to use it, they will have to slow down while it is rebuilt. That will give us time on our end to reach the Great Water Hole. Now.” Crinte’s voice grew low. “I discovered the wisps of smoke that follow us through the air are Gims.”

      “We saw one,” Marklus interrupted. “Right after you fell through the portal it materialized before us and killed three giants in one stroke.” He shuddered.

      Crinte narrowed his eyes. “The good news is, if we destroy its Boleck, the object that keeps the spirit in this realm, the Gim will be trapped within it, no longer able to transform or harm us. Now, get some rest, we’ll move again tonight.”

      “Wait.” Marklus peered out of the shallow cave. “I hear marching headed our way.” He hurled himself out of the way as an arrow struck the ground where his nose had been seconds ago. “They have seen us!”
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      Legone and Marklus stood, grabbing their carved bows as Crinte quickly called out orders. Legone squinted his blue eyes against the bright sunlight as he peered out of the cave, attempting to locate the archer. He pulled an arrow taut in his bowstring, his strong fingers holding it sure and steady before letting it fly. The dark shoulder of a creature disappeared from view as Legone’s arrow flew wide.

      “Aim for the boulders on the high ground to the west. Keep to the rocks. They will provide shelter as we outrun this army,” Crinte called. “Alaireia and Swift, go first. We will cover you. Stay low and move fast. We need to throw them off our trail as quickly as possible. Head west, and whatever you do, keep going.”

      Alaireia swung around to Legone. “Daggers.” She pulled twin blades out of her black belt.

      One side of Legone’s serious face turned up in what could almost be called a smile as he nodded knowingly at her. He carefully secured his bow onto his back and moved towards the entrance of the cave. “Marklus, you have my back?”

      Marklus lifted his bow, a blue arrow nocked and ready to fly. “You know it. My aim is much improved.”

      Without hesitation, Legone shot out of the low hanging cave into brilliant, blinding sunlight. Brown dust gave way under his pounding feet, and loose gravel slid downhill as he made his way uphill towards the overhanging boulder Crinte had pointed out. He heard a zing behind his ears, and out of the corner of his eye saw a thick black arrow whizz past him, too close for comfort. Not even bothering to slow his speed, he lifted an arm and threw his dagger as hard as he could at one of the archers. It sailed through the air, flipping twice before landing squarely in the Gaslink’s forehead. It collapsed face down on the ground; the bow snapped roughly in half as the Gaslink landed atop it. Legone gained the hill, barely slowing down as he leaped up the crest. An arrow smashed into the ground at his feet. He twirled his dagger dangerously in the air as he located his mark, then hurled it in answer. It glinted off a rock and slammed through a creature’s head. A few feet behind him, Alaireia dashed up the hill. A Gaslink sprung off a high rock, boney arms outstretched as it aimed to land on her. Alaireia threw her knees into the dirt, lifted her daggers, and slashed its exposed throat as it collapsed on her. She pulled herself free before she could become too deeply entangled, and kicked the quivering body away from her. By the time she made it up the hill, Legone was crouched under the rock.

      “Right.” He nodded at her in approval. “I am going up to the top for a better vantage point. Cover down here until the others arrive.”

      Alaireia drew her long sword, feeling a thrill of excitement as the golden line began to gleam in the sunlight. “Go,” she said. She swung her sword, listening to it whistle a warning through the warm air. “We can take them.” She felt her eyes grow dark and the bloodlust roar through her veins. A few arrows skidded to a halt by her feet, and she lifted her blade.

      Legone scrambled ten feet up in the air to the top of a misshapen rock. Its peak was flat and burned his bare fingertips when he touched its surface. He felt a twitch of distress and lay low for a moment, gathering his bearings, making out where the other archers were. Sure enough, there were two behind him perched on top of higher rocks, aiming at the shallow cave the five had thought they could take refuge in. Several feet in front of him, nearer the cave where Crinte, Marklus and Starman were biding their time, were two more. A fifth was to the side of him, taking aim at Alaireia. Legone stealthily pulled a blue tipped arrow from his quiver. He felt the pointed shaft slip through his fingers as he placed it in his bow. Slowly, he moved into a crouch, his fingers covering the markings on his weapon. He loosed the arrow, hearing it zing off through the still air. Before it even hit his mark, he had another and took aim at one of the two archers behind him. The first arrow had only just met its mark by the time he loosened a third arrow, hearing the cry as it pierced home. By the time his fifth arrow had flown, Crinte, Marklus and Starman were halfway to the rock. Legone lay flat again, examining the landscape, his chin burning as he pressed it against the rock. To the south, he could make out a road, and far ahead, marching down it, was the black army heading towards Mizine. Towards the west, great boulders shot up here and there, providing plenty of hiding places not only for them but also for the Gaslinks. Not waiting for the others, Legone turned and swung down the rock, moving westward towards another.

      Alaireia paused as she saw Legone move forward. Three Gaslinks darted out of their hiding places towards him, but his arrows were faster. Realizing she should be with him, Alaireia moved forward just before Crinte, Marklus and Starman caught up with her. As she ran across the loose ground, she could see more Gaslinks leaving their hiding places, running towards her. Part of her wanted to stand still and fight them, but she knew Crinte would want them to keep moving, out of the madness. Two Gaslinks ran out in front of her, their stretched faces washed out and oddly pale in the sunlight. They spun battle axes, barely the length of hand to elbow as they barreled down on her. Alaireia gauged her odds. Killing Gaslinks was not about stabbing vital organs, it meant breaking bone to the point the creature could not survive, which was much harder. Recalling the buoyancy of the invincibility spell, she swung her sword with all her strength. It sliced through the air with a wild scream, shrieking through mail and bone and flesh. Two heads rolled to the ground, empty eyes staring at her before they grew cloudy with nothingness. If her display was at all intimidating, it did not show in the demeanor of the other Gaslinks. They streamed on towards her, sure to overwhelm her by sheer numbers. Ahead of her, Legone leaped from rock to rock with a steady stream of blue floating behind him. Although the heights were perilous, there were few Gaslinks with bows. If there were more, they must have kept marching with the army. As Alaireia reached the shadow of a rock, a Gaslink immediately leaped out at her, swinging a battle axe. She grabbed its arm and slammed it into the rock, forcing it to drop its heavy weapon and reach for a dagger. Just as quickly, Alaireia snatched up the heavy axe and drove it in the Gaslink’s shoulder, pinning it against the rock. She sheathed her sword and, using the Gaslink as a stair step, swung her way to the top of the boulder.

      Ahead of him, Crinte could see Legone and Alaireia dancing through the air, from time to time their feet touching the rocks for traction before they moved westward. On the ground, the swarm of Gaslinks increased, a black mass seeking to obliterate them. “Follow their lead!” Crinte shouted to Marklus and Starman. “Whatever you do, keep moving forward!”

      Crinte hung back for a moment, watching his warriors leap ahead, strong and resilient. It was unfortunate, but already he could feel a vision clouding his eyesight, forcing itself in front of him. He saw his warriors running and himself far behind, attempting to catch up. They dashed from the shelter of boulders to fields of dry grass, and at last, a dark line ahead, which he could only hope was the boundary forest Legone had spoken of. A whooshing sound drowned all noise from his ears, and as he turned, a balloon of pressure rushed towards him. Right before he could reach out, it exploded, throwing him and his warriors into…

      The vision faded before he could tell. He awoke, heart racing, as if out of a dream, and lifted his sword, the strange markings fading in and out of view, tantalizing him. A guttural sound behind him compelled him to turn, finding himself staring into the yellow eyes of what appeared to be a giant lizard. Its long, scaly body curved away, mirroring the dusty ground. A pink forked tongue flicked in and out of its mouth as it summed up Crinte, determining whether it should eat him or not. Four stubby legs lay close to the ground, and Crinte was sure if the creature were vertical it would stand taller than him. The lizard lunged and Crinte jumped, landing squarely on its scaly back. He teetered for a moment as the lizard whirled around, attempting to shake him off. Crinte crouched low as the lizard moved forward in a surprisingly speedy fashion, shooting past Gaslinks who were thrown off guard for a brief moment before they ran towards him. Crinte raised his sword and roared as the lizard stopped short and threw him into the midst of the battle. Weariness left him as he slashed and kicked and slew and roared. He was, again, Crinte the Warrior, no longer Crinte the Wise, and he felt the confinements strip away as he let loose his anger at the unfairness of the World.

      Starman ran ahead of Marklus, determined to catch up with Legone and Alaireia, but as the creatures streamed towards him from every corner, he wondered if they would make it at all. Adjusting his grip on the silver hilt of his blade, he prepared to combat the Gaslinks eagerly racing towards him. Behind him, an arrow flew, taking out the Gaslink in front of him. Quickly, he tripped one to his left and stabbed the one to his right in the face. Their deathly eyes glittered in the sunlight and he gritted his teeth, refusing to let their heinous faces deter him. He could feel a pulse of energy each time he swung his blade and it shattered bone. This is for my family, he kept telling himself. Deep in his heart, he knew his family would no longer recognize the Trazame who swung a blade better than any known Cron.

      “Scale the rocks!” Marklus shouted to him from behind.

      Although he wasn’t as nimble or as quick as Legone and Alaireia, Starman reached a boulder and bounded his way up. The top of the next one was only a leap away, yet he hesitated with the sun in his eyes. Standing high above the world, he could see the endless swarm of Gaslinks and realized there in the desert they would make their last stand. He shook his head, sheathed his sword, and ran. His feet pounded across the rock and lifted off, airborne. With a shuddering crash, he reached the next boulder, stumbled, and rolled across it almost to the end. Catching his footing at the last minute he pulled himself up, feeling a heady rush from the experience.

      “Watch out!” Marklus’ voice rang out again as a blue tipped arrow shot past him, taking out the Gaslink climbing up the rock below.

      Starman ran forward again, but as he leaped, he saw a Gaslink waiting for him on the next rock. Midair, he drew his sword and landed, slashing out urgently, forcing the Gaslink to back away until Starman violently kicked it from the rock. It landed with a crunch on a dozen Gaslinks below. They looked up, the bright sunlight glinting off mail, and yelled, scrambling up the rock for him like beetles escaping the hot sun. Heeding Crinte’s words, he leaped forward again, only to hear a sickening crash.

      The ground shook under Marklus’ feet as he paused, trying to take down three Gaslinks who had snuck up on him. He knew he should seek higher ground but Crinte was trailing behind, and with the Gaslinks about to overtake them, he knew they needed something to happen quickly. Each arrow buried its head exactly where he imagined it would, yet it was not enough. Until he saw what caused the ground to shake. A great gray boulder, which should have been impossible to move, lay on its side covered with brown dust from the impact, the bones of a dozen Gaslinks splintered below it. Marklus could just make out Alaireia sprinting away from the boulder and running to another. She was circling back towards him and Crinte, ensuring they all escaped together. She yelled as another boulder crashed into the ground while Gaslinks shrieked and dispersed, some running away from her but others running towards her in confusion. Marklus raised his bow in the air and roared in encouragement, but it was short-lived. More of the Gaslinks made their presence known, and archers appeared again. Marklus felt an arrow graze the curls of his head. He quickly ducked to the side of a boulder, peeking out while shooting back. A moment’s lull gave him the chance to climb up the side of a rock, his fingers slipping against the stone as he attempted to haul himself up. He gained the top, out of breath and sweating. Pulling an arrow from his quiver, he noticed he was getting low. Legone was too far out of earshot to call. Measuredly, he took aim while Crinte rode a lizard towards him. Already, he knew it was too much; they had been fighting too long, yet it appeared the Gaslinks’ numbers had increased. It was then he saw the wisp of smoke in the air and dread clogged his throat. A blackness so deep his eyes sank in it appeared, and blood orange flames licked the air tauntingly. It materialized in front of Crinte, standing at least four feet taller than him. The hooded shadow pointed its pitchfork at Crinte, and the world exploded.
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      Legone sat up quickly, reaching for his ribs as they cried out against his movement. Holding his side, he stretched out stiff fingers for his bow and arrows as his vision cleared. Goosebumps rose on his arms from the chill, and the pain in his stomach reminded him he was hungry. He felt for his pack, only to discover his bow and quiver of spilled arrows was all that remained. Staying low, he looked around as he pulled debris from his long hair. He sat in a brown thicket with low lying cacti pointing their thick, sharp spindles at him. They provided the perfect cover as he peered around, but there was no sign of the Gaslinks or Crinte, Marklus, Starman, and Alaireia. He rose gingerly, holding onto his ribs as he breathed deeply. Bone stabbed his soft insides, confirming that his ribs were indeed broken. He tested his weight against one foot but it did not complain. Slowly, he dragged his other foot forward, finding it stinging with pain when he stood on it. He wiggled his toes inside his boot. They felt larger than usual but no bone cracked under his weight. He would manage. He hobbled forward as stealthily as possible, keeping his ear pricked for enemies in the thicket. Yet as he moved to a clearing, he saw a sight that made him draw a sharp, painful breath.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Coughing violently, Starman rolled over onto his back. A sticky substance trickled down his face and he brushed at it impatiently with his free hand. He opened his eyes to find himself staring into a blue sky with dark clouds threatening to hide it. Still coughing, he sat up, turning his head quickly to determine where he was. A pack full of torn bread lay at his feet, but even as he lifted it he saw everything was spoiled and moldy. His tunic clung to his sweaty back and his head came to life, roaring at him as if it were splitting in two. Starman fell flat again, and the agony subsided to a dullness pounding on his skull. He touched the substance dripping from his head and held his dirty hand in front of his eyes. Maroon blood stained his fingertips. Starman sat up again but more slowly this time, waiting for the numbing panic to take over. He was alone, in a brown field stretching onward. Beside him lay his trusty sword, and as he picked it up, he realized he knew exactly what to do. Since his head would not let him stand, yet he tucked his sword into his belt and crawled forward, towards the shade.

      [image: ]
* * *

      An audible ripple brought him back to consciousness and Marklus lay frozen, listening for a moment. He had landed awkwardly on his quiver and his back ached as it bit into him. Yet he couldn't move as he listened to the ripple. He heard the sound of iron and metal striking each other. A cold fear struck Marklus, and fighting his paralysis he forced himself to roll over and push his weight off the barren ground. Dust covered his fingers, and even as he brushed the grime off, it smudged his cheeks and turned his hair a darker color. He reached for an arrow, only to meet air. His quiver was empty. Frantically, he searched the ground, but there were none. It was as if he had been knocked clear out of memory into…he wasn’t quite sure. The sound continued to jar his eardrums. He pulled a dagger from his belt and ran forward.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Her whole body trembled as she knelt on the ground. Her hands, holding her up, would not stay still. Her insides felt as if she had been ripped apart and put back together. There was a whooshing sound in her ears which would not cease ringing. Each breath hurt like a blade stabbing her insides. Tears blurred her vision. A pure whiteness gazed at her, the Clyear in the form of flesh and blood. It lay on the ground, its long white legs curled under its giant body. Large soft eyes looked at her and for a moment, it spread its long white wings before folding them onto its giant back. Alaireia determinedly lifted her chin and gazed at it, blinking rapidly while her vision cleared. “What,” she asked between gulps of air, “happened?” Her voice was pleading, broken, and the trembling would not stop. She remembered lifting the Clyear as the wisp of smoke began to transform. A fiery pitchfork reached out to consume her and she had shouted a command. Now, her body felt as if it would give way if she tried to use it. Her sword lay beside her, useless in the dusty brown grass. The golden line had faded, no longer glowing. The Clyear gave no indication it had heard her question. It arched its long neck and leaned its nose towards her. Its form became translucent, fading away until it was nothing more than a small crystal horse which could fit in her hand, lying on the ground in front of her. Her resolve shattered and she could hear a cold voice in her head repeating over and over. The one who wields its power must be strong and wise lest it be the destruction of us all. The one who wields its power must be strong and wise lest it be the destruction of us all. Weakened by her question, she reached out a hand to take the Clyear, but found herself folding up on the ground, sobs shaking her body despite her intentions. She had awakened a power and she did not know how to handle it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Crinte saw it happening in slow motion; a dark pressure rushed towards him and the world exploded, whirling him into a cyclone. He could see his warriors ahead of him, tossed screaming into the void, forward across the miles of dusty land, across the time continuum. His sword hand hung limp as he was swept along, and he felt everything being torn away. The horde of Gaslinks faded, shrieking as the pressure pushed them backwards. At one moment, it felt as if the extreme pressure would break every bone, but he could not tell if he were shouting at all from the pain. He saw the sun, orange and low in the sky, and the moon, wan and faded. A dozen rushed sunrises and sunsets blurred through his vision and he saw a tree sprout, grow, and die in a matter of seconds. A wave of wind rushed past him, sweeping his breath away and threatening to drown him. Before it disappeared, it turned, and he saw a female standing in the wind. Her eyes were green as the grass in Zikeland and her hair the color of sunlit straw. It faded into the wind and with a swirl she was gone. A moment later, a herd of white horses galloped past him, their coats so white it hurt his eyes, but he could not close them. A giant white horse led them and when he counted, he saw the herd was only six. They spread their wings and leaped into a crystal sea. A moonless night rose out of a pink sky, hard and inky black. Shadows drifted through it, unseen yet recognizable. He was turned round and round until at last the world was still, and he was dropped, unceremoniously, onto the ground before a great green forest. His body cursed him as he tried to rise, for he saw the wisp of smoke that had been with him throughout. Already, the flamed pitchfork was in front of him, and he dared not look up into the face of the Gim.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A long, agonized cry echoed throughout the grassland. Alaireia found herself on her feet running, sword in hand. Each footfall burned as she ran, but it wasn’t weakness. She felt the invincibility potion struggling within her, the surge of raw power. It hurt as it grew, and she felt a rage as she arrived. A black, ten foot tall hooded figure stood over Crinte, who lay prone on the ground, his chest ripped open, a sea of crimson flowing endlessly. Alaireia paused mid step as if she’d been slapped in the face. “No!” The words fell from her lips in a whisper and she felt the trembling begin. “Face me!” she shouted at the monster, who turned, its wide blade dripping with blood. In one hand it held a sword; the other, a burning pitchfork. It began to walk towards Alaireia, its face hidden within the dark hood.

      Alaireia took a deep breath, her insides boiling as the thrill of power filled her. She reached for her sword, sliding it slowly out of its sheath, the golden line already glimmering as she took her stance. She lifted her blade in front of her, eyes narrowed as the creature glided towards her. The blackness of its cloak cut out the light, and every time she looked at it, the cold feeling of being lost on a bleak, dark night bit at her bones. She shuddered but refused to look at its face. It raised its sword and held the pitchfork out towards her. Alaireia sidestepped the pitchfork, pivoting herself to escape the flames and swinging towards the bloody sword. The Gim raised it to meet hers, the clash of blade resounding through the emptied pasture. Quick as a flash, the Gim moved its pitchfork towards her again and arched its blade in a beautiful curve towards her neck, causing spots of blood to splatter through the air. Alaireia threw up her sword to meet it, pushing the Gim’s blade back up, away from her neck as it struggled to hold it down, inching closer to her bare skin. With a cry of rage Alaireia finally flung the sword away but the Gim advanced on her, bringing its pitchfork. The flames shot higher in the air as Alaireia navigated away. But the Gim was relentless, driving its sword towards her side in a killing blow. Alaireia knocked it away, chopping the Gim’s cloaked hand. It moved it out of her reach and pointed the pitchfork at her as it swung towards her head. Alaireia ducked and swung her sword, slamming it into the pitchfork. Yellow sparks flew into her face as the gong of the pitchfork drove her backwards.

      Inch by inch, the Gim gained ground as they continued their duel around Crinte’s prone body. Alaireia could feel the fear impregnating the air, the force of the Gim seeking to pull her across the barrier between life and death, and as her sword blocked its again and again, she saw what it really was. A collection of spirits pulled from the edges of death, restless, trapped, tortured, yet completely mastered by the one controlling them. Alaireia struck, and struck again, each blow as ineffective as the last, a game of power against power. The Gim brandished its pitchfork at her again, throwing her off her feet, knocking her to the ground. Alaireia rolled to her side and struggled to her feet, panting.

      The Gim waited while Alaireia regained her footing. She looked up into its faceless cloak for the first time. “You will not defeat me!” she shouted at it. She stepped forward, feeling the power flow through her body. The light on her sword began to expand, leaping out at the Gim, and she let her powers funnel through it. In a cry of rage, she ran forward, feet pounding the ground, prepared for what would happen next. The Gim pointed its pitchfork at her but she batted it aside with her sword and came on. The wide sword moved down, ready to cleave her in two, but she dodged it and leapt into the air. In one last effort, she swung hard at the Gim’s cloak. There was a crack as her sword connected with the Gim’s anchor, its Boleck. Her momentum carried her sword through its swing until she found herself thrown violently into the grass. The Gim’s death cry pierced the air with a mixture of agony and relief, forcing all living things that heard it to cower. The last thing Alaireia saw before her eyes closed was the Gim fading away into nothing.
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      Marklus ran up with wide eyes in time to see the Gim shrinking into its Boleck with a puff of gray smoke. Alaireia lay headlong on the ground, but it was Crinte that made Marklus drop his dagger, his bow, and throw his quiver. His chest had been torn open and a river of blood streamed out. His eyes had already glazed over, and his mouth was awry in surprise and pain. “No!” Marklus screamed as he flung himself to the ground beside him. “No, no, no, no! Crinte, stay with me, you’ve got to stay with me!” The blue light did not ignite from his fingertips quickly, and even as he touched Crinte’s cold face, he could feel his power had been zapped. He bowed his head and placed his hands on either side of Crinte’s face. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, calling his flagging powers out of the deepest places within him. He lifted up his voice and called in the old tongue of Mizine, knowing he had not recovered from the explosion, unsure whether he would be able to bring Crinte back. He could hear the vessels of Crinte’s body crying out; they still carried life and yet they needed something more. Marklus could hear his own body straining against his mind, begging for relief, a break, a rest. But Marklus did not have time to rest. He opened his eyes, desperately looking for a solution, and his gaze fell on Alaireia’s prone body.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Starman?” a hushed voice whispered.

      Starman turned in the shadows of the forest, his heartbeat quickening. Legone limped slowly out of the shadows, his long hair a tangled mess and his clothing covered in dust. His quiver still clung to his back but his bow hung down as if his arms were too tired to carry it. “I am glad to see you at least,” he went on. “Never thought I would hear myself say those words. Have you seen the others?”

      Starman shook his head. “No. I was hoping I might find them here. Do you know where we are?”

      Legone gingerly lowered himself to the ground. “This is the boundary forest, where the creatures of the wood live.” His voice faltered. “Or at least they used to.” He rested his head against the mossy trunk of a tree. “Starman, your head is bleeding.”

      “I know.” Starman reached a grimy hand up to touch his wound again. “What happened back there?”

      Legone shook his head, his blue eyes lost. “I wonder that myself. Something powerful must have brought us here. We are at least two weeks away.”

      Starman looked at him, alarmed. “But…” he stuttered, putting two and two together. “That’s not possible!”

      “I, for one, am too weary to argue. We must find the others.”

      Starman’s hand tightened around his sword. “I don’t know where to start. Should we wait here?”

      Legone put a finger to his lips and sat up, cocking his head. “What is that?” he whispered.

      Starman paused to listen but the cry was already fading away. Legone scrambled up, making a wry face as his ribs pierced his insides again. “Let’s find out.” He hobbled forward with Starman beside him.

      They had barely entered the woods, only passing through the first few lines of trees to find shade from the heat and hide themselves from potential enemies. Now, as they walked through the thin line of sapling trees, they could see the mud colored grassland stretching before them, long and hot. In the distance, someone was kneeling and Starman began to run, leaving Legone to lurch forward as best he could.

      Marklus looked up as Starman jogged up, his face frightened and bloody. “Marklus!” His voice was shaking. “What happened?”

      The lump in Marklus’ throat would not let him speak, and he thought tears would crack his voice when he let it come at last. “We will live,” he whispered to Starman, nodding his head, as if by saying the words they would come true. “We will all live,” he stressed.

      Starman, seeing Alaireia passed out on her side, ran to her, kneeling to lift her into his arms. He looked over her dark head at Crinte as he lay on his back. His chest was bare and there was dried blood where his tunic had been ripped away, but no wounds appeared on him.

      Legone, stumbling up in misery, calmly assessed the situation. Marklus acknowledged him but had no words to share.

      “Whatever has happened wrecked us,” Legone said at last. “We need to take shelter in the forest before anything else happens.”

      Marklus stood on shaking feet, holding the object in his hand out to Legone. “Hold this a moment while I lift him.”

      Legone reached out to take it but when he saw what it was, recoiled his hand. “No,” he said. “I would not touch that!”

      Marklus turned to Starman. “Take this, please.”

      Starman gently laid Alaireia on the ground and walked over. Marklus handed him the Clyear. At the question in Starman’s eye, he sighed. “I was too weak to heal him.”

      He lifted Crinte, grimacing slightly under his weight. Legone reached out to help while Starman placed the Clyear in Alaireia’s arms. He took her blood-stained sword from the ground and cleaned it. Sliding it into her sheath, he lifted her up, following slowly after Marklus and Legone.

      The grassland was quiet as they moved forward, a slow journey of 500 paces. The forest stood strong and mysterious, fair, slim trunks growing up here and there in front of the older, darker trees. Their thick trunks reached up to the heavens with leaves as dark as ivy evergreen. Silence inhabited the wood as well. Either the woodland creatures were hiding, or they had already left. When at last they slid under the shady boughs, Legone could feel the energy of the forest as he once had. It was darker now, quiet, a faint pulse, a cry for help as it was being swallowed, cut off. Weary from the explosion, Legone could feel the hope dying away, and he feared to even think whether or not they would still be alive.

      They collapsed at last by the roots of a great tree, sticking out far enough from the ground to hide them in its cove. “It would be foolish not to keep watch,” Marklus said as they lay Crinte on the ground. “But honestly, we are all too tired. We should hide ourselves well and attempt to regain our strength. Later, we should hunt for food and refill our supplies.” He flung his empty quiver from his back and suddenly wanted nothing more to do than lay his head on the emerald green moss.

      Starman had already tucked Alaireia into a corner by a hollow in a tree, and lay down beside her with his sheathed sword in hand. Legone reached the ground with a grunt, settling his back against the wide trunk and resting his head against it. He breathed shallowly for a moment, then propped his quiver on the soft earth and rested his bow beside it. Closing his eyes, he remembered when the forest was full of life and light, and for a time, he’d thought he would dwell there until the end of his days.

      Marklus opened his eyes. Thin light streamed into the forest but he lay on the soft carpet of moss and listened for a beat. Crickets hummed softly in the night, and cicadas called worriedly to each other. A twig snapped and a flutter of wings disturbed the leaves. He could hear the relaxed breathing of his companions, in and out, slowly and gently. They were alive. Marklus stretched, feeling his body regaining its strength. He stretched his fingers one by one, listening to them, but the healing power had not returned. He had heard of those who used all their power performing one act, and he wondered if saving Crinte was the end of his. He’d needed the Clyear to assist him, but at first he thought even it would not be enough. He could still see the lights from it dancing lovingly as they mended Crinte’s chest, and the panic that had sat heavy on his heart lifting when all the wounds were closed. As his eyes adjusted to the dimness, he could see each of his companions and almost hear their broken spirits, calling out to him for help. He closed his hands into fists. He needed more rest.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            37

          

          

      

    

    







            Dreams Of The Future

          

        

      

    

    
      Alaireia opened her eyes slowly, allowing them to adjust to the dim light. It could be midday or evening with the way the giant tree rose above her, spreading its broad leaves of protection. She looked up at the thick dark trunk covered in gray green moss. Where the moss did not grow, its bark was peeling back, displaying the pale insides of the tree. Above her, its mighty branches continued until they were hidden by dark green leaves, individually growing twice as large as her head. Even in the forest of the Ezincks she had not seen anything like it. She turned her head. Back on the ground, she could see the old roots of the tree rising above the ground like arms, surrounding her. Starman lay on his side near her. His rhythmic breathing told her he was sound asleep. She sat up, checking to ensure her sword and dagger were in place. Somewhere back there she had lost everything else except for one thing. She looked back down and beside her sat the Clyear, unprotected. She hesitated before picking it up. The crystal was lifeless. She placed it securely in her tunic and stood, noting her body felt whole again. No more did the panicked trembles threaten to shake her sanity. Nor did the burning sensations from overwhelming power sting her insides. Relieved, she noticed Marklus and Crinte slumbered nearby, almost hidden in the roots of the tree. Legone opened his eyes as her glance fell over him, propped against the heart of the tree. He gazed back with a question in his eyes. She turned to the forest, beckoning him to come with her.

      Legone followed Alaireia to the other side of the tree where she stood, taking in their surroundings. “Is this where you lived?”

      He nodded. “What happened back there?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Legone sighed. “You know what I mean.”

      “We need to hunt before the others wake.” Alaireia brushed his words aside. “You look rough. Will you lend me your bow?”

      Legone looked at her a long moment, reluctant to let go of his custom-made weapon. “Don’t stray far, and hurry back,” he said at last.

      “Of course.” Alaireia nodded quickly. Even as she took the bow in her hands, it felt wrong. It wasn’t made for her. She quickly looped his quiver over her back. “Keep watch. I’ll be back.”

      In truth, she wanted to be alone for a moment to compose her thoughts before answering the questions she knew the others would have for her. She may have whisked them out of a tight spot, but it was all wrong. Had it not been for the Mermis’ invincibility potion, they might not have made it at all. Stealthily, she made her way through the underbrush of the forest, listening, watching, and blending into the shadows. The apparent peacefulness of the forest made her feel jittery, and she swallowed hard when a black bird cawed as it flew through the leaves above her head.
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* * *

      They were all awake by the time she returned to camp with a few quails. “There’s not much else,” she said as she walked back into the cove. Laying her game on the ground, she lifted Legone’s quiver from her shoulders and handed it to him with his bow. “All the animals have left or died out. Even the plants are fading.” She passed around round balls of tough fruit. “Eat these before they spoil. You’ll have to poke a hole in the side and suck out the sweetness inside.”

      Crinte sat cross-legged, his light blond hair unruly from sleep, but his face shone with an inner light, as if nothing had happened to him after all. “Any signs of the transformed creatures out there?” he asked as he sawed open the fruit with his knife.

      “None, unless they are invisible.” Alaireia shrugged and sat down beside Starman, completing the circle.

      Marklus kept peeking at his fingers as he ate slowly. “What happened?” he asked curiously, peering from Crinte to Alaireia.

      Starman eagerly looked up from where he was digging a shallow hole in the ground in order to cook the meat Alaireia had brought.

      Legone, sitting on the other side of Alaireia, paused as he rubbed two sticks together. “Was it a portal?”

      Crinte shook his head. “That was no portal. Portals are instant and don’t zap your strength. Whatever that was should have killed us. It transported us through time in a matter of minutes. I saw it…the sun rising and setting, the world shifting below.”

      Alaireia lifted her chin before meeting Crinte’s gaze. “It was my fault. I wanted the Clyear to take us away from the Gaslinks. There were too many of them, you saw.” Her voice was quiet, apologetic. “I did not know it would throw us quite so far.”

      A flame ignited from Legone’s sticks and he blew gently on it, coaxing the fire into life before dropping them into the shallow pit Starman had finished. “It would have taken us at least a fortnight to walk here.”

      Marklus lifted his head, his eyes dark and sad. “It seems my healing power has gone dormant.”

      Crinte reached out and laid a hand on his shoulder. “I am sorry.”

      Marklus shook his head. “Maybe I used it all up. Either way, I needed the Clyear to help me.”

      “Oh, Marklus,” Alaireia said guiltily. “If only that Gim had not been there.”

      “Speak no more of it.” Crinte shivered, recalling the searing heat of those flames. “We move forward from here. Think about it this way. We lost time when I walked through the remnants of a portal, and gained time when we were teleported here. Time is on our side again. Marklus, what say the Zikes?”

      Marklus closed his eyes, weary again. “I cannot hear them.” Everything had been a blur when Crinte made the announcement about the bridge. Unfortunately, Marklus could not remember if he had passed instructions to the Zikes before Gaslinks ambushed them. He attempted to establish the connection between himself and the Zikes, but, like his healing powers, there was nothing but frayed, dead ends.

      “Look,” Crinte went on, “let’s eat and rest here. Tomorrow we can push on into the forest. I am hesitant to stay in one place for too long, but we can afford to take it slower. I need you at your best when we enter the Slutan Tunnels.”

      “What if…” Starman speculated as he tucked the skinned birds into the pit and covered them with leaves. “What if we actually make it to the Great Water Hole, and we win. What then?”

      Legone’s face registered surprise at Starman’s question, as if he had never considered the possibility. “Life.” He turned the word over slowly in his mouth. “Life after the Great Water Hole? I would not know what that would look like. My life has been lonely for the most part, and my happiest years have been snatched away. I do not know what I would do.”

      “Rebuild.” Alaireia spoke without hesitation. “I did not stay to see life return to the Forests of Srinka and my people flourish again. Much that I have seen of the Western World is countries divided, focused on their internal struggles. I would see harmony passed from country to country, just as the people groups freely travel between them.”

      Marklus relaxed, propped up against a tree root. His face became gentle again. “Zikeland needs me. It has been freed at last from the Zikes. I must restore life to it, that it may flourish as the land it once was before the Zikes inspired fear. The people of Zikeland must return and then, when I have a chance, I will ask the wind what happened to my brother.”

      “I saw her,” Crinte remarked, glancing over at Marklus. “The wind. She is alive.”

      Legone smiled privately to himself.

      “Crinte, what will you do?” Marklus asked. “You’re always on some great adventure. I can’t imagine it would end.”

      Crinte shook his head. “It seems I am bound to return to the Kingdom of Spherical to set things right, once and for all. From there? Well, I have some questions of my own of the mysteries of this world. There is much to learn.”

      Alaireia turned to Starman. “What about you?”

      Starman gazed off into the forest. “I dreamed,” he spoke at last, “when we were in the house of Srackt the Wise. My family was alive and well. If that is the case, I must find them.”

      Alaireia reached out and took his hand. “I would like to help you,” she told him.

      He squeezed her hand. “I would like that.”

      Crinte sat up straighter. “You dreamed at the house of Srackt.” He turned the words over in his head. “Dreams there are true dreams; not dreams at all, but visions of reality. We all must have seen something that night. Something that is true or something that will happen. Do each of you remember?”

      “A tower,” Marklus recalled. “Not the Srineye Tower you were trapped in, Crinte, a different one, but I can’t quite explain it. All I know is that it was shrouded in mist and the eyes were watching.”

      “Were you alone?” Crinte questioned.

      Marklus shook his head. “That was not clear.”

      “I saw our path,” Crinte told them, tracing it with his fingers. “Dark pools and a winding passage into the mountains with the forest behind us. I can see it now, quite clearly. From here, I know where to go.”

      Crinte and Marklus turned expectant eyes on Alaireia.

      “Do you believe everything you see is true?” Alaireia asked, an edge of disbelief creeping into her voice. “Because I stood in a foul place and I did something I would never do.”

      “Never?” Crinte looked at her calmly, his eyes beginning to change colors. “Not even given the right circumstances?” He continued to speak, not intending for her to answer. “Visions are not given lightly, because seeing the future is hard enough. Most times it is not like we intend until we arrive. If Starman were told, a year ago, that he would join our company, he would have thought the teller a fool. Who you are today can be entirely different from the person you were in the past or the person you will be in the future. One comfort I have found from seeing is to take it as it comes, neither attempting to hinder nor hasten events.”

      Legone’s face had grown cold and distant as Crinte spoke. He looked back at him as if they were strangers. “I also saw the impossible,” he claimed. “I do not believe it.”
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      “What did you see?” Starman asked Alaireia later, after they had eaten, sharpened their weapons, and began to drift off to sleep again.

      Alaireia sat facing him, her knees tucked up to her chest and her arms wrapped around them. “Honestly, I don’t want to talk about it.” She sighed and looked at his hurt face. “It’s not like that, it’s just…” She trailed off, shaking her head.

      “It’s okay,” Starman offered. “We don’t have to talk about it.”

      “Starman,” Alaireia said. “I’m glad you came. I know it seemed I only wanted you to come because of your skills with the sword, but now, I enjoy your company as well.”

      “I know,” Starman admitted. “When you came after me in Trazame, that’s when I knew. I’ve never met anyone like you. At first you frightened me, but now you intrigue me.”

      Alaireia smiled at him, a genuine smile that lit up her tired eyes. “I’m supposed to frighten everyone,” she teased. “If I’m not, I must be losing my touch.”

      “Hardly.” Starman grinned shyly. “I think you just don’t want anyone finding out who you truly are.”

      The lighthearted teasing drifted from Alaireia’s face. “Starman, you’re right. It’s easier after losing everything to keep everyone at a frightful distance. It’s harder to love when you know that person will be snatched away and it will hurt all the more.”

      “Yes,” Starman agreed, his eyes beginning to cloud over in sorrow. “But it will only hurt as long as you’re alive. If time is short, why not love, and love hard?”

      Alaireia looked into his serious face for a moment, his light hair sticking up straight and his brown eyes deep with feeling. “Starman,” she whispered, as if hesitant to break a spell. “Come, sit beside me and tell me tales of Trazame.”

      He scooted over until their shoulders touched, tilting his head charmingly towards her. “Only if you tell me of the mysteries of the Forests of the Ezinck.”

      “Of course,” she told him, and smiled again into his shoulder.
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* * *

      Legone brooded against the tree trunk. He sat with his bow in hand, staring up at the treetops. He had finally allowed Marklus to bind his ribs and sprained ankle, and although Marklus claimed his powers were gone, Legone felt better. At least, physically he felt better, but mentally he wondered if the others could sense it. Part of him wanted to tear into the forest himself, searching for clues of life. The other part of him, the part that had fled those many years ago, wanted to flee again. The others did not know what darkness they were walking into, which was why he did not believe his dream. There was no hope left, no possible way for him to gain what he truly wanted.

      As the days passed, the five drifted further into the woods, moving at a slow pace. The thick underbrush held them up in places, and Legone insisted on looking for the Eya River. Food was scarce, and when they did find game it was scrawny and tasted tough. “We are going to starve in these parts if we don’t find food,” Marklus complained.

      “We need something with substance,” Alaireia added.

      “I have a thought,” Legone offered. He turned off the thin brown trail they had been following and plunged into the woods.

      “Wait!” Marklus cried after him. “I hear water!”

      “I smell it, this way,” Starman announced, taking the lead.

      Legone turned back reluctantly. “Good, water is exactly what we need.”

      They picked up the pace a bit as they made their way through the wood. It warmed up the further they progressed. Now the sunlight cast a lighted haze over the woods and the large leaves it filtered through. The trees became more densely mapped together, their trunks slimmer, their leaves broader, and rotten fruit fell from their branches. The scent of fresh water and overripe fruit filled their nostrils. Soon, they all could hear running water and the cooing of birds of the air, swooping down to drink their fill.

      “It’s beautiful here!” Marklus breathed from ahead. He held onto a tree trunk as he looked down. Below him, a hill dipped away, sliding gently into the river below which trickled merrily over mossy rocks and brown stone, flowing westward. It widened as it curved around a bend, out of view. Small brown trees and yellow-green bushes shot up from the bank, offering shelter to any who might choose to make their home there.

      Legone limped up to join Marklus on the overlook. “It was much more glorious back then,” he remarked. “Follow me.” He moved into the trees with a sense of purpose.

      Marklus glanced back at Crinte, who nodded. “He knows this place.”

      As they followed Legone through the tangled bramble of woods, they could hear an eerie calling through the air. It sounded like an excited scream, echoing throughout the woods, higher and further away.

      “What is that?” Starman asked.

      “Stay quiet,” Legone’s voice returned from ahead.

      They wandered deeper in, tripping over roots and snagging their clothes in brambles. The river followed, chirping away as its banks skirted in and out of view. The humidity in the air increased, growing thick and syrupy. A sweetness danced heavy on their eyelids. Legone pulled his long braid of dark hair over his shoulder as they reached a clearing. He looked around warily before stepping out into what appeared to be a garden. Black and white bugs the size of their fingers flew, buzzing around their heads. Dark ivy and vines grew close to the trees surrounding them, but out in full sunlight, lapping the waters from the river, grew stalks of tall light green plants. They rose five feet into the air and had blossomed, opening their round white faces into the sunlight. Broad leaves an inch thick sprouted from their stems, reaching out to allow sunlight to filter through them.

      “It’s still here,” Legone said in awed wonder. “The garden, just as it once was.”

      Crinte stepped out, joining him. “What are these plants?”

      “They are called mocholeach,” Legone replied. He stepped forward into the intense sunlight, reaching out a hand to touch the plant. He broke a piece off a leaf to taste it. “The creatures of the wood farmed this plant. It keeps for a long time yet it is filling and sustaining. We should take as much as we can carry.”

      Marklus walked forward, carrying the makeshift packs they had made out of leaves, passing one to each of them. They moved into the rows of plants, pulling the broad leaves and tasting them as they went.

      “Leave the blossoms,” Legone called. “They are inedible.”

      “This is strangely delicious,” Starman remarked, slowly chewing a leaf. “I can’t say what it tastes like though.”

      “Sunlight,” Alaireia replied. “It tastes like the sun, warm and energizing.”

      Crinte froze where he stood, suddenly feeling cold. Something was watching them. Slowly, he withdrew his hand from the leaf he was holding and crouched low. The others were on different rows, chatting away about nothing of importance. He looked back the way they had come but the leaves overhung the forest, blocking his view. Yet he could sense the malicious presence. Dropping his makeshift pack, he reached for his sword and whispered, “Marklus!”

      Marklus’ keen ears picked up Crinte’s voice straightway, but even as he blocked out Starman and Alaireia’s voices, he heard something else.

      “Thieves,” a voice hissed, shaking the leaves. “Thieves.”

      He could sense the anger and frustration filling the air. Turning, he hustled over to Crinte, pulling an arrow from the quiver Legone had refilled for him. “I hear it,” he whispered.

      “They are watching,” Crinte spoke, “but not attacking yet.”

      Marklus moved between rows. “Alaireia, Starman!”

      “What is it?” Alaireia replied from ahead.

      “Keep it down. Something is out there,” Marklus instructed.

      Crinte hurried to join them. “We should move on westward. Where is Swift?”

      Legone stood at the end of the garden, facing his companions, waiting. His hands trembled as he held his bow; his heart beat quickened and he knew his face was pale. Briefly, he wondered if the others would curse him if they knew this had been his mission all along. He watched as they came, creeping out of the woods, holding long, pointed spears in their hands. They stood well over six feet tall, his height, as their long limbs strode through the garden. A pool of green light shimmered behind them, gleaming on their translucent pale green skin. Their long, solemn faces were taut, giving away nothing, even as they hissed behind their teeth. Pale hair fell in waves past their shoulders, taking on the color of the light that streamed behind them but ever changing within the shadows. Abnormally large ears stuck up from their heads, and long limbs moved forward, lightly and easily through the rows of plants, until they were brought to a halt by Crinte’s sword.

      “How dare you!” one of the tall beings spat, glaring down at Crinte. “Infiltrate our forests and steal our bounty. You must return what was lost or pay tenfold!”

      Crinte lowered his sword as the being seemed to be willing to talk through transgressions rather than fight first and explain later. “We apologize. We did not realize these plants belonged to you.”

      The being crossed him arms, staring down his nose at Crinte.

      “We only ask to take a few leaves with us, for survival, and would be happy to provide payment.”

      The being snorted. “You? Payment? You who have desecrated our hallowed ground? What could you possibility have that we would want?”

      “Me.” A voice spoke from behind Crinte as Legone limped up, his bow hanging by his side. “I have returned.”
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      The beings looked, and even though they attempted to hide their surprise, Crinte could see their minds reeling as they stared at Legone. Quiet echoed throughout the garden. Even the buzz of the black and yellow bugs had stilled. Legone moved to stand in front of Crinte, eye to eye with the being who had spoken first. Spears were lowered and the malicious tint of the air turned wary.

      “Come with us,” the being said, his voice even. He swept his hand out towards the light.

      The other beings parted like a river, allowing him to lead the way. Legone followed without hesitation, Crinte behind him as he sensed the change in the air. A brief nod to Marklus, Alaireia, and Starman told them to follow as well.

      They walked as if under a spell into the pool of light that shifted and whirled, pointing their steps in a new direction. The forest rotated and it seemed they walked out of the trees. It was mere minutes before the blinding light faded and they found themselves standing in a green land. The sloping ground was a carpet of dark green moss that sank underneath their feet. Before them, lights of pale green lit up the gloom, for a darkness hung heavy over the land. Great trees sprung here and there, with pale white bark and bare branches pointing downwards. Gray, ivy-embedded stone structures dotted the countryside. A dry foundation lay to the left of them, an overrun courtyard a few paces ahead. The beings led the five to a ruined castle which rose high above them with great columns and ceilings but few walls. They walked down a flight of stairs alongside a dry riverbed, and through a covered passageway where remains of a garden lay crackled, dried, and brown. Up a winding staircase they continued, and around a corner, there was a lookout over the green land. Hills rolled into green glades where life flowed no more.

      “What has happened here?” Legone said in a broken voice, thick with emotion.

      The being in the lead said nothing but kept walking, his gait light and easy, strolling through the ruined castle.

      Crinte watched Legone as they walked. His cold demeanor was fading, his head tilted, his eyes darted here and there. He was searching. His eyes blinked rapidly, his nostrils flared as he took in the apparent death and decay of the castle. Legone walked like one of them. Although he limped, his strides were long and silent. His dark hair caught in the shadows like one of them, taking on new hues as they passed through patches of silvery light.

      Marklus could hear the wind rustling the dry leaves that lay fallen in gloomy shadows of the open passageways they walked through. Although their footsteps were silent, he could hear voices of days past filter through the wind. Ghosts of laughter and tears whisked past him. He looked to Crinte questioningly, wondering why they had detoured to such an odd place.

      Alaireia and Starman walked behind Marklus, exchanging worried glances. They rounded a corner, and gray columns opened into a courtyard. Green light streamed in at odd angles, highlighting a circle of thrones which had been carved out of gray stone. There were a total of twelve; two sat on a raised dais and the other ten spread out equally on each side. Each throne had a bizarre headstone carved into the top. One looked like a slice of moonlight holding an emerald stone, another a triangle of sharp points, like a cactus, but holding a ruby crown. However, the two thrones on the dais depicted a sphere with a star within, and within the star a golden crown, and within the crown a green stone. The jewels within the stones appeared muted like the figures that sat below them. At first, they appeared to be engraved into the stone, but awoke as the group approached. A male and female sat on the two raised thrones, their pale gowns flowing to rest on the rough stones below. The male had thin, silvery white hair that fell to his shoulders, hiding within the folds of his clothing. His face was shrunken and pale, his nose a thin beak, his eyes a sharp pale blue. He stared at the five in a thoughtful manner as they approached; otherwise, he did not move. The female had round, large blue eyes and long white lashes. Her hair fell in waves past her shoulders, dancing in the wind. Pointed ears stuck up above her head and her skin shone pale green. She drew a sharp breath and a green light shimmered around her as the five approached. She almost lifted her slender form from her throne, but the male lifted his finger and she froze again.

      The being who had led them there swept his hand towards the thrones, motioning for them to sit on the ones furthest from the male and female. Crinte nodded soothingly at his warriors as they tentatively sat on the cold stone seats. The being moved to the middle of the circle of thrones and bowed. “King Isilder. Lady Paleidir.”

      King Isilder nodded in acknowledgement.

      “They,” the being swept his arm towards the five warriors, “were found in our gardens, stealing mocholeach. They offered payment in exchange. We have brought them here for your judgment since one is familiar to us.” The being looked at Legone for a moment with an unreadable expression.

      “We see.” King Isilder nodded slowly.

      The being withdrew, stepping backwards politely to keep from turning his back to the King. The other beings surrounded the circle of thrones but stood outside of them, holding their spears, waiting, guarding.

      A hush settled over the sphere as King Isilder stood slowly, as if daring to trust his bones to hold him. He stood well over six feet and looked down at the warriors, his piercing eyes coming to rest on Crinte. “Tell me, who are you and why do you find yourselves in these parts?” At his last words, he looked at Legone the Swift.

      Crinte stood respectfully, holding his own despite the fact his stature was much shorter than the King’s. “We have traveled far but our business is our own. We were under the assumption that plants in the forest were free for the taking; however, we admit our mistake and would be willing to conduct a fair exchange.”

      The King looked at him for a long, thoughtful moment while Crinte stared back evenly, his eyes beginning to gleam gold.

      “We mean you no harm,” the Lady said suddenly, causing a ripple of warmth to generate through the sphere. She did not stand, only looked at each of them with her round eyes. “I am Paleidir, Lady of the Green People. You have reached our home in Shilmi, a home poisoned with death. You must understand, mocholeach is our only source of energy left. We need as much as we can, and your theft hinders our survival. Yet, it seems you may need it, at least for a time. For you, the next thirty days will be crucial. I sense there is a greater purpose here you are reluctant to explain. That you shield knowledge from us is understandable, but you are not all strangers here.” She turned her blue gaze on Legone.

      Crinte sat back down, glancing at Legone. Waiting.

      Legone’s eyes were shiny and wet as he looked back at Lady Paleidir. “I have returned for one reason. My companions and I go to the Great Water Hole to stop Sarhorr the Ruler. We need your help.”

      Dry gasps echoed through the circle of thrones as the Green People failed to hide their surprise. King Isilder sat down heavily, his face paler than it had been. Lady Paleidir put a hand to her forehead as if her head had become too heavy to hold up.

      “Do not speak that name here,” King Isilder said faintly.

      “A name which rose from here?” Legone challenged the King. “We must make things right, and you know how.”

      “Tell us,” King Isilder demanded, “who are you to storm into our midst and ask of us like this?”

      Crinte’s eyes flashed briefly as he rose again, announcing himself. “I am Crinte the Wise, from Norc of Mizine. I lead these warriors forth and no one shall stand against us.”

      Marklus stood as well, more than ready to back up Crinte. “I am Marklus the Healer, from Zikeland of Mizine.”

      Starman stood awkwardly. “Starman the Trazame, from Trazamy City of Mizine.”

      Alaireia had a hand on her sword hilt as she rose confidently. “Alaireia the Ezinck, from Srinka in the Forests of the Ezinck in Mizine.”

      “You know who I am.” Legone stood last. “Legone the Swift, from the Afrd Mounts in Wiltieders of Mizine.”

      “We will help you,” Lady Paleidir said decisively. She raised her head and stood tall. She looked to the King, who nodded. “You may keep the mocholeach, and we will provide knowledge. In return, you must not fail.” She looked at Legone. “I am sorry it has come to this.” She began to walk, barefoot, padding across the stones. “Ilictor,” she turned to the being who had led the five there, “have rooms prepared. They will join us for the last meal.” She turned to the five who stood expectant. “Follow me. You look weary of heart. Today, you shall rest and heal. Tomorrow, at sunrise, you may return to your journey.”

      She walked past them, and slowly they followed. Questions died on Crinte’s lips as the Green People watched them with downcast eyes, unsettled whispers filtering through their midst. As they walked, voices began to hum, breaking the vibrations of silence. A deep voice joined in, humming the bass lines. A tenor followed, adding harmony to the song. A soprano wailed in the distance and an alto joined, adding waves to the song. The Green People followed Lady Paleidir as she led them through the dark, winding castle. Up they ascended, and below, the song wailed away and King Isilder sat alone on his throne with his head in his hands.
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* * *

      A time later, the five warriors found themselves sitting in a banquet hall with round tables scattered across it. The Green People had left them for a moment and they sat hushed, staring at the high stone ceilings where dusty cobwebs dwelt. Legone hung his head, feeling his fears fading inward. At first, he’d thought they might all be dead, but knowing they were alive was barely a relief. He looked at the others, seeing the questions in their eyes. “We were meant to come here,” he said. “I need their knowledge to destroy the Ruler.”

      “We need their knowledge,” Crinte added. “Tell us, Legone, is this where you spent your years on the other side with the Green People? Can we trust them, knowing they were the ones who banished the Ruler in the first place instead of destroying him?”

      Legone shook his head. “They did not know what he is, what he would become. We can trust Paleidir, Lady of the Green People. Her father, King Isilder, is torn, broken. I fear his mind is deceived. Paleidir has a pure heart; she will know what to do.”

      “You have known her long?” Crinte remarked.

      “Yes.” Legone nodded, lifting his head. “She is my wife.”

      Crinte’s eyes flashed. “Your wife!”

      Marklus leaned forward curiously. “Was she the one who introduced you to the Green People?”

      “No. That was another. She is dead now.” Legone bowed his head.

      “Swift,” Alaireia put in, puzzled. “You said you were forced from here. If she is your wife, why didn’t she flee with you, at least? Something made you run back to Mizine. Why would we return here now?”

      “Can’t you see?” Legone cried. “Their land is poisoned, they are suffering! All the immortals will die if they stay here. The Green People, the Mermis, they all will be no more!”

      “How do you know this?” Alaireia asked.

      Legone lifted his head. “I looked through the Clyear and I saw the end. Eight portals opened and poison seeped into our land. The Green People are my family, and they are leaving. Soon, it will be just like it was for you, Alaireia, when the Wyvern attached Srinka. Remember, Marklus, how it felt to leave Zikeland when the Zikes awakened? Starman, it is too near, too close, but you know the pain when your family has been taken from you. And Crinte.” His eyes blazed as he turned to Crinte. “What have you possibly lost in all of this? You, our leader, who cannot relate to anything we have been through? What makes you so keen to save the world?”

      Crinte’s eyes shone gold in light of Legone accusation. “Ask yourself,” he said sternly, “why you came down from the mountains to seek my help. Ask yourself why you sought out the last One of the Order of the Wise. Ask yourself, you who speak to animals of the air, who know the words of the old, old song. You saw the worlds align and the stars change, and the portals open and the poison begin. You know more than you have told us. A secret lies heavy on your heart and it is time, now that you are home. It is time to hear the truth."

      Legone turned his furious eyes on Crinte, but before he could utter a retort, the Green People filed into the hall.
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      After the last meal, a silent affair, the Green People led them to their rooms. Legone stood outside his door, knowing she would come, dreaming she would walk by. At first, he did not hear her approach, but he could sense her presence and his heart began to pound. He turned his head away from her as if he could keep his strength.

      “You left me.” Her words fell to his ears like jeweled droplets falling into a pool of light.

      “You know I had to.” His voice was low. There was no resistance left. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her slender green figure. Her pale shimmer had faded, yet she still looked unearthly, standing in her long gown, gazing out the archway at the starless sky. Her aura was wan and sad, and again he recalled her wailing song. “I did not warn them,” he continued after a moment. “And now it has come to this.”

      She straightened and turned to him, and he quickly averted his face. “That is not true, but I did not come to argue.”

      “Why have you come then, Paleidir? The world is ending. You have sung your last song. It’s over.”

      Suddenly, she was in front of him, standing as tall as him as she still gazed up into his face. “Legone, listen to me.” Her delicate voice sent chills through his body. “There is hope. Now that you are here, I will give you all of my power. The time has come for my people to leave this world, but I would wait for you to return. I would fight with you if I could, but since I cannot, everything I have is yours…”

      Before she could continue, he captured her mouth with his and wrapped his arms tightly around her. She leaned into him and responded as if their passion had never thawed through long years of separation.

      When they finally let go both of them were breathing hard. She laid her hands on his chest and looked up at him, her eyes full and questioning. “If I could, I would build a world for just you and I…” Her voice trailed off.

      “No, it is not to be. I will give my life to end this, and you must go seek a better one.”

      “Not without you. I have waited for this day when we would be together again, even just for this moment.”

      He sighed but gently kissed her this time. “Tell me what your people have done and what powers you have to undo it. If this world is destroyed because of what happened here, I cannot forgive myself.”

      “Tomorrow, bring your warriors to where the wind blows, and I will tell you all. Tonight, hold me like you once did when you loved me.”

      “I still love you,” he replied softly.

      She looked at him as if seeing clearly. “I am sorry.” Her voice was no more than a whisper, and she began to shimmer green. He could feel the hum of her power as her hand pressed against his chest. He could feel her remorse seeping into his soul. “I am sorry we did not do right by you. I am sorry for the corruption of my people. I am sorry you saw the dark side of us. But hear this, we have lost everything, and I would not lose you. When this is all over, we will stand side by side and create a new life. You will live through this, and you shall return to me. So I say. So shall it be.”

      He looked down at her in wonder and remembered when they were young and when they first met. He had fallen in love with her strength and beauty. He had not seen the dark side of the Green People, or his eyes were blinded to it. When he realized he had been deceived, he was hurt and disgusted. He vowed to leave and never return, but they had begged him to stay, or at least keep their secret. They had threatened him, and afraid of their great power, he made plans to flee. Before he left, they told him they did not count him as one of their enemies, and if he returned, he would be welcome. It seemed the tables had turned. On his return, he held all the power, and they were ruined.

      “So shall it be,” she repeated, as if daring the silence to rebuke her words.

      She remembered when he had come, and how happy she had been. He smelled of life and wild mountains, and for someone so much different from her people, she could not get enough. She remembered when they had gone to where the wind blows and confessed their love to each other, and she knew she could keep secrets from him no more. Now, as he held her tightly, she bound her words around them and sealed them. This would not be goodbye; that, she would hold onto. Even as she gave her powers away to save his world, she would not exchange his life for her mistake.

      “As you say, so shall it be,” he confirmed. Then, gently, he caressed her cheek and touched his lips to hers again. She responded hungrily, and as they kissed, the years of solitude melted away, and the winds of change began to blow.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dawn broke, dark and surely over Shilmi. Marklus woke in the stillness, feeling a twinge on his fingertips. He raised them, touching them gently, but the blue power did not spark. He closed his eyes for a moment and called. Zikes.

      Oh Marklus the Great, we hear, we obey.

      Marklus bolted upright, surprised to finally hear the voices of the Zikes again. He asked the next question in dread and anticipation. Has the bridge been destroyed?

      Yes, the creatures are furious at the delay.

      Marklus breathed a sigh of relief. Meet me at the Great Water Hole.

      He dressed quickly in the clothes the Green People had given him the evening before. The illusive Green People seemed generous and stingy all at the same time; nevertheless, it was gratifying to pull on clothes which were not bloodstained and travel worn. Marklus fastened his quiver securely on his back and walked to where Crinte had slept. Crinte was already dressed and sat on the edge of the bed, fastening his boots. “I sense you have good news,” Crinte said as Marklus dashed in.

      Marklus nodded vigorously, his brown curls flopping on his forehead. “The Zikes have destroyed the bridge. The enemy has been delayed for now.”

      Crinte stood, laying a hand on Marklus’ shoulder. “That is good news indeed. Time is on our side.”

      Marklus lowered his voice. “What do you think of the Green People?”

      “It is hard to tell.” Crinte patted his sword, thankful the Green People had not seen fit to take their weapons away. “They are powerful immortals, but with Swift on our side, I hope they will refrain from doing anything malicious to hold up our progress. If, indeed, Sarhorr the Ruler did spring from here, there must be some left who are still on his side. Swift’s relationship with them is odd. He is still hiding truth from us.”

      “He is angry about what happened here. I don’t think he ever forgave them,” Marklus agreed.

      “There is some guilt.” Crinte opened the door and stuck his head out into the quiet hall. Filters of green light pooled around the archways; otherwise, the darkness persisted.

      “I don’t like it here.” Starman shuddered as he joined Crinte and Marklus. “Are we leaving now?”

      “I believe so,” Crinte replied reassuringly.

      Alaireia walked out of the shadows. Her dark hair hung loose and long behind her. She stood tall and her eyes narrowed. “Where is Swift?”

      Starman went to stand beside her. “We are waiting for him.”

      Alaireia turned to Crinte. “We have learned nothing here…”

      “Yet,” Crinte interrupted. “We have learned nothing here yet.”

      A moment later, Lady Paleidir glided up to them, one hand holding tight to Legone the Swift. “Come with me,” she said. “Before my father and his counselors awake.” Holding a finger to her lips, she turned her beautiful head and led them through passages, away from the ruined castle.

      They walked across the moss carpeted ground into a wood of naked trees, stripped of their leaves with peeling bark. It looked as if someone had taken a knife and attempted to skin them. In the middle of the wood, a hill cut sharply into the landscape. Paleidir led them towards it and a heaviness filled the air as they began to ascend. Dry vines surrounded the base, and when at last they reached the top, it flattened out. The side they had come up remained mossy and green, while on the other side, a black trail led westwards, snaking away into darkness. At the top, Paleidir let go of Legone’s hand and walked to the center. Facing the five, she lifted up her long arms and a green aura began to shimmer. “I see you!” she exclaimed in her musical voice. “You are The Five Warriors. Now, let go of the fears that stay your hands and the sorrows that weigh you down. Go into the west and vanquish all who stand before you.”

      As she spoke, a rustling in the forest began, and it seemed the voices of the innocent dead rushed around her, causing the wind to whip up. At first, it was only a soft breeze, but quickly it increased, turning to a full blown storm. The five closed their eyes and lifted their faces to the wind as it blew. There was something healing in its winds, and even as Legone’s hair whipped around his face, he could feel his ribs pop back into place, and his foot no longer stung when he placed weight on it. The pounding in Starman’s head receded, and when he lifted his hand to touch the scab from his head wound, smooth skin had already covered it. Alaireia felt the fear of the power of the Clyear fade, and although she was forgiven for what she had done, she knew she would never control the Clyear in the same way again. Marklus had felt it when he first woke, but now he felt it again with a surety: the burden of carrying the power of life and death was no longer his. But it was Crinte who moved past the wind storm and stood in front of Paleidir. She was slightly taller than him and looked down, her large eyes sorrowful.

      “Crinte, last One of the Order of the Wise,” she said curiously. “You have taken it upon yourself to be the leader because of the immortals and the words of an old prophecy. You seek to fulfill a purpose that is not your own. You know the paths, you can see your way clearly, but you do not have my trust, and that unsettles you. Ask of me.”

      “How?” he asked. “How must we stop Sarhorr the Ruler?”

      Paleidir’s eyes grew dark and the winds blew even stronger. “How indeed. There was once a Cron who searched for knowledge and looked too deeply into the creation of the world, and the immortals of the air sequestered him away. It is he you should have searched for, and he you should have asked all things. Alas, for you were tricked with a gift, a gift of invincibility and blindness, which is why you are the last. I tell you this: All beings have two forms, a physical and spiritual form. If you force the Ruler into his spiritual form and trap it, you can then destroy him. I have heard he transforms people groups into warrior creatures. It is through those transformative waters he can be destroyed.”

      “How do we force him into his spiritual form?”

      Paleidir looked at him. “Sarhorr the Ruler was my brother. He took spiritual form coming through the portal and stealing power from our mother. We had nothing to trap him with then, but the pursuit of power is his one—and only—weakness. He is drawn to it, and what your warriors carry are a sure beacon, alerting him of your coming.”

      For a moment, Crinte could see with her eyes, and their visions were aligned. He saw the outrage and fear, the strife the dark creature, Sarhorr, awoke. He saw the disputes that broke out regarding his transgressions. Most of all, he saw how the most powerful immortals remained powerless in their own moment of need. “I see,” he replied.

      Paleidir placed her hands on his shoulders and looked him in the eye. “Crinte the Wise, you are the leader. You hold something powerful that will help you, though you are reluctant to use it. You already know what to do.” She turned him towards the black path and gently pushed him away before he could ask another question. As she did so, Crinte felt she had passed him a token of her power. He walked down the hill without a backward glance, his footsteps sure and steady.

      Paleidir locked her gaze on Marklus, who walked forward as the winds threatened to blow him over. “Marklus the Healer,” she greeted him. She placed her hands on his head. “All has not been well with you in the past, but that has changed.”

      Marklus wanted to say something, to explain, but he felt intimidated by the voices of power he could hear around him.

      She turned him towards the path Crinte had taken. “All is well with you.” She pushed him away and a burst of energy snapped between them.

      The winds turned on Starman and Alaireia, pulling them together into the center of the hilltop. Paleidir gently wrapped her arms around their shoulders. She looked first at Alaireia. “I never thought it would come to this, but my world has been destroyed. I will never see either of you again. Remember, although you may be tested as you descend into the evil of the Great Water Hole, your hearts are strong, and you will know when to make the right choices.”

      “What do you mean, ‘tested’?” Starman asked, alarmed.

      Paleidir turned to him. “All quests take a toll on the people who seek to set things right. Unfair as it is, sometimes life is demanded to pay the debt. I do not know all that will happen, but you were willing to give all before you joined this quest, and all may be required of you.”

      She pushed them away from her. “But sometimes,” she called as they walked down the black path, “all is not so bad after all.”

      Starman reached for Alaireia’s hand and did not let go as they descended into the darkness.

      Paleidir turned towards Legone, her arms wide open. He walked to her and she spoke to him in the language of the Green People, and he replied, holding her tightly. She pulled away as the winds grew stronger. “Do you understand what you must do?” she asked.

      He nodded, reluctant to leave. “I am glad, at least, I got to see you, before the beginning of the end.” He let go of her hand as her face fell. “We cannot always win,” he told her, stepping backwards. “We should pay for what we have done.”

      “Legone,” she whispered.

      “Goodbye,” he replied.

      She moved forward, her eyes wet with tears. “Come back to me.” She reached out a hand, but the wind blew her back. As Legone disappeared down the black road, she lifted her arms to the wind and let loose a chilling wail.
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      Pools of dark water glistened in the dim light. Shady colors swam back and forth, rippling the surface every now and then. Coal back stones crunched under their feet as the five walked out of the dead forest, three days later. Before them lay a stretch of black, lifeless land, leading to mountains. Crinte pointed. “At last, the Esife Peaks.”

      Sharp cliffs reached up for the sky, and a thin river ran between the pools of dark water, leading upwards into the mountains.

      “What is that smell?” Starman frowned, pinching his nose shut.

      “It could be the stagnant water,” Marklus suggested.

      “Watch your footing,” Crinte warned them as he led the way forward. He peered into the first deep pool he reached. The stench of foul water reached his nostrils and he wrinkled his nose. Shadows stirred underneath the waters and he saw a scaly back pass close to the surface. “There are strange reptiles in the water,” Crinte added. “Let’s hope our passage does not disturb them.”

      It was impossible not to walk close to the pools of water as they dotted the open ground before the cliffs, almost as if warning travelers to turn back.

      Crinte was reminded of his vision, and when he looked east, he saw one side of the forest was black and dead. The other was a green haze, but soon to be swept into blackness.

      “Whatever those creatures are in the water, they are moving faster now,” Marklus cautioned as he listened.

      Starman drew his sword immediately as he discreetly walked behind Marklus. Legone pulled an arrow from his quiver and fitted it loosely into his bow, ready for action.

      Crinte paused midway through the pools of water as a long snout poked out from one of the pools ahead of him. A creature made its way onto shore, pulling its scaly, muddy green body out of the dark water and turning towards Crinte. “Crocodiles!” Crinte called as he drew his sword.

      Even as the words left his mouth, olive snouts peeked up from each pool and the crocodiles began to move forward, circling the five and cutting off their route to the mountains.

      “Crocodiles are only fast in marshy areas. Once we reach the mountains, they will be unable to follow up,” Alaireia called.

      “That doesn’t help us right now!” Starman groaned.

      “Right,” Crinte replied as he strode forward confidently.

      The crocodile in front of him turned and snapped its jaws warningly. When Crinte did not stop, it charged, moving with uncanny speed over the black ground. Its long snout hung open, displaying gleaming rows of sharp, white teeth. At the last moment, it turned, swinging its long tail and knocking Crinte off his feet. Crinte slammed into the ground, surprised, the wind knocked out of him. But the crocodile was already advancing, its mouth open as it clawed its way up his legs. An arrow bounced off its scaly back but Crinte had the presence of mind to bring his sword up. Right before the creature’s snout contacted his face, Crinte stabbed his blade into the crocodile’s open mouth. There was a harsh, grinding sound as teeth screeched across the blade. The creature hissed and backed away in pain, allowing Crinte to stumble to his feet. Sensing defeat, the crocodile slithered back into the pool to nurse its injuries, but two more lay waiting in Crinte’s path. “Watch out for their tails,” Crinte shouted back to the others, slightly embarrassed at his lack of footing.

      Marklus, who had no previous experience with crocodiles, continued to aim at the scaly backs of the two in front of Crinte. One of his arrows bounced off the back of one creature, while the other sank into the stubby leg of another.

      “Their backs are too tough,” Crinte called. “Aim for their legs, mouths, or underbellies.”

      “I wish we had brought spears,” Legone complained as he kept pace with Marklus. He shot an arrow, aiming for a crocodile’s leg. The creature reared up to catch the arrow, snapping it in half with its teeth.

      “Yes,” Starman said tentatively as he snuck around the dark pools. “I don’t want to get close to them.”

      Crocodiles continued to pour out of the pools, stumbling over each other in their haste to taste the warriors. Their bodies effectively created a barrier, cutting off the route to the foot of the mountains.

      Alaireia moved ahead of Crinte to confront them, leaping from the back of one creature to the other. One crocodile thrashed below her, but balancing carefully, she drove her sword into its skull.

      “Watch out!” Starman called.

      Alaireia nodded in acknowledgement as she leaped to the next crocodile, repeating her movements. Legone drew another arrow and began to follow her lead, dancing across the creatures, clearing a path towards the mountains.

      “Hurry!” Crinte called to Starman, who was lagging behind.

      Apprehensive about coming into contact with the vicious reptiles, Starman moved forward, just as he heard a roar of thunder. He sniffed, and even past the foul stench of water, he could taste fresh rain in the air.

      Marklus whirled, sinking an arrow into the underbelly of a crocodile about to climb out of a dark pool. “A storm is coming!” he shouted.

      Crinte felt the first droplets of rain caress his face. He paused and inhaled, unknowingly tasting the last drops of freedom. Legone moved past him in a blur and the crocodiles hesitated before turning back to their pools, unwilling to fight when they could enjoy the cleansing water. A sharp blast of lightning struck the mountaintop, and a rumble of thunder echoed in return, shaking the ground. Starman tripped on black rock, crashing on the ground and almost rolling into a pool of water. A nearby crocodile reached out, snapping at his shoulder as he scrambled out of the way. Crinte was by his side instantly, slashing at the crocodile while pulling Starman upward and pushing him ahead.

      Alaireia and Legone were in the lead now, jogging towards the mountainside as light rain came pouring down on them. Abnormally dark clouds rolled across the sky, shutting out what remained of the light. The stretch of rock ended abruptly in the face of the Esife Peaks. “We have to climb,” Legone said as Crinte and Starman jogged up.

      “The rock will soon be too slick to climb in this rain,” Crinte urged them.

      Marklus opened his pack. “It’s a good thing I have rope.” He smiled, tossing it to Legone.

      Legone looked admiringly at him as he took the rope. “You do well planning ahead.”

      “I mean, we are headed to a canyon,” Marklus offered.

      Legone grasped a shelf of rock and pulled himself upward, moving quickly up the face of the mountains. He climbed diligently, attempting to beat the rain as it drummed down harder and faster. Marklus stood below with his arrow pointed upwards, aware surprise attacks could be awaiting them around the corner.

      Crinte stood guard between Starman and Alaireia, watching the dark pools ominously ripple in the rain. As the downpour increased, he lifted his head and rolled back his eyes until he could see clearly through the drops.

      “Crinte,” Marklus called. “Will you do the honors?” He pointed towards the rope Legone had secured at the top.

      Crinte sheathed his sword and grasped a length of rope. Even as the rain attempted to soak through it, the strings remained rough, giving him the right amount of traction as he began to climb. His foot slipped as he pressed it against the rock. He tried again, shoving his booted foot firmly against the sleek face of the mountain. Focusing on using his upper body strength, he began to climb, hand over hand. Legone gave him a hand at the top, then secured an arrow in his bow, turning to guard the peaks while Crinte held the rope for Starman. Alaireia was next, but by the time Marklus joined them at the top, the pouring rain had turned into a full white out.

      “Tie yourselves to the rope,” Crinte called. “That way we won’t lose each other in this storm.”

      Rain poured down in thick white sheets as Crinte took the lead, one hand holding the rough rope tied securely around his waist, and the other to his eyes, shielding them from the rain so that he could see ahead. The crumbling rocks gave way to foliage guiding the route into the heart of the mountains. Stout, leafless bushes stood five feet tall and created a curved path around the foothills. The surface flattened and Crinte drew his sword, prepared for the unexpected as they rounded the corner. The path continued on, but to the left, the mountain hunched over, like a giant sheltering itself from the storm. A gaping hole of blackness opened up, promising safety from the storm. Crinte stared at it, recalling his vision, but an ominous sense of foreboding filled his heart as he realized how far they had come and how close they were to completing their mission. His eyes had already begun to glow, ready to meet the shadows. As he moved forward, he felt the mountain shudder. The movement came from behind, and the rope around his waist was tugged forward sharply as Starman, Alaireia, Marklus, and Legone began to sprint.

      “What is that?” Starman cried in terror.

      “Run!” shouted Marklus frantically.

      Crinte turned and found himself staring up into the blazing eyes of a ten-foot-tall monster made of iron.
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      The monster did not make a sound. Instead, it moved one enormous foot forward, jarring the mountainside as it sat it down. Blue rusted armor covered it from head to toe; even its face was simply a mask with dead eyes staring out of it. Two short horns stuck out from either side of its head as it slowly, heavily, gained ground. In an upraised hand, it held a curved blade, which it brought down suddenly on a barren bush in its path. The bush split in half effortlessly and the monster moved forward, its unarmed hand out, reaching for the warriors.

      Crinte was swept along in the panic as his warriors dashed headlong for the looming entrance of the cave. Yet he could not look away from the monster. In the blinding rain, it pointed its shining blade at him, waving him on, daring him to come back. It was Alaireia who reached out and grabbed his arm, pulling him out of the rain into the musty tunnel. It smelled like stale water and leaves as he pressed against the solid wall of stone.

      “What is that?” Starman’s voice was trembling.

      Crinte peered through the wall of rain once more. “That has to be an Xero,” he whispered.

      The monster bent down to peer at them in the tunnels. The five shrank back, even though it was too large to fit through the opening. After a moment, it appeared to give up. There was an audible sigh of relief as the monster turned its back on them and took a step towards the mountains from whence it came. Instead, its dark shape cast a shadow over the entrance to the Slutan Tunnels. It squatted before collapsing with a jarring thud on the ground, effectively trapping the five warriors in utter darkness.

      The sound of rain hitting metal echoed eerily throughout the tunnels. Alaireia held her sword up and the light from it began to shine, displaying a narrow tunnel. “I suppose we should move forward now.”

      Legone reached up and touched the ceiling of the tunnel. “Let’s hope we have reached the narrowest point of these tunnels.”

      Alaireia turned to the yawning darkness around them, briefly lit up by the light of her sword. There was only space for them to walk single file as the path curved around, sloping gently downwards towards the heart of the mountain. Legone walked behind her, loosening the rope that bound them together, letting his end trail away until he was free again. Marklus followed suit, collecting the rope as everyone freed their ends. “I hear something,” he said into the silence, barely allowing his voice to hover over a whisper. He stretched his ears as he listened to echoes, layers beneath his feet. “It sounds like chipping. Someone is striking rock repeatedly.”

      “I see nothing but darkness ahead,” Crinte chimed in. “Where is it coming from?”

      “I can’t tell.” Marklus turned his head towards the sound. “There are more of them, echoing off the rock. It throws their location, though. I cannot pinpoint it.”

      “They must be miners,” Legone told them. “The Sorns are known to spend their time digging for treasure.”

      “Makes sense.” Marklus looked around wide-eyed. “But what kind of treasure could be found here? And at this point, who is left to mine?”

      “It’s better not to speculate,” Crinte put in. “We just need to ensure they do not know we are here.”

      After a time, the rounded walls of the tunnel widened until the five were able to walk three in a row. Alaireia and Crinte moved to the front, while Starman walked between Marklus and Legone. He could feel the hair on his neck curling up as they walked. The clammy blackness behind him was unnerving. He almost expected to see the transformed walking out of the shadows. Reaching for the hilt of his sword, he felt the warmth of its energy vibrate from his fingertips through his body. Taking a deep breath, he let the feeling of calm pass through him before he was back in the darkness, creeping through the halls with his closest friends in the world.

      “Lights ahead,” Crinte warned sometime later.

      “Should I put my sword up?” Alaireia whispered.

      “They haven’t seen us yet,” Crinte replied.

      Marklus could hear the creatures breathing in unison as they marched forward, boot clad feet sure and steady, unaware of the unwanted visitors.

      “I thought this wasn’t a well-used road.” Starman’s voice quavered with concern.

      “We all did,” Legone said dryly. He moved to the right side of the road, drawing an arrow from his bow. “Might as well be prepared.”

      Marklus glanced over at Legone before reaching for an arrow from his quiver. He moved to the left side of the tunnel, stopping when he was directly across from Legone.

      “Starman, up here with me,” Crinte ordered. “Alaireia, stand behind us and mesmerize them.”

      Glittering eyes floated into view, attached to darkly robed bodies. There was a surprised snort as a group of thirty Gaslinks caught sight of the warriors. Eyes narrowed as they moved forward quickly and silently, weapons drawn.

      “Aim for their eyes!” Crinte ordered. “We hold this side of the tunnels; don’t let any of them get past you.”

      “Marklus?” Legone questioned.

      “Three. Two. One,” Marklus counted down. “Fire!”

      They loosened their shafts in a twin arch. Blue tipped arrows soared through the darkness, shafts fluttering before burying their heads in heartless yellow eyes. Two Gaslinks shrieked in pain and fell backward, desperately attempting to claw the arrows out of their eyes.

      “Again!” Legone cried.

      Marklus lifted his bow and they aimed together, reaching for another arrow as soon as the second ones left their bows.

      “Ready, Starman?” Crinte asked as the Gaslinks continued their rapid approach.

      “Let’s break some bones,” Starman agreed. His sword in both hands, he felt his strength and determination return. He struck before Crinte, shattering the wrist of the first Gaslink who raised its battle-axe at him. Starman shouted as he drove his sword into the Gaslink’s body, yanking it out in time to meet the sword of a second Gaslink. His strokes were sure, his slashes fatal as he cut down enemy after enemy. Crinte was on the right-hand side, his movements slower, yet he still drove his sword forward in a fury.

      Alaireia stood between Legone and Marklus, letting the golden light stream out from her sword, brightening as it flowed. The Gaslinks moved as if in slow motion under the spell of the light. Alaireia could feel her power soaring through her fingertips into her sword. As she lifted it higher to finish off the creatures with a blast of light, a club slammed into her back, sending a jolt of searing pain through her. With a cry of surprise, Alaireia, knocked off balance, fell to the ground, the light of her glowing sword going out as it left her hands and clattered to the floor. Legone spun around, sending an arrow flying into the darkness, striking whatever beast was behind them. He drew another, tense, watching the dimness for movement. Alaireia recovered quickly. She snatched up her sword and with another cry of pain, dragged herself off the ground. Her sword began to illuminate her attacker as she lifted it, her face grim, her eyes dark. A Garcrat stood heavy and large before her. Brown skin hung limp over its rolls of fat, and one abnormally long arm held a club that dragged on the ground. Coarse hairs stuck out from its flared nostrils, and small beady eyes sat sunken in its oversized head. A stench of rottenness emitted from its body. It looked down at Alaireia, and its ugly face stretched into a grin. Crinte and Starman finished dismantling the last Gaslink and turned. Legone and Marklus both had their arrows trained on the Garcrat’s body, yet something made them wait. A rough gurgle of laughter rumbled deep in the Garcrat’s throat. It choked, cleared it, then spoke in a deep, painful voice. “I have a message for you,” it rasped. “From the Ruler.” Its voice started fading. “Welcome.” It laughed, choked, then coughed again. “Welcome to the trap.”

      “Welcome to death!” Alaireia retorted as she drove her sword into its belly.

      Two arrows joined her sword and the Garcrat crashed to the ground in a slosh of bile fluid. Alaireia pulled her sword free and turned to look at Crinte. “What did it mean?”

      Crinte looked from the Gaslinks lying dead at their feet back to Alaireia. “I think someone wanted us here.”

      “Crinte.” Marklus spoke up. “What do you know?”

      Crinte picked up the torches the Gaslinks had dropped, relighting them as he handed one to each of his companions. “They are going to try to end us here. Something alerted him to our presence; hints of power yes, but more likely someone.” He looked at each of them in turn as it dawned on him. “Someone who knew we were strangers in the land and wanted us here. Nevertheless, it doesn’t matter. Their goal is to break our spirits and separate us. I must give you my vision so you can see your way forward, no matter what happens.” Crinte turned to Starman. “Quickly now, we need to move with all speed.” He placed his hands on Starman’s head, imparting a vision of the Slutan Tunnels. He moved to Legone and Marklus next, before finally placing his hands on Alaireia’s head. “Listen to me now. It does not matter what happens here in these Tunnels. No matter how dark or unending it seems, I need each of you to stand with me at the end. Hold to that. No matter what happens.”

      They nodded in the dim light, their faces pales and serious. “Now, Warriors of Mizine, run with me. Fight with me.”

      Crinte set off in a jog down the dark halls, while the others took a moment to shake his vision into place before following him into the curving darkness.
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      “We should sleep,” Crinte announced, hours later.

      “Here?” Starman asked, aghast, “in the middle of the tunnels?”

      Crinte raised his torch. “I’m looking for other options. Keep your eyes open.”

      “Keeping my eyes open is not the issue,” Legone murmured under his breath, for he was unable to see more than a few paces ahead in the darkness.

      Marklus ran his hand along the tunnel walls, his finger touching, exploring grooves. Pausing, he pressed his ear to the wall and listened before moving forward again.

      “What are you doing?” Alaireia whispered to him as she followed behind, trailing her fingers along the solid walls. She held a torch up, examining the curving stone, but nothing stood out to her.

      “Miners,” Marklus explained. “I still hear echoes of their pickaxes, chipping away in the deep. If miners carved these tunnels out of rock and mud, surely they would have created alcoves to sleep in, out of the way of the main path. Here, one cannot tell when the sun rises or sets. I assume they sleep in shifts, some always working.”

      Alaireia smiled in the darkness, her white teeth glinting oddly against the torchlight. “That’s smart, Marklus. I like the way you think.”

      Turning his curly head, he looked back at her, catching her dark eyes in approval. “You surprise me. Sometimes, you seem to know everything.”

      “Maybe in the world of light,” Alaireia replied gently, blending back into the shadows. “But in the darkness…” She trailed off, shivering.

      “Ah,” Marklus’ voice sighed in success a few seconds later. “Here is a hollow in the stone. Crinte, your help with this?”

      Crinte handed his unnecessary torch to Starman. Using his night vision, he leaned against the stone to help Marklus find a depression in the grooves. There was an audible click as they pushed together. Legone backed away as the stone shuddered away from the wall, an arrow in his bow in anticipation of any nasty surprises.

      A jagged crack in the tunnel wall opened up as Crinte and Marklus pushed against the stone. As soon as it was loose it slid back smoothly, revealing a long, narrow inner chamber.

      “Think we will all fit?” Starman asked, raising his torch skeptically.

      Crinte pulled back sharply with a finger to his lips. “This spot is already taken.”

      Starman jerked his torch away, his hand flying to his sword hilt.

      Marklus reached for the curve of the stone door to push it back. “Did they see you?” he whispered.

      “I don’t think so,” he answered, helping Marklus close the stone door. “Hurry, let’s go.”

      Alaireia led the way, running down the path opening before her light, Starman and Legone at her heels. A moment later, Crinte and Marklus fled after them, but it was too late; they heard light footsteps chasing them.

      “Aye!” a high voice shouted from behind, as if unaware there were transformed creatures roaming the tunnels. “Who goes there! It’s not time for the shift change yet!”

      Crinte slowed, turning his golden gaze on two scrappy Sorns. Their faces were dirty and smudged while their clothes hung in tatters. Unwashed, they stood arrogantly in the middle of the path, their eyes wide from staring into darkness.

      “Aye!” a Sorn called again, but he couldn’t see far enough in the darkness.

      Crinte watched them calmly as he slowly backed away. The shouting Sorn slapped the other one in the chest, pointing down the road and uttering words, just out of Crinte’s earshot. Marklus moved up behind Crinte, touching his shoulder. “We should go.”

      “What are they saying?” Crinte asked. “They don’t seem as concerned or fearful as I would expect.”

      Marklus gestured to the two Sorns. “He asked if they are here yet. I’m not sure what he means, but it doesn’t sound like he means any of the other Sorns.”

      Marklus and Crinte looked at each other for a moment, knowing they were both thinking the same thing. “We knew what we were getting into,” Marklus said at last. “This is the worst part. We are so close to the end.”

      Crinte nodded, squaring his shoulders. “I have no doubt, but I have a sneaking suspicion we are still missing something. Even the Green People did not give us the answers I expected.” Crinte raised a finger. “I need to think.”

      Marklus pushed Crinte ahead of him, away from the vague shapes of the two talking Sorns. As they moved to catch up with Alaireia, Starman and Legone, they found them standing at the top of a steep, downward incline. Alaireia turned as they walked up, her eyes questioning. “Crinte, can you see what lies at the bottom?”

      Crinte leaned over, his golden eyes straining. The incline was black and slick, seemingly impossible to walk down. It stretched beyond what Crinte could see, turning sharply into more blackness. “No,” he replied. “But this is the way.”

      “Well.” Alaireia turned calculatingly back to the dark slide. “Together?” Without waiting for another word to be uttered, she placed her hands on her shoulders, crossing them on opposite sides, and stepped off the edge. Instantly, she was sucked away into the darkness, vanishing from their sight.

      Starman leaned forward in surprise. “Wait, no,” he blurted out, turning questioning eyes to Crinte. “Is there no other way?”

      Crinte shook his head, but Legone had already moved forward. He stepped off the edge in one elegant move, his toes pointed as he shot away.

      Starman shrugged unhappily as he moved forward. He stood uncertainly on the edge, attempting to calm his quickening heartbeat. “Here goes.” With one last sigh, he gave himself over and tentatively stepped onto the incline. With a whoosh, the road sucked him in, forcing him flat on his back as he shot downwards. He squeezed his eyes shut and gritted his teeth as the slippery slope curved around his body. It held onto him like a giant hand, guiding him down as if he were on a sleigh. A sharp bend threw him in the air, and for a second, he almost cried out when he found himself spinning effortlessly through the air. Yet the road rose before him, gathering him into the funnel of its arms. Starman opened his eyes then, and wished he hadn’t. The absence of light was thick and intense; he could almost feel inky dark fingers reaching out for him, cold and unfeeling. The aura in the air had changed from the lighthearted gloom of the upper tunnels to the innermost chambers of fear and obscurity. Invisible fingers of horror and death stretched around him, while his mind screamed for vision. He snapped his eyes shut again, swallowing hard against the awareness. Something evil stirred in the deep and he couldn’t shake the feeling he was plunging into the very heart of it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Alaireia felt herself hurled out of the air, free floating. She pulled herself into a ball, minimizing the impact as she rolled onto the stone floor, tumbling aimlessly as she flung out her arms, attempting to stop. The momentum left her as quickly as it had come. Alaireia untucked herself and stood up slowly. The air hung thick and musty over her, stale from sitting, un-breathed in its prison. She drew her sword, watching the golden light flicker into being, illuminating the sweeping hall she stood in. Uncarved square columns rose above her, as if the architecture had been crudely hacked into place. Open space stretched further than her light could illuminate, and she turned as Legone came flying out of space, landing a few feet away from her. He sprung to his feet, as quick as a cat and pulled an arrow into his bow, glancing around in the stream of light from Alaireia’s sword. Seconds later, Starman rolled to a stop with a grunt, lying prone on the floor, catching his breath for a few seconds. “Are you okay?” Alaireia asked him. She turned in circles as her light shone brighter.

      Starman rose to his knees, shaking his head. “That was terrible.” His voice faded into the mustiness as he coughed.

      “Do you hear that?” Legone asked in hushed tones as Marklus joined them.

      “You hear it now?” Marklus noted as he stood gingerly, brushing himself off.

      Alaireia held up a hand for silence as she listened. “I hear it too,” she agreed.

      Crinte landed with an audible thump, the air knocked out of him. He grimaced as he stood and joined the circle.

      “Where are we?” Starman asked.

      Crinte looked up at the wide expansion they stood in. “Deep within the Esife Peaks. Come, let’s rest and discover these mysteries another time.”

      Their footsteps were muffled as they walked forward, and now all of them could hear the sounds in the distance. Reminding them they were not alone.
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      Marklus jerked awake and sat up, blinking as his eyes adjusted to the dimness. Days they had been sneaking through the tunnels, and his eyes were becoming used to the lack of light. His tunic was stuck to his back from where he had sweated uncomfortably in now forgotten nightmares. He pricked his ears, still hearing the endless chipping of pickaxes against stone, the sound they could all hear now, surrounding them in the wide halls. As luck would have it, they found alcoves and shallow rooms to rest in when their bodies grew weary of being dragged through the night. And the restless, adventurous, determined spirits of the warriors were beginning to wane. Marklus dared not think of how much time remained, long, endless, miserable blackness with hints of panic darting through his mind. There was no telling what was around each corner. Even though Crinte hid them from groups of Sorns marching towards their shifts, they all felt the apprehension, knowing something else was watching for them in the shadows.

      Marklus stood and crept to the opening of the alcove where Legone the Swift stood, still as stone, staring into nothingness. “Listen,” Marklus whispered as he joined Legone in the doorway.

      “What is it?” Legone lifted his bow in preparation.

      Marklus listened, the sounds drifting to him through the shadows, and he realized they were voices of the night. They spoke to each other, long, dark moans of seething anger and vengeance. A message was exchanged, one to another, and as it was passed more voices joined the howling, intensifying the moans. The hair on Marklus’ arms began to rise, standing up straight as he listened to the raw emotions thunder into his eardrums. He stepped back as if pushed aside by the storm of feelings. “It sounds like wolves,” he told Legone, almost disbelieving the words coming from his mouth. “Wolves with voices. They have been told to hunt, to seek, and kill. We should go.” He turned urgently. “Crinte!”

      But Crinte was already awake and moved to wake Alaireia and Starman.

      “Time for my watch?” Starman yawned and stretched as he stood.

      “No,” Crinte replied. “Marklus hears wolves. We should put some distance between them and us.”

      “Wolves?” Alaireia questioned in surprise. She snatched up her pack and moved to the doorway.

      “Turned wolves?” Starman asked. “Is that possible?”

      “Anything is possible down here,” Crinte replied, his voice sure yet questioning.

      “We should run.” Marklus’ voice was edgy.

      Crinte stepped out of the alcove and began to walk, his night vision lighting the way. “Light the torches. It is a risk we have to take. Torch light will be a sure indicator of where we are, but wolves are known to fear fire.”

      Marklus hurried after Crinte, leaving Legone, Alaireia and Starman to light the torches. “Crinte, something feels off about all of this.”

      “Yes,” Crinte agreed. “There are many mysteries we don’t understand, and as we grow closer to the source, they attempt to destroy us.”

      Marklus grew quiet as the chilling howls erupted again. “They are coming.” His words sounded final as they drifted into the darkness.

      Torchlight floated eerily, wanly illuminating the faces of Legone, Alaireia, and Starman as they jogged up to Marklus and Crinte. A flame flickered wearily, showing Starman’s pale face. “I smell them.” His words were bitten away by the darkness. “They smell of blood and wrath, fear and anger.”

      “Then you smell what I hear,” Marklus said grimly. “They have lost something and believe our deaths can bring it back.”

      “Waste not your words,” Legone said in frustration as they jogged together. “The air is not strong here. I fear we will not be able to breathe unless we begin to ascend.”

      A forced combination of stale air and rough, uncut stone, clinging to its mother, the body of the mountain, muffled their footsteps as they ran. The howling call of the gathering became muted in the distance, which was even more terrifying than the dripping, furious voices themselves. Marklus pricked his ears, listening for the bounding of padded, clawed feet, scratching against the unforgiving ground. He listened for the hot, heavy panting, coming hard and fast through sharp fanged teeth. Yet further sounds were drowned out as he began to hear the labored breathing of his companions.

      Minutes, nay, hours later, the wide walls of the tunnels began to narrow, reaching like brothers forgiving each other after a long war. They returned to each other like lost lovers, their high arches swooping closer to the ground. Instead of a spacious drop of hundreds of feet, the tunnels closed in until the warriors could see the carved walls in the torchlight, standing only twenty feet away from each other. The air became thicker, a close denseness that forced the light from Starman’s torch to snuff out, leaving nothing but a smoking, extinguished end.

      “Re-light me,” Starman called to Alaireia, who was not as far ahead as Legone. She turned, slowing her pace as she reached out her torch. The solid end clanged oddly against Starman’s, and as the two flames combined Starman saw her beautiful face lit up for a moment. Her eyes were surprisingly bright and unclouded, yet wide open as she stared past Starman into the shadows. In one swift moment, she drew her sword, pointing it at whatever apparition hung behind, reaching to snatch the precious strings of life from him.

      “Starman.” Her voice sounded a mile away, even though she moved closer to him. “Draw your sword.”

      A guttural, deep-throated snarl cut through the air behind Starman. He involuntarily twitched in surprise as Alaireia moved past him, her sword ready to bite. Starman spun as his fingers closed firmly around the silver hilt of his sword. It rang out as he drew it, syncing with his will, the desire to protect his friends at all costs. As he held his light up he saw it.

      A catlike creature hunched on all fours, its hind legs gathered in readiness to pounce. Squinty red eyes glared out of the darkness on the face of a giant panther. Matted, black fur blended into the shadows while tufts of abused hair stood out in the light. The panther hissed angrily at the sudden light in its eyes and reached out a paw to swipe at the torches, five-inch, razor sharp claws swinging close to Alaireia’s relatively calm face. She swiped back with her sword, flashing it in front of the panther’s face and taking a step forward, showing it she was willing to take on a fight if necessary. Snarling, the panther shot forward in a blur, its mouth open far enough for Starman to clearly see its lolling, pink tongue and jagged teeth. They were not the teeth of a normal predator of the sunlit lands; each one was a different shape, misshapen, as if the creature had gnawed on something it should not have. Starman was still reeling in surprise when he felt the furry tail of the creature around his neck, wrapping around twice before Starman could bring up his sword. Dropping his torch he choked, and in a panic reached a hand up to loose himself. It was already too late. The creature threw him, hauled him towards the wall, losing its hold as soon as Starman’s body smacked into the stone and dropped to the ground, his sword clattering unhappily on stone floor. Unable to catch his breath, Starman’s weak cry fell, unheard. But Alaireia’s sword was gleaming brighter and she launched himself towards the panther that was already poised, ready to pounce again. It lunged towards her without hesitation, powerful claws reaching until it was upon her, and the two went down, biting, clawing, ripping. The light from Alaireia’s sword danced bravely, fighting back against the aggressive, almost rabid creature of the night. It was anyone’s battle until the light from Alaireia’s blade disappeared, drowned out under the weight of the panther.

      It was Crinte who reached Alaireia and the panther in the darkness, his night vision lighting the way for him as he drove his sword into the side of the panther and pushed it over. Seconds later Alaireia struggled out from underneath the panther, pulling her glowing sword out of its stomach. The panther shuddered once more in death and Alaireia placed her foot on its side as she wiped the murky blood from her sword. “Crinte,” she said. Her voice shook, but she quickly regained control. “They are silent in this darkness. We did not know this one was here until it was almost too late.”

      Crinte turned his eyes on the path behind them. “It is too late,” he replied.

      Alaireia lifted her sword, turning to see what Crinte could already see with his waking vision. Behind her a sea of blackness stretched as far as her sword could show her. Sneaking towards her and Crinte were hundreds of black panthers, their eyes red, their jagged teeth poking out from their mouths. They moved stealthily and determinedly towards the five warriors, ready to pounce at any moment.
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      Sarhorr crossed his arms in frustration. Time used to be on his side, yet now it seemed his enemy. The Five Warriors had succeeded in avoiding his Gims, even going so far as to kill one of them. But he had expected as much; they would not be the Five Warriors if they were not, at least, able to fight their way out of different scenarios. He knew they had, at last, entered the Slutan Tunnels, as he desired. The Tunnels, where they would be trapped, lost and disheartened, wandering in the dark. He was curious if they had run into his welcoming committee yet, and how they were faring. Fear. Terror. Those were all emotions the people groups responded to. Emotions which were foreign to himself. The fear was based on death and pain, two things which would never happen to him. His brother and sister were the only two who could, potentially, cause him fear and terror. But the fear of pain was all he would experience; life without death was what he had, and a life he would need to build for himself, now that he was free from the wishes of his siblings.

      His time with the Green People danced before his endless memory. And the Tider, someone he did not expect. The Tider was different from all the other people groups and immortals. He had an uncaring, selfish attitude, and Sarhorr had assumed he could use it to his advantage. Yet, the Tider seemed to oppose him. In the last conversation they’d had, right before the banishment, the Tider had finally accused him outright, fear flickering behind his stubborn eyes, the color of a lake a midday.

      “You are like me,” he’d told the Tider as he walked around him. “You have the same desires I do.”

      “And what do you claim are your desires?” The Tider had been cold then, even behind his fear.

      “To live and love forever. Aren’t those all the desires of the peoples of the world? Life without loss. Love without regret. Passion without consequence. Only I have the ability to live a life such as the one you wish, but you have something I do not. Do you want to know what it is?”

      “I’m listening.” The Tider’s words were clipped and hard.

      “You have your people. The four people groups of The Four Worlds. You know them, and among them there is the desire for power, conquest, life, love, and passion. As one of them, you know this. But your time is short, riddled with death. Your minds are not equipped to live longer than a hundred years; your bodies fail and fade into the ground. You do not have time to fulfill your dreams of life. Time is what I have. Time is what I can give you, if you will do something for me.” Sarhorr paused to look at the Tider. Behind his blue eyes a window of curiosity was open. His mind had been pricked. Sarhorr almost laughed with how easy it was. People groups were expendable. If he could not find one person willing to do his bidding, he could find another. Yet his similarities with this Tider made it devilishly fun. He wrapped his fingers around each other, clasping and unclasping them in glee. “I need power, beyond what you have. Beyond what I have taken. And you can find it for me.”

      The confession of knowledge had come then. He could hear the anxiety behind the words that were spoken. The Tider was fighting with his mind, knowing attempts to flee would be futile. “You are a Changer, an all-powerful being. What could you possibly want that I have?”

      Sarhorr laughed then, feeling the mirth bubble out of his body at the absurd question. “Find the Clyear of Power and bring it to me. I, in return, shall make you immortal, and spare the Green People from my poisonous death. The other people groups, well, they will not be as lucky.”

      “The Clyear of Power has been lost for decades; such a search is impossible.”

      Sarhorr shook his head like a disappointed teacher. “Excuses are for mortals. You shall have decades because you shall be immortal. Bring me the Clyear, and all other powerful beings you find along your journey. Do so, because you do not want me to do it my way; it will destroy your world.”

      The Tider gritted his teeth. “How do I know you will not destroy the world anyway, once you have the Clyear of Power?”

      “A fair question.” Sarhorr paused, a smug smile lighting his beautiful face. “I shall go to paradise. Now, be still.”

      Sarhorr reached out his hand to touch the Tider’s head. As his impartation passed, the Tider screamed in pain as if all of his bones had been broken at once.

      Now, Sarhorr still felt frustrated. The Five Warriors were coming, along with the Clyear of Power, but it wasn’t what he wanted anymore. Since then he had learned, from conversations with stars, of a more powerful gem, with ten times the potency of the Clyear of Power. Now he knew what he truly desired. The Green Stone.
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      “Starman, are you okay?” Marklus’ voice called out to him, and a hand touched his shoulder. It was comforting, but not healing. The pain from being thrown into the wall remained.

      “Yes,” Starman replied, standing up with Marklus’ help. “Is it dead?” The stinging numbness of pain receded as he squared his shoulders and picked up his sword.

      “Yes.” Marklus nodded as he reached for an arrow and gestured towards the wide expanse behind them. “But we have another problem.”

      Torchlight was unnecessary for what Starman turned to face. Alaireia stood with her sword held in one hand above her head. Its light glimmered and pushed against the darkness, driving it back to illuminate what it hid. Panthers hissed furiously, their crooked teeth bared, their red eyes blazing as they focused on Alaireia, and Crinte, who stood behind her. He had his hand out, as if mentally pushing them back, while his sword pointed towards them. Starman blinked as he looked at Crinte’s sword, for the first time seeing ripples dashing past it. Starman swallowed hard as he looked back to Marklus, seeing Legone on the other side of him, an arrow ready to fly, yet they waited. They all waited, listening for unheard instructions.

      “Go,” Alaireia commanded, her voice sure and unwavering. “I can hold them. Run.”

      “Alaireia.” There was a question in Crinte’s voice, but he did not take his eyes off the panthers. “At least let me stand with you.”

      “I’m faster,” Alaireia replied, knowing well what she was doing. “Go.” She looked at him. “Why did you ask me to come if you won’t let me do what I’m best at?”

      “Run!” Crinte bellowed back to Starman, Marklus and Legone. Dropping his stance, he turned and fled, sword still in hand, powering down on the three. “Now!” he ordered them.

      Seconds later, the ground began to rumble and quake, shaking under their feet as they ran, threatening to throw them off balance. Fissures began to open up, rippling across the stone ground.

      Marklus felt the uncanny sense of deja vu as he ran against the quaking ground, and he realized what Alaireia had done. The next moment, a blast of light, golden hot, drove itself into the ground, widening the rift between the warriors and the panthers. Uncanny howls of anger bounced off the narrowing tunnel walls, driving themselves with a stinging force into the hearts of the warriors. They could feel it then, a taste of what the transformed felt, the helpless terror, the overwhelming pain, and finally, the furious desire for revenge and death.

      The panthers leaped through the air, running across the uneven ground even as it crumbled under them. Reaching out with their claws, they pulled their bodies up, preventing themselves from falling completely into the void. Yet the ripples continued as Alaireia stood on the edge, the Clyear of Power in one hand, her sword in the other, a steady stream of light blazing from it. She lifted them together, her hands over her head, and brought them down in one, sweeping, final signal. A second bolt of white hot lightning shot across the ground the panthers lay on, scorching their fur and blasting bolts of fires into their midst. High pitched, whining cries could be heard as the panthers struggled, half of them retreating back into the darkness from whence they had come, the other half caught in the broken crumble of the heart of the mountain, scrambling to survive the fatal earthquake.

      Alaireia brought the Clyear close to her mouth and whispered. The crystal horse lifted from her fingers and flew towards the path the warriors had disappeared down, a gentle light shooting through the air. Alaireia sheathed her sword, backing away from the edge. Summoning the last of her strength, she turned and ran—not a moment too soon as the ground crumbled beneath her fleet feet.

      “Up the stairs!” Crinte called to Legone, who was in the lead. “We need to seek higher ground!”

      The tunnels continued to crumble around them, but now the skull-crushing heaviness of the air had grown deeper and more intense. Each breath was a struggle, and the stale air burned their lungs as they breathed in. At first, Starman anxiously glanced around, hanging back, waiting for Alaireia to catch up even as Crinte urged him onward. Now, the struggle to breathe was final, causing him to focus on breathing alone. The deep rumbling of the tunnels continued as they threw themselves downwards in revolt, grief, and self-pity. The air closed around him, forbidding him further access to its putrid end, just as a hand on his back pushed him up the stairs. His feet obediently plodded up the wide, rail-less staircase, in reverse to what the black slide had done. Lights danced ahead of his eyes and he felt fresher air slide into his nostrils and the fog in his brain began to clear.

      Ahead, Legone ran up the staircase, back towards the shallow regions of the tunnels, none too thankful to slip away from the panthers of the deep. At the top he could see the tunnel opening again, higher above him, and flicking flames hung above the doorway, welcoming him. It took only a second for him to realize someone had actually lit those torches, and chances were, someone had to constantly keep them burning. Legone froze, not a moment too soon as the edge of a battle axe floated past him, clipping off a strand of swinging hair. Legone ducked down, sliding an arrow into his bow and sending it back towards the top of the staircase in response. A strangled cry replied and Legone moved again, faster if possible, skipping up the stairs as a volley of angry axes and black arrows poured down on him. Axes clanged loudly against the stone, adding to the wrath of the crumbling tunnels behind him. Arrows tipped off the edge, diving uselessly into the deep. He saw an armed creature aim at him and duck out of view again, but Legone moved too fast for the creature. Turning to look behind he saw his company moving up the stairs at a much slower pace. “Watch out for the Gaslinks!” he shouted to them. He thought he heard Starman groan but wasn’t sure as another axe hurled past his feet.

      Legone reached for his daggers. With a few leaps, he was at the top of the staircase. Reaching out a hand, he grasped the first Gaslink he came into contact with. It dropped its bow in a surprised squeak at Legone’s speed. Legone yanked it out of the niche it stood in and onto the staircase. “Leave my friends alone.” His voice was grim as he stared into the glittering eyes, wondering if his message would reach The Ruler who had started it all. The Gaslink had no time to react as it was bodily lifted off the staircase and thrown into the pit. Legone turned to find another thirty Gaslinks lined up, staring at him calmly. A brief moment of hesitation passed over their seemingly emotionless faces. As one, they lifted their battle-axes and advanced.

      Realizing his mistake, Legone momentarily cursed under his breath and threw his daggers into the necks of two of the approaching horde. They collapsed in a heap as he spun out of the way of two axes, backing down the staircase as he drew arrow after arrow. The Gaslinks advanced hungrily, boney fingers wrapped around their wicked weapons as they came onward, the pounding of their chainmail boots heavy against the stone. Legone felt like a gazelle being hunted as he backed away, on the defense. If he did not turn the tables soon, they would be on him like a lion devouring its prey, ripping him apart until there was nothing left but a bloody corpse. Legone stopped and whipped his long braid around his shoulder. He felt the air give way under his speed as he pushed all barriers aside. Bounding down the staircase, he picked up two battle-axes where they lay, unused. He twirled them lightly in his hands even though they felt off kilter and nothing like the way his bow nestled close to him, bending its strings to his will. His bow gave off comforting hushes of power, unlike the intense potion of the invincibility power of the Mermis or the electrifying waves the Clyear gave off. Something akin to love glowed in the heart of his bow and arrows, binding itself to his emotions, but the battle-axes he held were dead. Skill was what he needed in order to wield them, and in one move, further testing the invincibility potion, Legone leaped back up the stairs and dove into the midst of the Gaslinks.

      Marklus, who was shoving a groggy Starman up the stairs ahead of him, looked up in time to see Legone the Swift moving in a blur into a swarm of Gaslinks. “Swift is overwhelmed, we have to fight!” he shouted. Dropping to his knees to get a better angle, Marklus reached for his arrows and took aim.

      Starman drew his sword and took a deep breath. The clearer air washed through the windows of his brain and he ran. Blue tipped arrows slid past, almost as if they avoided him on their way to plunge into the skeletal bodies of the Gaslinks. The higher Starman climbed, the better his clarity became, until he was there with Legone. He raised his sword and roared as he dived into their midst, feeling the momentum of his blade as he swung. The amount of power behind him frightened him as he moved, and suddenly he was Starman the Warrior, flattening everything in his wake. He must have blacked out, for when he came to, panting, Legone, Marklus, Crinte, and Alaireia were all there, standing around him, and the Gaslinks were all dead.
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      “They call it berserk,” Alaireia told him later. “When a warrior becomes so enraged with bloodlust they kill everything in their wake. You seem to have more control over it though.”

      “I think it’s the sword,” Starman replied uncertainly. “I feel…different…when I hold it. Like I can defeat anything.”

      “You’ll need it for whatever is ahead,” Alaireia encouraged. She reached out and gently touched his shoulder.

      They walked behind Crinte, Marklus and Legone, down the winding tunnels which appeared normal again, much like when they had first entered. Except now the warriors were even more guarded, expecting Sorns or Gaslinks around every twisted corner. The devilish panthers of the deep they attempted to forget, blocking the tormented howls from their memory. Hundreds of feet below them, amidst rock and stone, the incessant chipping of blade against rock continued.

      Ahead, Crinte paused in front of the outline of a crudely carved door in the wall. “Mayhap we can rest here,” Crinte suggested, reaching for the latch. “Marklus, what do you hear?”

      Marklus leaned his ear against the door, scrunching up his face as he listened. “Nothing.” He stepped away, confused. “The sound is muffled, or there is nothing to hear.”

      Crinte pushed down on the latch. “Ready?” He nodded at Legone’s bow.

      “Must we always open mysterious doors in the dark?” Legone muttered.

      “It’s that or sleeping on the road,” Alaireia retorted.

      The door swung open with an ear-splitting creak, bouncing uncertainty on unsteady, rusted hinges. The room was already lit up, as if someone had been there before them and forgot to turn the lights out. The five entered wide-eyed, staring up at the nine-foot-high ceiling, but the mountains of supplies were what threw them off. A narrow passageway snaked through the room, but on either side were mud-grey rocks and boulders. A pile of dirty shovels with splintered handles was tossed haphazardly on a slanting pile that looked as if it might crash if touched. Hundreds of blunted pickaxes had been tossed near a wide, round sharpening stone that lay on its side. Alaireia walked gingerly over to it, pulling out her daggers to test their sharpness. Starman gave her a disapproving look. “We shouldn’t touch anything,” he whispered.

      “I know,” she whispered back. “Better to have a sharp blade though.”

      Unfinished swords lay dull, propped up against the walls, their hilts more likely to wound the sword-bearer than the enemy. Shields, breastplates, helmets, mail, chains, and bows and arrows made of what looked like iron covered the floor, and had begun mixing with each other. It was clear that whoever had been responsible for keeping the inventory of weapons, armor, and tools had dumped them, sloppily, and left in an anxious rush.

      “A supply room,” Crinte said, understanding dawning on him as he stood in the middle of the room with Marklus, supplies rising as high as his waist. “This means the Sorns have to be nearby. This means the Tunnels are their base of some sort.”

      “Listen.” Marklus held up his hand.

      Clear and distinct, the echoes of metal rang through the supply room, and with each echo, each item in the room shifted a hair. Yet a second sound was added to it, one which made them freeze and listen, fingertips straying to their weapons, as if they could fight the intangible. Voices floated to them, lifted in song. They were thin and reedy, voices of the lost, vulnerable and hopeless in the depths. The rhythm of the song matched the consistent tones of digging but the words were muffled. Unconsciously, the five shifted closer, curious.

      “They aren’t afraid of who might hear them.” Legone spoke questioningly. “If they know the turned creatures are in the tunnels, they are either in league with them, or…” he trailed off.

      “They are following orders,” Crinte replied as he walked towards the other end of the supply room. “After all, it’s what we all do. Follow orders. Hastening the end. Even though we try to think for ourselves, there is always someone else two steps ahead of us.” He turned for a moment, catching Legone’s eyes.

      Legone returned his gaze, level and calm, wondering how much Crinte the Wise knew. Legone knew it was time to set the plan in motion. It was time to talk to Alaireia. The mountains of supplies shivered, as if sensing his thoughts.

      Alaireia stepped away from the sharpening stone, the wind in her movements upsetting the axes that lay near. One slid away from the pile and clattered near her feet, striking the ground in a deep, hollow clang. Sensing the fall of their leader, the rest of the axes gave way like a slow-motion waterfall, flowing off the pile to separation, each one clinging to the floor, blocking the way back. The balance in the room was thrown off as the swords dropped from where they had been propped against the wall, and one by one the weapons and tools and armor scattered and tumbled from their stations.

      Crinte spun around, a perturbed look on his face as his hands flew to his sword hilt. “Hurry, this way!” he called to his warriors, running through the avalanche of supplies as they surged across the room like waves dancing in a current for the very first time. The hard face of the wall loomed before them, seemingly cutting off all exits from the room, but as Crinte looked down, he discovered a hole in the wall, lying a few feet off the ground. Hunkering down, he eased his way inside with Marklus right behind him. Crawling forward, he slid downwards for a moment. It was a roughly hewn tunnel, covered in dirt and grit, not likely made for travel back and forth. Crinte shook his head in frustration. The Slutan Tunnels were not at all what he was expecting, although he should not have been surprised. A quiet, underground tunnel that led directly to the Great Water Hole had to be teeming with life. At first, he’d thought the Sorns were hiding there. It seemed a brilliant way to escape from the Garcrats and Gaslinks who were constantly rounding up people groups and sending them to the Great Water Hole. But now, as he considered the story of Devine the Sorn, it seemed much more likely they were in service to Sarhorr the Ruler himself. Maybe warriors were needed to cross the sea and intimidate Mizine, but servants were needed to fulfill a purpose. After that, the mortals would be out of time. Crinte briefly recounted the days since the Mermis had given them the invincibility potion, The sixty-day warning; was that when the potion would end? Or when the purpose would be fulfilled? Either way, they were running out of time.

      The voices of the Sorns rang out clearer as Crinte continued following closer. Words drifted to his ears. Dig. Dig. Forever we must. Dig as long as we live. Morning to evening. Evening to morning. Never stopping to rest. The sound droned on, words twisted inside out and repeated. It was a haunting song after all, the fear of running out of work lest they be dragged, kicking and screaming, to the Great Water Hole for transformation. The frantic dread could be heard beneath each strike of blade against stone. Crinte could almost see them, hunkered over their work stations, bulging eyes, round and large from staring into darkness. Fingers bloated, blackened, and stained from burrowing into the Esife Peaks. Their joints cried out in pain from the constant back-breaking work, but it was all that was left of them, their only revolt against transformation. Digging.

      Crinte tumbled out of the rough tunnel, shaking sherds of dirt and rock off his tunic. Thick columns rose before him and he hid behind one as he took in his surroundings. He stood under a high archway and the road opened in front of, leading down into a wide cavern. Looking down into the basin, he could see an endless, vast expanse of stone. Torchlight twinkled below, spots of brightness in the darkness. He could see them clearly; dirty, scraggly Sorns. Some dug closer to the top, some further down below, while a spiraling road continued into the pit. Surrounding the cavern were other archways and passages, leading deeper into the Slutan Tunnels.

      Crinte placed a finger on his lips as Marklus and Starman tumbled out of the tunnel and crept up behind him, shaking dirt from their shoulders. “The Sorns are here,” Crinte whispered. “They are looking for something.”

      Alaireia and Legone joined them a moment later, both holding their daggers as if expecting the worst.

      “What could they possibility want that they don’t already have? And in the mountains of all places?” Starman asked.

      Crinte sighed. “There are many jewels hidden underground, and one can only speculate on the price of them. It does not seem they would be worth much now, but I have not studied enough ancient texts about the underground to know. We should press on before they take note of us.”

      Marklus held out a hand, hushing Crinte as he listened. “There is an exit somewhere near here. I hear the air from outside filtering through.”

      “That could only mean one thing.” Crinte hustled forward again. “More creatures are coming.”

      But before they could walk much further, ten bowlegged Sorns marched past the five with pickaxes slung over their emaciated shoulders. Their clothing hung in tattered rags, but they did not seem to notice as they weaved their way onto the spiraling road leading downwards.

      “Aye!” one shouted to his comrades. “Need help down here?”

      “Aye,” another voice replied. “My passage goes all the way to Mizine. I need all the help I can get.”

      “Mine goes both ways,” a whining voice called out. “It hooks up with the main passage to the Great Water Hole and it connects to the main passage to Mizine.”

      “Why are you here?” a voice spat out rudely. “If you’ve run out of work, you can begin your journey to the Great Water Hole. No need to put the rest of us out of work too.”

      “Nay.” A flicker of doubt crept into the voice of a fourth Sorn. “Stay and work with us. Don’t become one of those ugly, transformed mutts.”

      A scattering of hissing laughter bounced through the bowels of the mountain. Crinte turned to his warriors and motioned for them to follow him as he moved to hide behind another column.

      “Have you heard the news?” a Sorn called out. “The hunt has begun.”

      “What hunt?” an ignorant Sorn chimed in.

      “The hunt for the Five Warriors of course!” a Sorn replied, indignant. “Don’t you know, they are coming to stop the Ruler. Remember Devine? That was his mission.”

      “They are here in the Tunnels?” a voice trembled out in both admiration and fear.

      “Aye, maybe they were the ones who disrupted my sleep a few days ago,” another added.

      The clamor of voices began to rise as the Sorns talked, excited.

      “Wait, what’s the hunt for?”

      “I heard the warriors breathe fire when they fight.”

      “Are the Gims coming for them?”

      “I heard they have a light which can blast your body to pieces.”

      “Is that why the hunters of the deep awoke?”

      “I heard the ground quakes when they walk.”

      “Didn’t you hear that earthquake? That was them!”

      “I heard they leave no survivors; they look at you and your head falls off.”

      “They won’t survive the crossroads though, or the broken bridge.”

      “I heard their arrows are filled with poison; one touch and you fall to your death.”

      “But they are walking towards the trap, right?”

      “How are we supposed to work if they could be right above us, destroying our work even as we dig?”

      “I heard there is one who splits himself into five when he fights.”

      “I heard the immortals cursed them.”

      “Enough!” a voice roared, higher and louder than any of them. A whip cracked in the deep, silencing the voices. “No talking. Back to work!”

      A painful wail was silenced as the whip cracked again and the Sorns grew quiet. The lash of the whip continued but the sounds of digging soon drowned it out.

      Crinte peeked out from behind a column and turned to face Marklus, Starman, Legone, and Alaireia. “The hunt has begun and this is only the beginning. But I have faith in each of you to overcome all odds. It’s time to run, and whatever you do, do not look back.”
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      Time drifted slowly in the unending tunnels, stretching into days—if there were days. The five continued to travel at intervals, stopping to rest for a few hours in wide halls before pushing onward. The uncanny feeling they were being followed turned into very real, eerie sounds; heavy boots marching in the deep, and wailing voices answering the crack of stinging, bloodied whips. Anticipation hung heavy on their minds, like an animal caught in a trap, waiting to be devoured. Finally, fourteen days after they had first entered the Slutan Tunnels, they reached a crossroads. Three lit torches were mounted on the wall between the two tunnels, one leading south, the other pointing north. Crinte paused as he led his warriors forward, drawing his sword as they walked out into the open, heading towards the northern tunnel.

      “Crinte, according to your vision, both paths will ultimately lead us to the same destination?” Alaireia asked.

      “Yes,” Crinte confirmed. “Although the southern route will take longer. We should choose the route with the least potential of meeting the transformed creatures, but my mind’s eye tells me nothing. Marklus, your ears?”

      “The northern route,” Legone interrupted as Marklus stepped forward, turning his head to listen to the tales each tunnel told. “Speed should be our aim.”

      “Wait.” Marklus held up a hand, shushing Legone. “I hear heavy breathing on both the southern and northern routes.”

      “I can scout ahead,” Alaireia offered, glancing at Crinte.

      “No,” he said quickly. “Our separation is exactly what they would want. To the north!” He moved forward with Marklus and Starman at his heels.

      Alaireia froze as the torches flickered, disturbed by a breeze. As her eyes adjusted, she realized she was not staring at torches, but rather pitchforks materializing out of the shadows. Hot tongues of flames leaped around them, panting for more to burn. Black hands held them as not one but two hooded figures took form. One turned towards Starman, Marklus and Crinte, the other to Alaireia and Legone, effectively blocking them from each other.

      Crinte turned quickly, pushing Starman and Marklus behind him to shield them from the force of the Gims’ attack. The Gims moved between the north and south paths, and in one motion, dropped their pitchforks. They thudded to the ground with a snap, and flames shot into the air between the two tunnels as the Gims reached for their wide blades.

      Alaireia blinked, her eyes darting to catch Starman’s. He looked back at her, wide eyed in frustration as the Gims stood between them. Even as her hands automatically reached for her sword, flashbacks of her attack on the Gim in the prairie overcame her memory. Before she could react, she heard the sounds of marching as a stream of Gaslinks flowed into the crossroads. There were hundreds of them, widening the gap between the five warriors, swords drawn, ready to take them down. “Run!” Alaireia vaguely heard Crinte’s voice among the flames and smoke that shot into the air, turning into a thick fog that hid them from each other. A moment later, she felt her body hurled roughly against the stone wall and Legone slammed into her back. His mouth was close to her ear as he whispered softly, “Lightfoot, I need a Boleck. An empty one. And I think you may be the only one who can retrieve one for me.”

      She pushed him away in anger, coughing slightly as the fog turned into smoke, filling her nostrils. “You tell me this now?” she questioned him skeptically.

      He grabbed her arm instead, pulling her towards the southern route. “I need to trap a spirit,” he replied cryptically as Gaslinks rushed towards them.

      Alaireia tried to look at him, but the smoke was thickening and she couldn’t see his face. His words whispered around her ears and she thought she saw a flash of blue as he dragged an arrow into his bow. “I need it by the time we reach the Great Water Hole. Don’t fail us, Lightfoot.”

      She reached for her sword as his whispered words drifted away like an afterthought, as if he were also speaking to someone invisible. Before she could reply, a battle-axe whirled towards her shoulder, emerging out of the smoke like a taunting arm. Lifting her glowing sword, she swung, her blade slamming into it with a shrieking clang. She knocked it away and moved forward, but her shining blade gave her a glimpse into hundreds of war-ready Gaslinks. They ran towards her, hands outstretched. In a split second, Alaireia weighed her options. The others were lost in the smoke, and while she could use the Clyear to clear the way, two Gims stood at the crossroads, and she wasn’t sure she had the strength to fight both of them. Realizing the difficult position she had been placed in, Alaireia sheathed her sword, turned, and ran down the southern route into the darkness. Cold fingers of smoke reached for her, sliding through her hair, touching bare skin. She could almost hear icy words whispering through undead lips, “Run, run, and don’t come back.”

      Already, the panic was mounting in her head. She knew what was happening: the intentional separation of the five warriors, allowing them to be hunted down one by one, drawn into the arms of the beast, playing into the hands of the Ruler. She swallowed hard in the blinding darkness; she would find them. She would meet them again when the roads met back up. They were invincible. They would survive.

      But Alaireia was alone as she ran into the blinding smoke, as were the other warriors, stumbling, twisting, turning, and losing themselves as they disappeared, alone, into the labyrinth of the Slutan Tunnels.
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      Days later, Crinte paused in the bleakness pressing around him. Ahead of him, endless tunnels stretched onward, winding deeper into the mountainside. Each step forward began the descent, and although his head told him he was on the right path, his gut told him downhill was not what he wanted. An escape, a way to find sunlit lands again was what he desired. Mentally, he could feel the darkness growing on him, threatening to break his sanity. He wanted, nay, he needed to feel the warmth of the sunlight again, and taste the breeze ruffling his long blond hairs. Again, his thoughts flitted back to Legone’s accusation: “What have you possibly lost in all of this? You, our leader, who cannot relate to anything we have been through? What makes so you keen to save the world?” Those words had hit home, but all the same, he had his reasoning for keeping quiet, for not explaining why he felt the desperation to save the Western World. The hollow memory of searing pain ripping his chest caused him to shudder, but even more so the deep memories he held close. The day Marklus had healed him in Zikeland, he had wanted to let the poison seep through his skin and take him to the other side.

      Thirty years ago, he was born in Norc, a country deep in the west of Mizine, close to the coast. His mother and father were young and wild, loyal to no one and no country. Until he was five, he recalled living in the woods, sometimes in a cave, other times in a hollow tree where the lightning bugs entered at night and graced the darkness with a magical light show. His father had no trade, so each day, the three of them would leave to hunt and explore. Some days, they would not return to their makeshift home, and would build camps where they stood. But one year when the winter came, and the cold frost near Oceanic became too much, his father decided it was time to push on. His mother braided her long light hair and carried a basket full of supplies upon her back. When Crinte became too tired to walk, his father carried him on his broad shoulders, allowing him to use his slingshot to shoot at the birds they passed. Thus Crinte entered Cromomany and encountered the diverse people groups for the first time.

      They traveled to the intimidating city full of tall males with great weapons, traders with unique treasures, and scholars with large books tucked under their arms. Crinte began to understand the way of the world, and he longed for the freedom of the woods, running and laughing with exhaustion from sunrise to sunset. His father grew distant, enthralled in books and the wonders of the world, and his mother grew quiet, no longer wild but calm. Instead of taking Crinte’s small hands and dragging him outside, she would sit quietly by the fire, combing out her long hair and telling him stories of old. Confused at the change, he took to sneaking out and playing with the other children in the streets, causing dissension and disruption, upsetting his mother until his father decided to teach him how to ride. Young as he was, he understood the powerful beasts champing at the bit, aching to be let free to run. He learned to gain their trust, to command them to walk and run, and when at last he thought he had found his place in the land, his father grew restless and moved them again.

      At ten years old, Crinte was furious when he found himself perched in an unending prairie in a sea of green stalks. His father had bragged on the great purchase he had made, a house at the edge of Zikeland. Crinte could not understand why his father could not see that every move away from Norc took more life from his mother; she grew thin and pale, listlessly watering the flowers that grew outside their door. Obsessed with knowledge, his father studied and explored the land around them, welcoming his wife and son to come with him, but they refused. Crinte still remembered that warm day; it had smelled like fresh cut grass as he walked through the prairie, frustrated with his new home and afraid he was going to lose his mother. He had crawled his way through a tunnel in the grass, mildly curious as to where it led. When he found himself gasping for breath on the ground, the searing pain paralyzing his body, he thought it might not be so bad to discover what was on the other side of death. It wasn’t until the curly-headed boy with the blue aura touched him that he felt the beauty of life return. The air was fresh as he breathed it in, deep and pure. He felt as if he had been reborn. With his second chance, he knew what he would do with the rest of his life.

      When the Zikes stood, bowing before Marklus, he realized what his father saw in his studies—the power of knowledge. From that day forward, his vision was improved, and he found Marklus had transferred a gift to him when he had healed him. He began to study with his father, finding a love for the pursuit of wisdom, and he took his mother hunting until she began to sing like a young wild bird again. He spent long days with Marklus until at last the land faded under the sway of the Zikes, and again he found his life turned upside down. He continued east with his parents until his mother refused to travel again. She went back to Norc, while Crinte and his father pushed on, exploring the deep and dark secrets of the Western World.

      Crinte understood what it was all people groups sought, and he understood his purpose at last: to ensure the freedom of the Western World. With his unsettled childhood, he knew they were all searching for some security to hold on to, a place to call home. Indeed, he could only call the Western World his home, a land he loved and would fight for. He had seen the doorway to death before, and knew the risk he took. After all, it would be much safer to stay in the south and wait for the war to arrive at their doorstep. But Crinte could feel the momentum growing with each step he took downwards into the darkness. He did not live for safety or love or power or peace. He lived for the risk, for the pursuit of purpose and the knowledge that he had done something honorable for the Western World with his second chance. He raised his head, and in that comfort, he knew the others had to be alive. They were moving forward, although he could not see them. He turned a corner and his path ended in a sharp drop off, and a vast bridge spread out before him.
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      High archways soared skyward, opening up the narrow halls to a wide expanse. All roads led there, their entrances set high and low, far and wide from each other. Light glinted off the red-brown archways, betraying a glimmer of gold within, gifting the hope of discoverable jewels hidden far below. The path cut off sharply into a crater within the tunnel. Downward, there was naught but unending darkness, the path to the underworld should one seek to sink, never to rise again.

      Legone stood nervously in an archway, looking ahead of him. Pulleys and strings hung over the pit, a complex system meant to usher one across to the other side. He could see where his path continued a hundred or more feet on the other side. There was only one route then, a wide path scurrying onward and away into the darkness. If he were to run and leap, the darkness would suck him in, pulling him down below. Yet he hesitated, waiting, listening for signs of life, the telltale chipping of hammers, the marching of Gaslinks, or the hiss of a fiery pitchfork. Nothing discouraged his path forward. Nothing told him to continue to stand still, so he walked forward, one foot stealthily in front of the other, ready for combat, expecting a surprise.

      When he had lost the others, he thought he would be alarmed. After all, he was beginning to think of them like his family. They accepted him for who he was, cold and lonely, desperate and heartbroken. They listened to his opinions and offered their advice; they admired his speed and fighting technique without jealousy. Most importantly, they had entered the realm of the Green People and had passed through unhindered without blame or judgment. Paleidir’s words had been a confirmation as she whispered to him when all the land was sound asleep. “Their hearts are pure, perhaps touched by betrayal but not enough to turn them. A sense of purpose surrounds your company. I see why you have returned, if only for retribution.” She peered into his soul and found nothing lacking, and with every touch, power shifted through the atmosphere.

      Shadows moved as he walked towards the pit. Stretching over it, he saw a bridge, flimsy with broken bits of wood between. Briefly, he considered whether it would hold his weight, but since there was no other choice, he continued forward. Side stepping a loose rock close to the bridge, he tentatively placed a foot on a thick piece of wood. The bridge swayed slightly, accommodating itself to his presence, but otherwise held. Barely daring to breathe, he placed his other foot much like a dancer and nimbly moved over the bridge. He was almost halfway when he smelled it. A rotten stench like a long dead animal, unburied, pecked over, filled the air. His pace quickened as he smelled it, knowing it was ahead, but turning back was no option at all. Keeping his movements fluid, he reached for an arrow just in time to hear the thundering. The clattering of hooves striking wood filled the air, and tumbling across the bridge towards him was a two-headed boar. It stood three feet high and was covered with long, coarse, reddish brown hairs. Its back was shiny with a kind of fluid it seemed to secrete, which had to be the cause of the terrible smell. Both heads had two ivory carved tusks, gleaming clearly in the darkness. What troubled Legone most was the size of its square teeth sticking out from its mouth. As it ran towards him, pieces of wood floated off the bridge and it opened its mouth, chopping vigorously at the air in its excitement to eat him. Wasting no time, Legone lifted his bow and let an arrow fly, confident in his aim. The beast lowered its head as the arrow flew towards it, and in one motion shook its tusks, flinging the arrow out into space. Legone swallowed hard; there was no time to attempt another arrow. He flung his bow onto his back and ripped out his dagger, crouching, ready to take on the foul creature. It hurtled over the bridge, teeth chomping, determined to trample Legone to his death. At the moment of impact, Legone lunged, leaping up over its head, attempting to reach the other side. The boar leaped as well, one of its heads striking Legone's airborne leg. It swung its head violently, knocking him to the left. Arms swinging wildly, attempting to catch hold of something, Legone managed to throw a dagger before the arms of the darkness reached out and swallowed him.
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* * *

      Alaireia breathed deeply, gasping in air as she attempted to catch her breath. A Gim had chased her to the bridge; she was sure of it as she stepped out of the tunnel into wide archways over a pit. Placing a hand on the wall, she leaned over, spitting and breathing in and out. It felt good to be away from the marching Gaslinks and the chasing Gim. Knowing she should attempt to steal its Boleck, instead she had turned away, giving herself more time to plan. The Clyear would help her, yet she had grown wary of using its power, determined to fight with the strength of her body. As of late, her feats tended to surprise herself.

      When at last she felt able to breathe, she took a piece of mocholeach and chewed it thoughtfully while contemplating her next move. Calculating, she looked down at the bridge and back up at the ropes hanging from the ceiling. Moving closer to the pit, she studied the indentions she could see on the bridge. Cocking her head, she backed away until she was pressed against the unforgiving cold stone of the tunnels. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply, bundling all her energy within herself. Calmly, she counted down, numbering her breaths before springing forward. She set off in a dead run across the short space, and when she reached the pit, hurled herself into the air above the bridge. Her hands shot upwards, snatching at the ropes until they caught and she dangled hundreds of feet up over the blackness. Not pausing to celebrate her first success, she kicked her feet out, stirring up momentum as she moved forward, making her way from one rope to the next across the open space.

      She was barely halfway when she heard something below her. Shifting, she moved faster, forcing herself not to look down but to listen instead. Something was below her on the bridge, stamping and leaping into the air, trying to catch one of her dangling feet. It made a jarring noise as its teeth ground back on each other, striking the air in a sickening rhythm. Alaireia shuddered as she moved, tempted to hop down from her precarious position and cleave some sense into the creature.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw something four-legged leaping at her. A glimpse of white teeth told her enough. She increased her speed, swinging violently on the ropes as she neared the end of the ropes and the bridge. With one last heave, she caught the last rope. It swung out over the end of the bridge back onto solid ground. Alaireia let the rope go, tucking as she fell hard to the ground and rolled to a stop. Without stopped to examine her bruises, she leaped up and ran hard and fast, already hearing the pounding of hooves behind her.
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* * *

      Starman recalled Crinte’s vision again as he snuck out of the quiet halls. The silence made him feel panicky, but each time he remembered the vision, it reminded him he was going the right way. In awe, he walked into the hall of arches and gazed around at their magnitude. It was unimaginable to him that the Sorns could have created such beauty out of mere rock and stone. Again, he was reminded of how little he knew of the world and how much his mind had been opened. As he stepped towards the rickety bridge, he wrinkled his nose at the smell of decay. Queasily, he took a step forward, holding his nose to keep from taking in too much of the smell and vomiting into the abyss. Here and there, he had to skip forward where pieces of the bridge were broken. It swayed gently as he walked, but he could see the other side before him, beckoning him to safer grounds, leading him away from the drop off. When he stepped off onto sure ground, he realized his heart was in this throat and he had been holding his breath. With a sigh of relief, he let go of the stress and walked forward, sure and steady, his head held high. Somewhere ahead, he thought he heard the echo of hooves striking pavement, but when he listened again, it was gone.
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* * *

      Marklus stood in the shadows, listening. Far below, he could hear the muffled sound of pickaxes striking stone, but even closer, he could hear the heavy breathing. There seemed to be no attempt to mask its presence. He looked out, assuming it was on the other side of the dark pit that spread before him. Above, thick pillars and high archways threw themselves downwards while bravely holding up the face of the rock. He grasped the spear he’d stolen firmly in his hand. His solo journey had continued along the route where the Sorns worked. Often he heard voices or saw them marching past, yet one day, as his supply of arrows grew low, he happened upon another supply room. An entrance had been roughly cut into the path and flames lit up the opening, displaying the square room full of pickaxes, buckets, rope, short swords, spears, and daggers. Quickly he had grabbed a few daggers, tucked a short sword into his belt, and last of all took hold of one of the long, shiny spears. It felt light in his hands, and he had wanted to throw it immediately to test its speed. Moving out of the room, he had continued forward, using it as a walking stick.

      Now Marklus held the spear at eye level as he walked toward the broken bridge. It was hard to believe he was the only person in the hall of archways, but as he stepped cautiously onto the bridge, he heard the heavy breathing turn to short snorts. Marklus paused on the swinging bridge; the likelihood of fighting and falling to his death was far too risky out there. He backed away slowly and stood still. At the same time, the heavy breathing slowed again and he distinctly heard the sound of hooves as it relaxed.

      Zikes, Marklus called.

      O Marklus the Great, we hear, we obey.

      How far away from me are you?

      Three days from you and seven from the Great Water Hole.

      Meet me where the tunnels end.

      The Zikes scurried onwards and Marklus sighed with relief; they were only mere days away. He turned back to the task at hand, raised his spear and stepped boldly across the bridge. It wasn’t until he was halfway across and there was no turning back that he heard violent pounding as the lumbering creature thudded across the bridge. A cloud of foulness hung dense in the air above him, and Marklus hesitated. A hairy creature leaped into view, almost as tall as himself had it been standing up on its hind legs. Four curved tusks were aimed at Marklus’ chest. He planted one foot securely in front of him and the other behind, holding his weight. Lifting his arm, he attacked first, ripping his spear through one of the boar’s large ears. The boar squealed and leaped, teeth chomping at Marklus. He stepped back and paused while the boar glared at him, dark eyes bulging out of its hairy head. One ear had started to droop and rivers of blood flowed out of it. Marklus took aim and jabbed again, this time taking out the right ear. The spear stuck in the creature’s ear and it swung its head maddeningly. Furious at the onslaught, it drove forward again, stampeding towards Marklus in such a way he barely had time to draw his last arrow. The creature was inches from him as he aimed. There was a deafening roar as he loosened his arrow at the same time the creature bit down hard on his foot. Marklus roared, snatching his torn foot back even as he felt the bones snapping in half. Numbing pain rushed to his head and the world turned upside down. He could see the boar standing on the bridge, one head roaring, the other hanging lifeless with just the tail end of his arrow hanging from its throat. It took a moment before he realized the reason everything appeared upside down, but it was too late. His weightless body continued over the edge, down into the darkness.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Legone opened his eyes slowly, unsure of how long he had been passed out. Blinking in the shadows as his memory slowly came back to him, he sat up, touching his tender, aching head. A bump had swelled up to a pulsing knot from where he had struck his head during his fall. Miraculously, he had landed on a shelf in the rock, sticking out underneath the bridge. He looked up cautiously but could not tell whether or not the monstrous boar still lay in wait. He stood gingerly, walking forward in the darkness towards the cliff wall, shivering as he went. Placing a cold hand on the face of the cliff, he felt for a foothold and sure enough found one cut into the perfect shape and height for a Sorn. He reached for his dagger but recalled both of them were gone now; his trusty bow was all he had left to ward off the boar. Taking a deep breath, he began to climb.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Crinte was distracted as he walked forward. If his calculations were correct, the invincibility potion the Mermis had cast on him and his warriors would end in seven days. As of late. his visions were dark and he could not see beyond the tunnels anymore. Deep down, he knew the path led out, but the vagueness concerned him. He was no longer sure if his companions were on the right road. When he shut his eyes, he could see their shapes, but they were always the same, one hand on the wall walking slowly towards the light. The weight of the mountain was crushing down on his head, and he knew there was one option left he had not dared to consider previously. Crinte walked onto the broken bridge, watching his step as he moved from one slat of wood to the next, skipping over the stops where the bridge had been broken. It swayed gently under his body weight and he held his hands straight out for balance. Using the Horn for mind control was not his aim, yet it seemed necessary. He could not tell if the armies were marching as he hoped, or if his warriors would be with him at the end. Even as he stepped off the edge of the bridge, he felt uncertainty creeping in. A movement caught his eyes and he turned. A two-headed creature lay a few feet away from him, slumbering with a blue tipped arrow stuck out of one head. Crinte drew his sword and walked forward slowly.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Marklus came to in a panic, sitting up and reaching for his shattered foot. Bleak darkness surrounded him, yet as he reached for his foot, he realized he could no longer feel the pain. He wiggled his toes, surprised when the movement did not hurt him. Excitedly, he stared at his hands, waiting for the blue light to appear. A glimmer shot out, illuminating the ledge he lay on, warming his face as he gazed down. Placing his hands on his cheeks, he felt the warm glow surge through his body, healing every bone it touched. He stood at last, looking about the ledge he stood on. His bow lay beside him but the spear had disappeared. He bent to pick it up, noticing a pile of blue tipped arrows scattered nearby. “Swift!” he whispered as he picked them up, tucking them into his quiver until it was full. He turned towards the cliff wall, clenching and unclenching his fists. His companions were nearby; the Great Water Hole was seven days away. It was time to finish this once and for all.

      The climb to the top of the cliff and back to the road was effortless. Marklus stood upright with his bow and arrow in hand, remembering the words of Tincire the Cron. You cannot miss with these arrows; they are light, but will fly quickly and hit their mark strong and true every time. The smell of decay grew overwhelming as he moved forward and he saw in front of him the boar’s headless body. Someone had already slain it.
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      Power pulsed beneath his tunic, calling him, begging him to use it. Reminding him, if he did not use every means necessary to save the Western World when he could, he was unworthy of his quest. He touched it warily but it was clear the decision was no longer in his hands. Slowly, he opened the hidden pocket in his tunic and gently lifted out the Horn of Shilmi. He could see the power undulating under the surface of the bone, begging to be used, asking to be set free. He watched it slowly, letting it soothe his conflicted thoughts. There was a time when he thought blowing the Horn went against everything he believed in; free choice, the will to choose one’s own destiny. Yet, as he looked at the Horn, he realized the fate of the world ultimately lay in his hands. He had chosen to take the fight to the Great Water Hole. He had selected four powerful warriors. He had started the Eka Fighting Camp to raise his army. The army he needed to complete his mission. Lost on the dark road with no warriors in sight, the signal of the Horn was precisely what he needed to complete his quest. He watched it, wondering if it was overcoming his mind with its power, if he was being held sway to what it desired. He wondered if the Horn wanted him to blow it; but of course it did. The hard bone was begging to be of use, begging him not to let its owner’s death be in vain.

      Crinte closed his eyes for a brief second and saw with his mind’s eye the tough choices a leader had to make; the death of few to ensure the lives of many. He opened his eyes and glared at the Horn. It lay lightly in the palm of his hand, the bronze glinting slightly in the darkness. He drew his sword with one hand and held it out, as if to smash the Horn, watching the oracles slither through the blade, coming to rest as their powers glided near the Horn. There was a reason it had come to him. There was a reason all this was happening. Crinte opened his mouth and brought the Horn to his dry lips. He breathed in deeply, then blew with all his might. Air rushed from the base of the Horn to the opening, and a silvery twinkle began to sound. At first, it was small in the darkness, muted by the shadows, yet it continued to grow even as he stopped blowing. The silvery sound echoed through the shadows, growing larger and louder. He could hear the voices calling, beckoning, reaching out, persuading, changing minds. Small beings shot out of the air, almost quicker than he could see, shooting out in all directions, teleporting through the walls of the tunnels. They blew into the faces of those who were sleeping, waking them, pointing to the Great Water Hole. Crinte could hear those faint of heart become strong. They stood up everywhere and took up their weapons, marching forward with a song of triumph on their lips. They were coming from all over the Western World. The people of Mizine were rising up, the Zikes were coming, the Xctas were flying, the Sorns were marching with pickaxes on their backs, the Crons and Tiders with Ackhor’s army. They were coming, the dam had broken lose, the river of warriors was on its way, and by dawn, the Great Water Hole would be swarming with them. Moved by the whirl of magic the Horn released, Crinte looked down at it. He no longer saw a Horn that gave him the power of mind control; he saw a Horn that allowed him to encourage those who heard it to be the best version of themselves. To march forward for a cause that would ultimately save their World. He felt a river of emotion overwhelm him, and Crinte sheathed his sword, tucked away the Horn, and began to run.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Something woke him. Perhaps a sound. Maybe a pebble falling in the endless enormity below. Likely a mouse, lost, looking for the light. Like him. Starman stirred slightly in his camouflage. The hole he had curled up in to sleep seemed like it might become his eternal shelter. When he closed his eyes, there was blackness. When he opened his eyes, there are more darkness, inky, pressing against him, hurting his head, crushing his heart, burying his soul. Day and night were no more, dreams of a distant life. He no longer remembered the faces of his friends or the feeling of wind on his face, or the sound of crickets humming him to sleep on a warm summer night. He could no longer taste the colorful foods of Trazamy City, nor remember the heady feeling the nutty ale gave him. He felt exhausted, as though each sleep drained more energy from him. He opened his eyes again and wondered why he should bother. His shoulders burned as he moved his neck, feeling the strain from the awkward position he’d lain in all night. It was the only reason he should rise, to stretch his muscles again, feed his hungry belly with mocholeach, and walk onward. Instead, he rested his head against the warm stone and blinked slowly.

      That was when he heard it. He froze and sat up as best he could. There. He heard it again. The most delicate voice barely out of earshot. It was undeniable; the voice was meant for him, telling him something. He moved one foot, scooting forward towards the entrance of the hole. Pinpricks shot through his numb legs from where he had slept on them, but he ignored them. Again, he heard the voice calling him. It did not say his name, and it spoke no language he understood, but all the same, it was calling. He tumbled out of the hole, taking a moment to shake his legs out before moving towards the sound. The silvery voice filled his mind, reminding him of who he was. It assured him all was not lost. It was not the end after all. Starman felt the clouds of confusion swept from his mind, and although it was dark and the tunnels stretched onward, cold and bleak, he lifted his feet and began to run. The voices streamed around him, praising him, urging him on, faster and faster until he thought he could actually fly.
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* * *

      Where are you going? thoughts whispered in his head, attempting to dissuade him from his path. Why do you think you will succeed when others more powerful than you have failed? Legone ignored them as he strode uphill, one hand on the hard, cold wall. The light was dim now, allowing him to see a few paces ahead; all the same, he was reluctant to fall again. The incessant humming of the voices told him he was too close. The Ruler, alerted to his presence, would be preparing. It had been apparent to him from their first meeting that their minds were at odds. Sarhorr, tall and irksomely handsome, was fierce and fast. His voice was smooth, compelling, intoxicating. A gentle spell lilted from his mouth, drifting through the ears of those who listened. The Green People had been rapt at his appearance, his words, his gifts. Those of a lesser order worshipped his very being. He walked among them un-forcefully, listening, suggesting, worming his way into their hearts. But Legone could see the shadow that followed him, and at first, he assumed it was his aura, just as the Green People gave off a pale light when they became emotional. One evening on his way to rendezvous with Paleidir, Lady of the Green People, he saw a dark form. Staying close to the castle walls, it snuck its way down the winding path leading to where the wind blows. Surprised, Legone watched it, barely making out the features of a diabolical being, dark and ancient. That evening, he climbed the intertwined vines of ivy to her hidden balcony where she rested on a chaise lounge. Waiting. She opened her arms to him as he lifted his legs over the ledge and sat down beside her. “Are there beings with the ability to shift forms?” he had asked, concerned, forgetting to even greet her.

      She reached out a hand to caress his serious face and laughed. “Why would you ask me that?”

      “Tell me, would I know if I saw one?”

      “You are serious.” She stood, letting the moonlight filter through her long hair. “Changers are old beings from the beginning of time, the last scraps of the creator’s spark which formed this World. You would be unlikely to meet one, for they are above us, too distinguished to flirt with the people groups and too haughty to lower themselves to live with the immortals.” Her long fingers rested on the balcony, gripping it tightly as she continued. “There is no place for them in this world. They are a mistake. If you ever met one, it would be unexplainable. They have two forms that make them indestructible. One is physical and one is spirit. We Green People call ourselves immortal because we never die, but we can be killed. Changers are truly immortal. If their physical form is killed, their spiritual form remains, and who can kill a spirit?”

      “Would you know if you met a Changer?” he pressed. “Are they dangerous?”

      She laughed lightly again, her voice rippling gently through the air like the tinkling of silver bills on a cold, crisp night. “Dangerous? There are no creatures in the World more powerful or dangerous.”

      “What if I met a Changer. What should I do?”

      She turned back to him, bending to take his face in her hands. Her intense gaze met his questioning eyes. “Run as fast as you can, and never stop.”

      He paused, searching her eyes for more. “If need be, is there a way to stop a Changer?”

      She looked at him, calculating. “There might be. What are you thinking, my love? What fears have sparked these questions?”

      He averted his gaze from hers, lest she see into his mind by looking into his eyes. He pulled her warm body into his lap, nestling his face against the crook of her neck as he lightened his tone. “Just curiosity, nothing else.”

      But his curiosity deepened as he watched Sarhorr and wondered if he were immune to the spell of blindness cast upon the Green People. Indeed, it was not long after that Sarhorr had pulled him aside, backing him into a dark corner. “You do not trust me,” he had whispered, his mouth close to Legone’s ear, his voice whining, hurt with an undercurrent of spite.

      “I do not trust everyone I meet,” Legone had retorted.

      Sarhorr backed away, his voice menacing as he leaned in again, like a snake playing with its prey before devouring it. “You are only a fly on my back, an oddity in the waves of fate. Do not try to stop me. It will be your end, and the end of your beloved Green People. I can sense when you are near, and if time passes and I find you on my trail, I will destroy you.”

      A chill passed through Legone as if the doors of death had opened and touched him gently. He felt the flow of his breathing halt as a malicious grin covered Sarhorr’s face. He moved away, leaving Legone gasping in the shadows. It was only a few months later that Legone had taken Paleidir’s advice and run as fast as he could. Now he wondered if he should have told Crinte the truth. Crinte simply thought Sarhorr the Ruler was a power-hungry immortal; a Changer required a completely different mindset. A new set of rules applied, but maybe it was best he did not know, in case they failed altogether.

      A signal disturbed his thought process and he lifted his head. The fog of evil whispers had left him, and a jeweled voice was calling, beckoning him. His heart leaped as he heard it, an unfamiliar voice, but as it grew louder, he realized one he had desperately wanted to hear his whole life. No longer were his movements cautious and fragmented. He began to run, speed lighting his feet, and he sped like a blur through the tunnels.
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* * *

      Alaireia held her ground as the Gim transformed. The heat from the pitchfork towering above her seared her face. She had tied her hair back, yet the tips felt crisp as they caught the ends of the flame. Every particle of her body begged her to run, screamed at her to save herself. Only her mind remained in her control, reminding her of the task at hand. In one hand she held her sword in front, shielding her body from the Gim’s initial attack. The other hand held the Clyear as she whispered gently to it, telling it her desire. Bony white fingers appeared on the pitchfork despite the flames that licked at it. A sightless tall figure stood over four feet above her, its face hidden beneath a hooded cloak so black it blended into the darkness. It drew a long, wide sword and held it towards her, first moving its pitchfork towards her menacingly, then swinging its blade with a sure and steady hand. Alaireia lifted her sword to meet it and a resounding gong rang out. She ducked the next blow, and swung her sword upward, slamming it into the pitchfork. Sparks burned her skin, and flames leaped at her at the Gim lifted its sword to take off her head. Sensing her moment, she leaped up and blew into the Gim’s face. Its sword came down heavy. Alaireia threw herself backwards and the Gim dropped its sword, using both hands to defend itself against the searching power she had thrown at it. A second later, the pitchfork crashed down as well. Alaireia rolled away from it, pulled herself upwards, and launched herself at the Gim. She struck it again and again with her sword, accomplishing nothing, as the outer shell of its temporary body was too thick. Relentlessly, she drove forward until a small object rolled out of the Gim’s cloak. Alaireia dove with the Gim on top of her, reaching for it. The moment her fingers touched it, she felt a sickly quiver above her. With a scream, the Gim grew limp and disappeared. Alaireia stood up, holding the round object. It felt heavy in her hands but there was something else. Death was captured inside of it, and an odd feeling overcame her. She wanted to put it down and walk away; that kind of dark power was not meant for her. Shakily, she sheathed her sword and tucked the Clyear away. Again, she held the object at length, attempting to persuade herself to hold onto it.

      Alaireia. She froze. Alaireia, it called again, louder. It was a voice she almost recognized. The sound of it filled her with hope, refreshing her spirit despite the evil object she held in her hand. Alaireia! Come! It was calling, beckoning. She could almost see two outstretched hands pulling her in, urging her to quicken her pace. She was needed. She was desired. Forgetting her dilemma, Alaireia took off down the lonely road towards the voice.
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* * *

      Marklus plodded down the sloping halls with weary feet. He could hear it, the tongues that belonged to the outside land. His desire for natural light increased with each step. He swore if he ever stepped out of the dark tunnel, he would never enter again. Life without the freedom to live and die on the land he loved was no life at all. He understood that now, even though he wanted to stop, to rest. He missed the banter of his companions. Just the thought of talking to anyone else besides himself and the Zikes would be comforting. Impatiently, he pushed curls off his forehead, reminding himself of how close he was. He hoped he was not alone. Suddenly, his heart leaped in anticipation as a sweet voice called out to him. Marklus could see a burst of light ahead of him; beings were begging him to hurry. Marklus wearily began to move forward, but the call intensified and came again. It picked up memories and danced them in front of him, reminding him of the reason he had decided to quest to the Great Water Hole in the first place. Now was the time. The day had come. It was the beginning of the end. Marklus picked up his feet and ran as fast as they would carry him.
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* * *

      Crinte stood at the bottom of the staircase, gazing at the light as if he would never look away. He had arrived. Five steps led upward, and on the other side, he was sure he’d see the Great Water Hole, dark and evil spread before him. For now, he stood calmly until he heard footsteps. He turned, a slow smile spreading across his face. “Marklus!” he called.

      “Crinte!” Marklus ran forward, arms wide open. “You have no idea how happy I am to see you again.”

      Crinte laughed as he hugged Marklus roughly. “We made it, after all.”

      “Crinte? Marklus?” Starman’s voice questioned as he jogged up, his eyes wide.

      “Starman, you made it too!” In his excitement, Marklus reached for him as well. Crinte met Starman’s eyes. “Well done,” he said with a broad smile.

      A shadow walked out of the hall. “I’ve been looking for you for days,” Alaireia announced with a crooked grin as she walked up.

      Starman folded her tightly into his arms before she could say another word. “I thought we’d never meet again,” he said, his voice gentle as he leaned back to look at her.

      Crinte nodded at her but Marklus joined Starman’s hug.

      A tall figure slipped up, and Legone’s cold face was no longer a sore sight to see. “There you all are,” he said solemnly.

      For a moment, there was nothing but the sound of excited chatter as, all at once, they attempted to explain their own journey through the dark road. It was Crinte who pointed up the wide, rough staircase to the light above. “Shall we?”
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      Alaireia walked into the light, closing her eyes and holding her face to the breeze that blew back wisps of her shoulder length black hair. She could feel the hints of darkness leaving her eyes. The cobwebs of confusion drifted away and she breathed deeply. The air was filled with molecules of water, and a hint of iron stung her nostrils as she breathed in. Moisture gathered in her eyes as she opened them, and the view made her reach out for Starman, her fingers straying into his, entwining tightly as she stared. She gave a sharp meow of surprise at the landscape that spread before her. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered.

      “I know,” Starman replied in awe.

      They stood on a ledge near the top of the canyon. Stretching as far as the eye could see were cliffs of rich, red rock, cutting through the land, opening up into yawning caverns with dangerous drops. Here and there, waterfalls poured out of the canyon walls, thundering down to meet the source of the rushing water. The sky above them was shades of pink and purple, a color barely seen in the light of a sunset. Clustering over the sky yet shining clearly, each on their own, were the stars, their white bodies glowing abnormally close to the world as if pulled by some magnetic force. Although there was no sign of the sun or moon, light shone as bright as daylight. The air was wet and chilly, and Alaireia’s hand grew clammy as she clasped Starman’s. She felt deceived. All along, she had been expecting to walk out of the Slutan Tunnels into the Great Water Hole, an evil land overflowing with transformed, dark creatures. In reality, it appeared she had caught a glimpse of paradise.

      Starman continued to stand with his hand in hers, his mouth agape. Marklus’ arms lay lax by his side, his face a mask of surprise. Crinte for once looked at a loss, but Legone stood a bit taller and tilted his chin in resolve. Using his bow, he pointed at the expanse around them. “This is exactly what he does.” He glanced at the others. “We have come too far and fought too hard in the darkness to give in now. He wanted us dead, but if he can transform us, that is worse than death. A warm welcome and a glimpse of paradise is his way to take us down.”

      Crinte swallowed hard. “See the mist? That is where we want to go.”

      Marklus looked out. In the distance on the other side of the canyon, he could see a darkness hovering over the waters. Even as the breeze blew, he saw it, just as he had in his dream: a dark tower rising out of the canyon. Its glinting obsidian coloring stood out against the canyon as it rose, towering into the magenta sky, cutting off all hope. Suddenly the beautiful landscape felt lost in its shadow, and Marklus felt the chilly shadow of horror that quickened his breath, clutching at his throat. His hands were cold as he wrapped them around his bow. He could already hear the terrified screams below and the shrieks of the transformed. They had walked through halls of darkness, only to arrive at a bewitching graveyard with a decoy of peace resting upon it.

      “Crinte,” Marklus whispered. “Our orders?” He had imagined himself saying those words, but the moment had seemed much more epic, marching determinedly into the Great Water Hole with an army behind them, ready to take down Sarhorr the Ruler. In reality it was too quiet, too peaceful. At any moment, he expected the watchers in the tower to swoop out, whisking them away to an impenetrable prison.

      “My friends,” Crinte began, turning to face them on the rusted red ledge. “I have asked much of you. Your strength has been tested. Your minds have been exposed to what we truly face, a quest for power and an alternative paradise for immortals. In your hearts, you know the Western World belongs to the mortals, and our people deserve to keep this land, to live out our numbered days as we wish. That is why we are here, to put an end to this madness. That is why we find ourselves risking it all and walking straight into his domain, brave enough to face him head on. We have all lost something because of his selfish desires, our homes, our families, our loved ones. Today we end this once and for all. Today we stand together and face this demon from an alternate world. Today our power unites. This is our purpose, to trap this powerful being with what he desires most—power. Do not let your hearts grow weary, do not let them falter right here at the end. We have come too far to give in now. So I ask you, here at the beginning of the end, do you stand with me?”

      Crinte raised his sword in the air, his eyes blazing as he looked at his warriors. Legone was the first to step forward. He pulled an arrow from his quiver and raised it in the air. “Aye!”

      “Aye!” echoed Marklus, raising his arrow as well.

      “Aye.” Alaireia added her sword and a light began to shimmer within.

      “Aye.” Starman spoke clearly and surely. He joined his weapon with the others and a spark of light shot into the air as the blades struck against each other.

      Crinte could feel the bloodlust surging through him, and his eyes turned gold as he looked at each of his warriors. “The armies of Mizine draw near,” he told them. “We have little time before this region is thrown into chaos, and we need to make the most of it. Each of you needs to ensure your army is in place to fight off the guards. Our main goal is to confront him in the tower, and each of you have a unique mission to complete.” He paused, letting his visions drift into their thoughts, showing each of them what they needed to do next. “Alaireia, the Clyear of Power is our bait. It is the one thing he does not have that will complete his ultimate dominion. Legone, the Boleck will be the trap. Once he becomes desperate enough to slip into spirit form, you must trap him in it. Starman, you and I must keep the path clear to the Great Water Hole. The Boleck with the spirit of Sarhorr must be cast into the waters of transformation to ensure his spirit death. Marklus, you stand between life and death. You will know when his demise is complete.”

      Marklus could hear the shadows from the other side whispering from the currents of the deathly waters. He remembered when he first set out for the Great Water Hole, foolish and alone, quickly tackled into prison. He recalled sitting in the grimy prison cell, waiting for something to happen, even if it were only the end. Here at last he found himself at the end, and adrenaline tingled through his body.

      Alaireia pulled out her Clyear, whispering gently to it before blowing on it, cloaking them in shadow. They blended into the canyon walls as they began their last walk across the broad ledges to the other side of the canyon.

      Starman held tight when Alaireia attempted to pull her hand away. “Don’t let go,” he said, looking at her with his deep brown eyes. “This is the end.”

      “You can’t know that,” Alaireia replied gently, turning back to stand face to face.

      “But I do,” Starman replied. “Remember what I once told you? If I am to die, I’d rather die surrounded by those I love. I thought I had to go home to be with those I love, but now I see that home is not a location. It’s the people you love that make home worth it, and you are the one I love. You are my home. This is the end. So don’t let go.”

      Alaireia felt a gentle smile touch her face. She shook her head in amazement as she gazed into Starman’s calm, open and honest face. Yet as she looked into his eyes, she saw strength shining from them. “I always thought love was a weakness,” she told him. “I thought it would be the downfall of all. Yes, I want you to live. I want to protect you. But I know you can do that yourself. I see strength in your love and it encourages me. This must be the unbreakable bond they speak of that makes the impossible happen.”

      Starman’s face lit up in a smile for a moment. He squeezed her hand and walked forward, following the curving path inward.

      Legone trod softly in the rear, an arrow nocked in his bowstring. He could see her again, standing in the wind, her sad, large eyes begging him to join her. Asking him to stay with her. If the world was ending, why not run away together and leave the ruin and destruction to others. He could hear himself answering: “Because it is our fault.” She had lain beside him that night, holding him as if she would never let go. “You will lose your life if you fight this. You made a deal with a Changer, as did I. We have no power over him. You remember the exchange we made, so that he would leave us alone. We call it the banishment, giving him power so he would leave us alone. We alienated ourselves and he got exactly what he wanted. If you cross him, he will take everything.” He had threaded his fingers helplessly through her long hair. “I know.” She had taken his hand and pressed it to her heart. “You would leave me, your wife, once more? To live out her immortal days in sorrow?” He had felt his heart breaking again, afraid she would stray him from his fate. “I am here now.” She kissed him gently, then more urgently, and the gloom of the world faded for moments as they were happy, as they had once been. Now the stark truth rose before him. He stood in front of the dark tower, gazing upwards. He only saw one path now; destroy Sarhorr at all costs. And he knew what that cost would be.

      White streams of mist shot into the air from blowholes throughout the canyon, retaining the aura of mystery. Crinte led the way, watching shapes move back and forth. The further inland they went, the more the canyon came to life, echoes of what it really was screaming from each cranny and ledge. Booted feet struck against hard stone in every direction, and armies streamed by above them, chanting in sync. Far below, where rushing waters streamed into a deadly current, desperate voices cried out in terror as they were forcibly dropped into the transformative waters. The mist turned warm and grew thicker the further they walked into the beautiful nightmare, sticking close together, fingers impatiently tapping against their weapons. The tower loomed before them, but as they grew nearer, Crinte paused, watching it with narrow eyes. He turned to his warriors, motioning them to step back into the shadows of an overhanging ledge. Jagged points of the tower shot into the air while two horned creatures covered in gray armor guarded its massive doors. “I think the tower is a decoy,” Crinte told them. “If we wanted to take over this land, our obvious focus would be the tower. Yet structures are built by mortals for shelter and safety. One with power needs none of those trifles. Legone, what do you think? Where would he be instead?”

      “He will be proud of what he has accomplished here,” Legone said. “He will survey the work of his hands, studying it, improving it.”

      Crinte looked up. “And for that, he will need a vantage point.”

      “He will sense us coming,” Legone added. “We are an oddity in his land, a power source he will be prepared to meet.”

      Crinte nodded and stepped forward. “Wait,” Alaireia said. She turned to Legone and held out her hand. “The Boleck.”

      “Ah.” Legone’s face relaxed as he gingerly took the round, bowl-like sphere. “Thank you.” He held her eyes for a moment.

      “I don't understand.” Marklus spoke up. “The Ruler created Gims and Bolecks; how can you use his own creation against him?”

      “We can, because this time we hold a greater power,” Crinte confirmed.

      “But what of his minions?” Starman asked. “They will protect him, keep us from reaching him.”

      Crinte’s eyes glowed as he surveyed the land. “His armies are amassing in the southern valley. Yes, they may protect him, but they cannot stop us. If we must fight the transformed armies to reach him, so shall it be. Marklus, call the Zikes. The armies of Mizine must be close.”

      “Wait.” Marklus held up a hand as he closed his eyes and strained his ears. “Listen.”

      “What do you hear?” Alaireia urged, her hands straying to her sword hilt.

      “The armies are amassing, a barrier between us and him, but I hear the scurrying of the Zikes, the beating wings of the Xctas, and marching…it must be the armies of Mizine.” He opened his eyes and looked at Crinte. “How did they get here so quickly?”

      But it was Legone who responded. The light in his eyes was dull and bleak as he glanced at Marklus. “It’s the power of the Horn of Shilmi. Crinte blew it back in the tunnels and it called all warriors, opening rifts in time and space to bring them here.”

      “I had to…” Crinte replied, trailing off at the enormity of what he had done.

      “All armies?” Starman questioned. “What exactly does that mean?”

      Alaireia stepped out from behind the ledge, her eyes seeing beyond the mist. Drawing her sword, she pointed. “Look. They have come.”

      Following the line of the blade of her sword, Crinte watched through the mist, his eyes gold as the armies of Sarhorr lined up in the distance, a glittering mass of mail, white bone, silver helmets, and black spears. They stretched away as far as his eye could see and onward, blocking the way up into the mountains. A vision captured Crinte’s sight, this time displaying the past instead of the future. He was taken back to the very second he’d blown the Horn of Shilmi. From an aerial view, he saw people groups across Mizine leap to follow, but he also saw the Sorns marching out of the depths of the Slutan Tunnels and other people groups of Asspraineya begin to run towards the Great Water Hole. The massive army of Gaslinks working to cross the Dejewla Sea into Mizine turned as if answering the summons of their master. He could see them pouring from every corner of the World, the warriors coming to fight. They rippled through the air as if the distance were nothing, and as he stepped out of the Slutan Tunnels into the Great Water Hole, they did as well. Crinte drew his sword impatiently, his fingers quickening about it as he prepared in eager anticipation. It was his time at last. But it would not be a quick battle. His eyes were burning as he faced his warriors. “Come, let’s show them what we’re made of.”

      “As soon as there is an opportunity, I will go.” Legone’s voice was quiet as he followed Crinte. “He expects me. He will not kill me until he hears what I have to say.”

      “Legone.” Crinte’s voice rang with authority. “We will come with you. This is our quest. Let’s finish it together.” He moved out of the cove through the mists, walking towards a gray hilltop.

      The smoking canyon lay on their left, while the dark tower rose in shadows to their right. Behind them stretched the country of Slutan, while ahead, some coming fresh out of the transformative waters, an army lay between them and the heights of the Great Water Hole.

      “There are Xeros down there,” Crinte warned. “Be wary of them.”

      At the crest of the hill, the warriors paused and looked down at the armies below them. Crinte turned to them, but as their eyes met each other’s, they realized there was nothing left to say. Bubbling within them was the death defying determination, the realization they were about to leave everything they had at the battlefield. Comrades, clear in their quest, one by one they nodded in acknowledgement of all they had done for each other, and readied their weapons.
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      At the top of the hill, the Five Warriors stood. Marklus bent his elbow, reaching to pull a blue tipped arrow from his quiver. He could hear its voice even as he pulled his bowstring taut and lifted it, staring down in the valley, waiting. Legone the Swift stood to the right of Marklus, an arrow already in his bow. His face was grim but calm and resolute as he raised his bow, the muscles of his powerful arms straining. Crinte gazed down into the valley, watching every move as he raised his sword above his head, a symbol of victory that would be theirs in the end. On his left, Alaireia had planted herself, feet apart, her sword gripped in both hands. She watched the glowing line as it steadily moved with her breath, in and out. Beside her, Starman’s eyes fell on his dangerously beautiful blade. He had a feeling deep in his gut that it was his last battle with it. As if sensing their arrival, a sudden breeze blew over them, and hints of the perfume from Spherical Land drifted past their noses as the invincibility spell lifted. But not one of them flinched.

      In the valley, where the mists had cleared, the five could clearly see thousands of Gaslinks, Garcrats, and Xeros running towards them. Spears were raised high, dark flags fluttered in the occasional breeze, and the heavy thumping of thousands of footfalls in the canyon clambered through the wasted echoes. Sounds blended with the shrieks of the transformed, and a moment later the Slutan Army opened their mouths and roared a battle cry. Grwahoo! Grwahoo! Grwahoo! An abysmal thumping began, as if someone underground were playing the drums, thrumming against them in the deep. The creatures continued to run, eager for a taste of war, their only purpose left after their transformation. Grwahoo! Grwahoo! Grwahoo!

      Marklus was the first to break rank, lowering his bow to shout out, “The Zikes are here!” Indeed, a river of green grass streamed over the barren rock of the canyon, surrounding them. In a flash, the Zikes transformed into their actual form, four feet tall with green electrified cones on their heads. They bowed wordlessly as they looked at Marklus with their large, terrifying eyes. The scent of fresh cut grass hung in the air as one stepped forward, holding a pinprick of poison.

      “It would be our honor to lead the charge.” Its voice was flat and grim.

      Marklus raised his bow, standing firm as their leader. “Well then, lead on,” he ordered.

      In a blur of green, the Zikes surged down the hill towards the chanting Slutan Army, half of them transforming back into blades of grass while others kept their true form. Waves of them rolled down the hill, and there was a flash of green as the sharp points of the Zikes came into contact with the sharp mail of the Gaslinks, who led the charge. Reeling in surprise, the Gaslinks raised their battle axes and continued forward, roaring. Grwahoo! Grwahoo! Grwahoo! A troop of Gaslinks dropped to their bony knees and raised their crossbows, aiming at the Zikes as they drew near. There was a beat before a command was shouted and the archers let loose their arrows. A stream of black hid the eerie light as the arrows arched above the Gaslinks. Sharpened arrowheads hurled downwards, aiming for the pointed Zikes’ heads. All it took was the blink of an eye; one moment the Zikes were rushing towards the Gaslinks, in full form, the next they had vanished, transformed, and arrows hurled deep into the ground. The Zikes appeared once more in the midst of the Gaslinks, striking relentlessly with their poison, moving in rivers of glee through the Slutan Army as, at last, they had permission to do what they did best.

      “The first wave,” Marklus said. “They will take out the archers for us.”

      “Aye,” Crinte agreed.

      A sound made Alaireia whirl around, eyes narrowed. Behind her she saw a trail of light. It flicked back through the Great Water Hole, following a path that led south. Her breath caught as a division of the Mizine army appeared out of the mist, marching towards her. It was a small group of Crons, barely one hundred, but dressed in blue and carrying a flag with the crest of Mizine on it. They carried swords and spears with round shields of carved bronze on their arms. Their feet marched directly on the trail of light as they moved closer. Their dark eyes were set and determined, and when at last they stopped in front of Alaireia, one raised his hand to his helmet in salute. “We followed the light,” he announced. “It led us here.”

      Alaireia walked towards them and raised her sword. Her face grew still and deadly as she felt the bloodlust rage up within her. “Are you ready to take back what they stole from us?” she demanded as she raised her sword.

      “Aye!” the division of ex-prisoners shouted.

      “Are you ready to fight with me?” she called.

      “Aye!” the division of ex-prisoners replied.

      She whipped around without hesitation, Starman by her side, and began to run. Her pace quickened as she gathered speed, racing downhill towards the armies of Sarhorr. Her army raised their voices as they followed her, seeking redemption as they ran.

      As they entered the fray, Legone felt his eyes drawn into the air where black arrows still fought against the light. He could hear the beating of wings and the long, lonely cries of the creatures of the air. They soared above them, stretched wings, deadly talons and sharp breaks. “The Xctas have come,” he whispered.

      Crinte and Marklus looked up with him as the giant birds flew low overhead, disappearing and reappearing in the air as they flew towards the swarming valley. One swooped low and snatched up Legone in its sharp talons.

      “Remember,” Crinte shouted as the Xctas bore Legone into the battlefield, “we need to reach the ledges!”

      An arrow shot out from Legone’s bow, dancing as it spun its way into the battlefield, and he was gone. Airborne.

      The sounds of battle intensified but the frenzy had only just begun as Crinte and Marklus stood alone in the gray mist of the hilltop. “It seems like a dream,” Marklus remarked. “When I lay in the dark pit of prison, I never imagined I would escape, much less make it here to stand with you on this day. I have seen more of the world than I have ever known. I have met the wild things of the air and land. I have seen the havoc power can wreak. I am proud to stand with you on this day and see the dark days of the Western World come to an end.”

      “This, Marklus, is the final journey. But look!” Crinte turned around.

      Marching towards them was the Mizine army from the Eka Fighting Camp, Ackhor and Tincire at the helm, covered head to toe in shining armor. They carried blue flags with the symbol of Mizine upon them, and each warrior was armed to the teeth with bows, arrows, swords, daggers, axes, spears, and more. They streamed over the Great Water Hole, thousands of Crons and Tiders, a sure force to be reckoned with. Crinte moved to greet them respectfully, almost in disbelief that they had actually come. He reached out his arm to clasp hands with Ackhor and Tincire.

      Ackhor crossed his arms, glancing down into the valley at the war already in progress. “I see you have succeeded,” he said, his deep voice offering a tone of admiration.

      Crinte tilted his head in acknowledgement. “I see all the armies of Mizine stand united behind you.”

      Ackhor chuckled roughly. “We had some assistance, from a Simon the Brave, and Marklus,” he reached out to clasp arms with Marklus, “your Zikes. And then that silvery call back there…we found ourselves standing here,” he finished curiously.

      Crinte stepped back from the center of the hill, giving Ackhor full view. “Ackhor, your command?”

      Ackhor shook his bearded head as he watched the abomination below him. “Only that you fight alongside me. It’s time for payback.”

      “They need our backup down there.” Tincire looked down the hill. “I will take the center division down.”

      “Crinte, you and Marklus take the left flank. I will take the right,” Ackhor ordered. “Armies of Mizine,” he called. “We have come to destroy the transformed creatures who seek to take over our land, once and for all. You have prepared, you have marched far, but now is the time to take your weapons in hand and show our enemy what you are made of. The battle is ours; you will need your strength and cunning but I have faith in you. I know you will fight this war and live to see the sunrise. Now lift your arms, people of Mizine, to war!”

      In a thunder of voices and footfalls, the massive army of Mizine descended upon the transformed army. As they clashed into each other, shields rang, swords cried out, and warriors roared in glory and pain and death. The battle turned into a blur as the Slutan Armies and Mizine Armies further combined, neither gaining ground as they tore each other apart in the valley. Meanwhile, Sarhorr the Ruler watched from his perch, his mouth curling in a sneer as he waited for the one he knew would come.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Legone whirled on the back of one of the Xctas as they soared above the battle. The Xctas banked and turned, swooping back low to take out a group of Gaslinks, building some sort of contraption on a ledge close to the canyon. The air flowed over him, pulling back his long braid of hair, and Legone breathed deeply as he lifted his bow and aimed. His arrow, an extension of himself, spun through the air like a knife, burrowing in the neck of one of the Gaslinks below. It fell, gagging and grasping at its neck, bent fingers reaching to drag it out even as the life drained away. A second later, sharp talons ripped through ten Gaslinks, tearing at their armor and dragging them shrieking into the air. Giant wings beat below Legone as the Xctas thrust itself into the air, relentlessly tossing the writhing Gaslinks into the canyon. Legone slid another arrow into his bow, longing for the powerful wings to be his, but that gift he had given up in exchange for their help in battle. To some, it would not seem a fair exchange, yet the Xctas were skeptical and wary of the individual who could turn himself into one of them. Even as they let him enter their midst, they were not thrilled at his seemingly unnatural abilities and bade the heart of the mountain give it back. The odd sky rose before him as the Xctas gained height before it swooped back down into the fray. Although his eyesight was not keen like Crinte’s, he saw the bizarre sky as if the entire universe had drawn closer to watch the beginning of the end. The face of a star moved in space; white, lidless eyes of a giantess anxiously flickered at him as she watched. He blinked in confusion, shaking his head at what he’d imagined he’d seen. Before he could get a second look to confirm his suspicions, the Xctas turned and dove back into the midst of the battle. Feathers burst from its wings as it fearlessly ripped through the transformed creatures. Legone pulled his feet up, away from the grasping reach of the creatures, and with arrow after arrow, shot them down. Shadows from the air wheeled about him as one by one the Xctas dipped and soared. But as soon as they drove a troop of Gaslinks back, twice the number would take their places.
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* * *

      Marklus had only walked midway down the hill, and now he stood, commanding the archers of Mizine. He was not sure how it had happened; they just flocked to him, eager to taste blood. They raised their bows as the army marched down the hill like an avalanche, incapable of stopping. Marklus raised his hand and bellowed, “Ready? Aim.” Arrows pointed towards the sky. It was the long-range shoot, designed to thrust arrows high into the air and bury them in the hearts of the enemy, hundreds of feet away. “Fire!” His voice echoed through as other archers took up the cry. “Fire!” Blue tipped arrows covered the sky in an arching aura of cyan, almost turning the sky back to its original color. They dropped in slow motion like the first drizzle of raindrops before the tumult rush of a frenzied storm. Chainmail links of metal shattered beneath the force of the arrows, splintering apart as creatures fell, glittering eyes staring in relief at the magenta sky. “Again!” Marklus shouted, this time raising his bow as well.

      Even as the arrows rained down, out of the corner of his eye he could see the black tower, floating ominously in his vision. It nagged at him, watching him, the eyes of the Great Water Hole. Even if Sarhorr the Ruler was not there now, it was a host for him and his transformations. Marklus shivered as he found his eyes drawn to the tower, watching the pointed spikes of its turrets drift in and out of view. His bow came down and he found himself walking towards it. The gray mist cleared before him, like a path, opening and closing behind him. If he had looked back, the archers would have been hidden from view, but he persisted. The mist hid his footfalls on the lifeless ground he crept over, until he could see the tower in full view. It glinted in the light like a polished stone, its angles drawing him deeper like a jewel of darkness, undulating colors changing beneath its surface. A slanted iron bridge led the way up into the tower, its coloring dusty beneath the shining tower. Realization dawned on Marklus and he stumbled backwards, his footing unsure. “Destroy it!” he found himself shouting. “Destroy it! Rip it down!”

      O Marklus the Great, the voices of the Zikes hummed through his head. We hear. We obey.

      Marklus felt his eyes grow wet as he swallowed hard, his mind already clouding, shutting down from the horror as he watched.

      “Marklus!” a voice called out of the mist, and a shadow walked towards him.

      Marklus turned, expecting to see Crinte, but instead found himself looking into the cocky, smug face of a lanky Cron. He furrowed his brow and pointed at him. “Simon the Brave? What are you doing here?”

      Simon shrugged nonchalantly. “You said to call the army, and we are here.”

      Marklus grasped Simon’s shoulder. “Good. Call your division of the army; tell them to destroy the tower. The Zikes will help.”

      Simon peered over Marklus’ shoulder at the tower and looked back into Marklus’ face.

      “What do you see?” he asked curiously.

      Marklus shuddered. “You may think it impossible, but the tower is made out of spirits, trapped between life and death. Destroying that tower will set them free.”

      Simon shivered and peered back over Marklus’ shoulder, his eyes now wide. “But won’t they destroy all of us?”

      “That is entirely possible,” Marklus conceded. “But whatever is going on in the tower is keeping the transformed alive. Go, I must find Crinte.”

      Marklus ran, leaving Simon the Brave standing stock still, staring at the tower. He did not see as the doors flung open and dozens of Xeros began to march towards the valley.
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      It was dawn. Crinte could tell, although the light never changed. They had been fighting for almost a day, although the armies continued endlessly. Crinte could sense it was time; something had changed in the air, and soon the tide would turn one way or another. Crinte pulled back towards the hill, letting the armies of Mizine stream around him. It had been hours since he had last seen his warriors, and for a brief moment he wondered if Legone the Swift had taken to the ledges without him. A division of the army was at the black tower, being terribly beaten by the Xeros, although the Zikes were there. Zikes fought flesh, and the iron monsters were nothing of the sort. Tincire had brought some sort of explosives his division of the army was lighting and throwing into the midst of the Gaslinks. Most of the Garcrats were gone, the initiation round of the transformed doomed to death.

      Crinte lifted his sword. Despite the death, it had seen it shone clearly, the oracles on it all pointing upwards. He swung it in a slow arc and they appeared before him, blinking off the end of his sword and hurling themselves into space. Visions danced before his eyes and he saw them clearly this time. He turned to the dark tower and pointed his sword at it, watching the spirits ebb and flow in their struggle. He saw beyond what Marklus had seen, and he knew what he must do. Lifting his sword in the air, he called them. “Marklus. Legone. Starman. Alaireia.”

      An Xctas flew overhead and Legone dropped out of the sky, landing on his feet in front of Crinte. He swung his bow into his back and pulled a dagger out of his belt. “It is time,” he said, knowingly.

      Marklus stumbled down the hill, out of breath, his curly hair wild. “If we don’t take him down now,” he said, “all of this will have been in vain. The Slutan Armies increase while the Mizine Armies fall.”

      Crinte placed a hand on his shoulder. “Drive a way to the ledges. We must ascend.”

      They ran forward just as a blast of golden light erupted in front of them, driving back a troop of Gaslinks racing towards them. They were lifted off their feet and hurled backwards, the force of their bodies creating shallow dents in the ground.

      Alaireia walked out of the light with Starman beside her. Their eyes were narrow and red rimmed, their faces dirty and smudged. “You called,” Alaireia said as she twirled a dagger, turning and throwing it at a Gaslink on her left.

      “It’s time to face him. Run!” Crinte shouted.

      They dashed through the valley of armies, avoiding the river of death that lay between them and Sarhorr the Ruler himself. Bodies were piled like walls in the middle, black and blue arrows and flags, broken bows, bent swords, and cold eyes. Golden brown feathers dotted the landscape where the Xctas had fallen, bright red blood mixing with black, and the smell of flesh, bone, and marrow began to creep through the Great Water Hole. The slaughter continued as the Mizine Army raged forward, bronze shields raised to the sky, avoiding the arrows that drifted lazily towards them. Spears were thrust in and out of bodies, while sparks from flame burst into the air. Cries of the wounded, the dying, the transformed, echoed eerily through the canyon and the battleground as the power struggle continued. The Xeros guarded the tower, striking down those who dared to fight against it, to bash in their walls. Yet the Five Warriors ran on, tearing through the Slutan Army, avoiding the Xeros that marched with them, ripping apart the Gaslinks who continued to chant. Grwahoo! Grwahoo! Grwahoo! The thrumming of drums rang in the deep like one great heartbeat, continuing to pulse and breathe. It was just when they reached the foot of the mountains, right when they were beginning to climb, when a group of bleary-eyed Sorns marched up to them, pickaxes on their backs.

      Crinte paused, holding his sword in front of him and signaling for Legone and Marklus to hold their bows. “State your allegiance,” he demanded of them.

      A Sorn glanced up but his eyes appeared unseeing as he looked forward. His unwashed skin hung off his bones, his body nothing more than a waste. “We are going to die,” he said, his voice barely heard above the cries from the battlefield.

      “Then die with us,” Crinte told them, stepping forward. “Die with us instead of in the canyon of transformed waters. Die with us fighting for freedom for this World. Die with us ending the domain of an uncaring power.” The Sorns stood up straighter, raising their pickaxes as they heard the power and authority in Crinte’s voice. “This is the war for the Western World.” Crinte’s voice rang out with iron certainly. “This is not the war to save Mizine, or Asspraineya, or Slutan. This is the war to save our World, our homeland, the very ground on which we stand, and all the people groups. Crons, Tiders, Trazames, Ezincks, Sorns, and the immortal creatures of the air, the sea and the land. We are going to the last battle, and it is your choice. Come with us. Die with us fighting for freedom!”

      “Freedom?” A Sorn spoke the word as if he had never heard it before, and turned to his comrades. “Freedom!” he repeated again, feeling the power as the word buzzed underneath his tongue. The Sorns raised their pickaxes in the air. “Freedom! Freedom! Freedom!” they chanted. “Aye, we will fight with you!”

      “Clear a path to the ledges!” Crinte ordered, but the eager Sorns had already turned, running towards the heights, chanting as they went. Their thin bodies nimbly leaped through the air. Ledges above ledges, they ascended as the sky grew nearer and brighter. At times, they thought they could reach up and touch the silver stars, hanging low near the world. The intense heat from the canyon faded as they walked through the mists into a rough wind. The rock below them turned shades of white and gray with iridescent colors sparkling beneath the surface. Legone walked ahead, sure of his way, at ease among the heights. Before them the Sorns drifted and disappeared, leaving the beaten track, fighting the guards of the mountains. But the Five were sure in their path and followed it, clambering over rock and stone, leaping from ledge to ledge until finally their path ended against smooth rock with a sharp drop off on the other side. “I see him.” Crinte’s voice was breathless. “He is waiting for us. We stand on his doorstep.” He turned, placing his hands on the smooth rock, rubbing them against it, searching.

      “We are going in?” Starman’s voice trembled slightly as he clutched his sword.

      “Yes,” Crinte replied as he pushed against the rock. A slight, inward move made the mountain tremble. “Ready?” Crinte asked his warriors.

      Legone pulled an arrow taut in his bow and lifted it towards the crack in the rock. Starman drew his sword and squared his shoulders, feeling strength flood through his body, overwhelming the fear. Marklus raised his bow, but Alaireia lifted her Clyear. “Try to keep your footing,” she told them.

      Crinte slammed his weight against the rock and it slide open to reveal a shallow room with a staircase leading upwards to the top of the rock, back into the day-lit land. Two horned Xeros moved forward at their entrance, lifting their curved blades and advancing towards the warriors. Above them, an echoing cry began, shouting a warning over and over again. It sounded like a beast frantically flying back and forth. The Five Warriors hurled themselves forward, flying into action. Legone moved rapidly towards the staircase, ducking the Xero’s blades and sending two arrows flying. They harmlessly bounded off their metal but Legone was on the staircase, headed upwards before they could stop him. Crinte and Starman stepped up, swords blocking the blows from the Xeros, and Alaireia lifted the Clyear and blew over it. The ground began to shake and she dived to the ground as a sword swiped near her neck. She, too, turned to the staircase and stumbled upwards as the first few steps crumbled. Marklus held his bow, calculating as the heavy monsters attempted to regain their balance on the shaking ground. He lifted his bow and let loose his first arrow. In surprise, he watched as the arrow sank into the Xero’s armor. It collapsed with a crash, unsteadying the other monster who lunged for Marklus. Marklus leaped out of the doorway, sending the creature flying downward into the open space beyond the mountain. The stairs continued to crumble, kicking up clouds of black dust. Crinte coughed as he turned towards the staircase. “Let’s go!” he shouted urgently. Keeping to the plan, Marklus and Starman followed at his heels.
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* * *

      Legone dashed up the stairs as they curved upwards, spiraling in circles until he walked out into the beautiful sky. A river of purple with stars floated above him, close enough he wanted to reach up and place his hands in the ripple. The air was calm, and looking down, he could see the Great Water Hole spread before him, but the sounds of death and battle had faded. Legone realized he was standing on a grassy knoll at the top of the Great Water Hole, a knoll which strangely reminded him of Shilmi.

      “Legone, you have come at last,” a gentle voice remarked.

      Legone looked and saw him standing serenely at the edge of the mountain, looking over his transformed world. He wore a deep blue coat that looked as if it were made out of the midnight sky.

      “You have come with your powerful friends, as I told you.” He turned his head to look behind Legone and smiled as if joking. “Where are they?”

      “Yes.” Legone nodded and attempted to step forward, but his feet would not move. “I have come because none will stand up to you. I have come on behalf of the Western World. Do not do this!”

      Sarhorr chuckled softly, spreading his hands. “Oh, but I have. Did you not see everything I have done to challenge you and your powerful friends as you journeyed here? You took far too long to find the Clyear of Power and the most powerful warriors in the land. You forced my hand. I had to do something to pull you out of your hiding place. The destruction of the Western World is your fault, after all. If you had kept to our deal, this would not have happened. But now, it is over. You stand before me, as you should.”

      “No!” Legone’s voice was forceful and strong. “We made a deal. You will recall your armies and leave this World!”

      “Or else?” Sarhorr prompted, a sinister grin covering his perfect face.

      “I have come to propose another trade.”

      Sarhorr turned around. His body, swallowed in midnight, was pure and elegant. His eyes were round and dark with knowledge. His chiseled face was a masterpiece of perfection as he walked towards Legone, his sleek hair resting gently on his shoulders. “A trade? What could you possibly have that I would want? You, a mere mortal, would come to my kingdom and offer a trade? Now, I am curious.”

      Legone stepped forward. “I know you think little of mortals. We are nothing more than a blink in the eye in your lifetime. I know you are a Changer, searching for a home to call all the immortals to dwell with you. But I was told your secret. I know what can bring you down. If you had the Clyear of Power, well, it would be different for you. You truly know how to unlock its powers, to use it as it should be used.”

      Sarhorr’s eyes narrowed. “Yes, and I demanded you bring it to me. But even if you have it, it is too late. I gave you immortality, and I can take it away. Our deal is off; I no longer need you or your powerful warriors. I no longer need the Clyear of Power, but if you have brought it, I will drain every drop of power from it.” He moved closer to Legone. “But I have another use for you. We will see when I kill you and drop your body into the waters. You will enjoy your second life as a Gaslink, I think.” He smiled coldly and reached out a hand for Legone’s neck.

      Legone attempted to move but his will slipped away. He felt fingers lifting him, crushing his windpipe while his feet wiggled futilely above the ground. His arms hung paralyzed by his side as he watched his own death.

      “Drop him!” a voice commanded from where the staircase had been.

      Sarhorr ripped his gaze from Legone’s to deal with the new distraction. Standing in the stone archway stood a powerful female. An Ezinck. Her black hair mirrored his, her eyes were large, her skin dark, and she stood firmly, feet apart, a sword pointed at him in one hand while the other was balled up in a fist. Behind her, a Trazame stepped forward, his sword raised. Two Crons stood behind them, their eyes dark and narrow, the bloodlust in their bodies rippling in the air. They were a walking pillar of death and power. Sarhorr could taste the intoxication as he stared at them, and a strong desire to consume their power almost overcame him. His eyes drifted back to the Ezinck; she had a stronger aura of ancient power he could almost taste. Throwing back his head, he laughed, lifting Legone higher in the air as he roared.

      “The Five Warriors, come at last! I am happy to see each of you.” He smiled while Legone twitched in his hand. “I was hoping to personally end you and let you enjoy your final transformation. See what I have created in a matter of years, and you have finally come to let me consume your power. Mortals are so predictable, so willing to make deals, and trade.” He laughed again. He dropped Legone on the ground and moved forward, even as Alaireia drew back her arm.

      “You.” He pointed at her. “Give it to me.”

      “I will give you nothing but death,” she spat back at him.

      He turned his head, and out of the shadows stepped two Xeros. “Throw them into the pit,” he commanded.

      Crinte and Starman stepped in front of Alaireia, raising their swords as the ten-foot tall Xeros bore down on them. Alaireia dived out of the way, finding herself on the ground beside Legone. He had dropped his bow, and his quiver lay on the ground while he pressed a hand against his bruised neck. “Finish this!” Legone whispered, slipping an object into her hands, but a Xero grabbed Alaireia by the foot and dragged her up into the air. She sliced her sword in the air as she dangled, even from her upside down position seeing Crinte and Starman pushed back against the force of the Xeros.

      Marklus, forgotten in the background, raised his bow and aimed his arrow at Sarhorr. It flew, straight and true, aiming for its mark, and slid right through his body. Sarhorr turned, his gaze locking on Marklus as he looked down at his unmarred body. “Think again, mortal one. You cannot harm me.”

      Sarhorr lifted his hand, and with a blast of power threw the warriors backwards, hurling them to the ground and rendering them weaponless. The Xeros stood above them, blades drawn, ready to strike the final blow. Starman coughed as he struggled to sit up, reaching for his sword just as the iron foot of a Xero smashed down on his fingers. Marklus felt a blade pushed into his side and he saw spots dance before him as his lifeblood was drained. Crinte shouted in fury, finding himself dragged upright by none other than Sarhorr the Ruler. Sarhorr considered him, warily. “I have always wanted to meet you, Crinte the Wise. But now that I have, I’m disappointed.” He raised his hand and hurled Crinte’s helpless body down the mountainside, laughing as Marklus cried out in horror.

      Sarhorr turned his gaze on Marklus. “Torture. Then death. That is how I treat those who dare to defy me.”

      “Alaireia! Now!” Legone shouted, his dry voice barely croaking out of his wounded throat.

      Faster than Sarhorr could turn his head, Alaireia, dangling from the hand of one of the Xeros, her sword on the ground below her fingers, pulled back her arm and threw the object through the air. Sarhorr ducked as the object flew over his head. “You cannot kill me.” His cold eyes bored into Alaireia’s. “Keeper of the Clyear of Power. You cannot kill me.”

      “No.” Alaireia locked eyes with Sarhorr. “I cannot kill you. But they can.”

      An aura of dark death swept over the grassy knoll, turning it black as the object Alaireia had thrown ripped open. Spirits poured out of it, the souls of Gims he had tortured into death. They reached for him, ripping his body, tearing away the mortal constraints. Pieces of flesh peeled from him like an outer shell, revealing his true identity. The mountain began to shake as Starman rolled out from under the Xero, sheltering his smashed hand as at last he reached for his sword.

      “Run!” Marklus was shouting, holding his sword as he limped away, back towards the ledges.

      The Xero dropped Alaireia in confusion and she stood, still staring at Sarhorr. “I have willed it to be so,” she proclaimed, her voice layered with a power greater than his own.

      Sarhorr felt his body stripped away, leaving his unprotected spirit. Darkness covered him, and bulky muscle and ligaments stood out as he felt his shadow wrap around him. Thick horns pointed out from his head and from his red eyes he saw Legone picking himself off the ground, red marks cruelly displaying on his bruised neck.

      “Finish this!” Alaireia’s voice rang in his ears as Legone saw his chance. He dived for the now empty Boleck as Sarhorr spread his spirit arms, and the waters began to thunder down as a waterfall erupted below him.

      The undying eyes turned on Legone, and Sarhorr’s now changed voice shouted, “You cannot kill me! I am immortal; this dominion of the Western World was only child’s play. I warn you, this is the beginning of the end.” He turned and leaped off the cliff, reaching for the waters to drag him down into the water hole.

      “Legone!” Alaireia screamed. “Take this!” She lifted the crystal, winged horse and threw it into Legone’s open hand.

      Legone held her eyes for the briefest moment, lifted the Boleck, and ran towards the falls where Sarhorr had disappeared. Without hesitation, he took a deep breath and dove off the cliff into the streaming arms of the water.
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      The ground shook beneath Alaireia’s feet as she ran, leaping down the ledges, retracing her steps. The war was back, ringing in her brain, and ahead she saw Marklus, shooting at the creatures crawling out of the rocks. “Hurry!” a voice shouted, even as the ground behind her fell. Starman was also ahead of her, cradling one hand close to his body, the other holding his sword as he ran. They weren’t going to make it; the ledges were already closing in on each other.

      “Reach!” a voice called above her. She looked up to see Crinte, who should have been dead, riding on the back of one of the Xctas. He held a rope down to them as they ran through the mist. One by one they grabbed hold while the Xctas flew them back down, towards the battlefield.

      It was mere moments before they stood on solid ground again, shaking as they huddled near, unsure of what had just happened. “It worked,” Alaireia told them. “The spirits destroyed Sarhorr’s physical form and forced him to transform. He jumped into the canyon and Legone went after him. And Crinte,” she turned to Crinte, her voice breaking, “the vision I had at the house of Srackt happened just like you said. In the moment, it all seemed clear. I gave Legone the Clyear of Power.”

      “Then it is up to him now.” Crinte nodded. “Well done,” he told his warriors, turning his golden eyes on the battlefield. “Night falls; it is time for the tower to come down.”

      Turning, they stumbled back to the battlefield, ignoring their various wounds. Yet as Marklus walked, he felt the gap in his side close, as the door between life and death opened to him.

      Just as Crinte said, night was falling; the lights in the sky were fading. There was a ripple in the sky and the stars glared white for a moment before they burst in a flash. The first star fell, shooting from the sky in a blur, creating a miniature crater as it struck the ground. Armies persisted dogged as the sheer heat threw them back and the mountain erupted in streaks of purple, blue, and pink. Warriors ran, dodging the fallen stars as they continued to crash into the terrain. But Crinte ran towards the tower, his sword out, as it began to shudder.

      Marklus lost them in the chaos. He leaped up on a rock and drew an arrow. As he let it fly, the sky grew dark, and overhead he saw the mass of Xctas wheeling and circling, diving into the battlefield. From his post, he could hear shrieks and cries of agony as creatures around him crashed to the ground. Fingers of death reached up around him, welcoming the fallen, guiding them through the door to the other side. His mind reacted in a frenzy as he felt the death of the Zikes vibrate through him while their brothers and sisters mourned, then pushed forward in determination. He saw the archers shoot the great Xctas out of the air, their sharp eyes growing glassy as they plunged, beak first into the ground. Marklus reached for another arrow as the light faded and the stars lit up the battlefield in the ongoing struggle for survival.

      At first, Alaireia could sense Starman was with her, wildly attacking, showing no mercy to his assailants. Their blows were even, stroke to stroke as they cut down skeletal Gaslinks standing in their way, pounded against the monstrous Xeros, unwilling to die, and cut open the voluptuous Garcrats. Arrows raced by them, daggers flew through the air, and battle axes cleaved open heads and hearts. The horrifying reality set in. Battles they had fought on their way to the Great Water Hole were no more than child’s play; even as their comrades fell around them, Alaireia felt the horror with every blow. Precious life was stolen, heartbeats stopped cold—was it all worth it when the very one who started it all was nothing more than a drifting spirit?

      A dark night consumed the Great Water Hole as it erupted in smoke, ash, fire, death, and blood. The Slutan Army pulled back, running towards the smoking canyon. The Mizine army followed them, pushing them back even as they fell amid the ruin. Crinte, at last reaching the tower, plunged his sword into it, setting the spirits free and watching the massive structure come crashing down, chunks and boulders of rock and stone crashing onto the battlefield. And when he looked, he realized the end of the world had, indeed, come.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dawn drifted onto the Great Water Hole, scarcely noticed as they fought in the heat and mist. Alaireia felt her throat grow sore and rough, her nose hurt from breathing in the reeking fumes of death, and she found herself watching. Starman was gone, separated from her at some point during the night. The war raged around her in the valley, but her arms were weak without help from the Clyear. She could feel blood on her face and tasted it in her mouth as she continued to shatter bone. Mechanically she moved forward, until she saw the arrows pierce him.

      Starman was in the middle of the battlefield, his sword raised again and again, each time just a hint slower than the last. He whirled around to face his assailants, driving into their hearts, whipping off heads, and an arrow pierced his side. He was too exhausted to be surprised, but because his momentum was already moving forward, he sliced off another head and tripped a Gaslink. A searing pain sliced into his already wounded body and he saw spots of light dancing in his eyes. A white light was shining and he could see a door opening; voices were calling, beckoning him to the other side. He opened his hands, his sword thudding to the ground, and reaching out his arms, he fell to the ground.

      A heart wrenching scream echoed over the battlefield and when it ended, Alaireia realized it had been her voice. Tears of rage filled her eyes and she turned, coming face to face with a Xero. No longer afraid, she charged it. “This,” she shouted at it, “is for Starman!” The Xero reached out an iron arm and threw her across the battlefield.

      Crinte held his blade as he watched, his face ashen, his body weary from the war. He lifted his face to the sky, watching it cry, and he realized that truly, Sarhorr the Ruler was gone. The intense heat from the stars began to burn away the gray mist, and as the air cleared, Crinte could see the armies of Mizine continue to overwhelm the dark armies, pushing them back over the edge. A weight lifted off his shoulders and he felt his heart come to peace. He turned to search for his companions but he could no longer see them, not even Marklus in the war stricken land. He watched, swallowing hard as he saw the destruction the war had wrought on the land.

      Two days they had fought, and now helmets, metal, and iron lay shattered, digging into the rock. He could see white bone sticking up from broken bodies, and rivers of red blood joining the waterfalls that poured into the Great Water Hole. Blue flags fluttered in the breeze, pounded into the rock, signifying victory. Bodies were piled around them, and he could see where the people groups of Mizine took their last stand. He looked, realizing how few had survived. He placed a hand on his heart and lifted it to the sky, honoring those who had fought and died. Weariness wrecked his body as he turned towards the hill for a better vantage point even as the Xctas circled above, avoiding the falling stars. The war was over; he had to find his friends and assist the people of Mizine in recuperating.
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* * *

      Hot steam rose to meet Legone, forcing the threads of straight hair to curl up around his neck. He pulled his feet away from the lapping water. It seemed alive, determined to gather him in its heat, wrap its wet arms around him and pull him down to be transformed. His ears rang as he heard the Boleck he had trapped Sarhorr the Ruler in, shrieking in fear and anguish in the waters. The power of the Clyear had given him wings one last time, and Sarhorr’s spirit form had been sucked into his own creation, effectively trapping him. Legone had then dropped the Boleck into the transformative waters. It was finished, and he might as well be. His legs threatened to give way, dropping into the churning waters, despite his mind forcing him away, against the protective rock. But the waters were rising; he did not have a choice. The dark creatures were very much alive, as if their minds were programmed for one purpose, even with the Ruler himself eliminated.

      Legone sighed, feeling the first chills of death wash over him. His cold hands began to tremble; the numbness would soon set in and he would be finished. He eyed the brown, swirling waters. Dark mist stretched its long fingers towards him, welcoming him into the temptation of death. There was nothing left in life for him. The emptiness bothered him. There was no escape. Why not plunge in and have it over with? Why stand there waiting for the inevitable when it could be over in seconds? His foot slipped as the first waters reached the ledge, rushing over it. Despite the cold, a burning sensation ripped through his feet, forcing him to cry out in pain. A hollow ringing began in his brain; already his vision was failing him. He was going. He spread his arms and lifted his face to the sky where far above him the sunlight shone on paradise. Paleidir, he whispered. My wings have been clipped. My destiny is complete. Farewell.

      He closed his eyes, and just as he leaned forward to give himself to the waters he saw, quite clearly, a way out. He was already in motion, falling forward, but the words of an elder tongue came to him. He spoke them as he fell on his back, arms spread out, and felt the Clyear catch him. He lay his hands on his heart, as if in death, and felt the crystal boat speed his way through the waters of the Great Water Hole. He did not have to open his eyes as they passed below the great falls, the boat spinning in circles as it headed towards the open current that led to the South World. Legone breathed one shuddering breath after the other as he drifted to sleep. He knew that when he woke next, he would be in the arms of his beloved.
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* * *

      The spirit sank in the Boleck, weary from fighting, exhausted from the pain that clipped it. He had been so close to utter domination. His rule had been sure, the demise of the Western World in his hands. Like a toy ball he had played with it, twirling it in his fingers, tossing it high, laughing at their blindness. But his desire for more had ultimately been his downfall. He had known Legone the Swift would come at last; he was one of a pure heart, able to see past the power games of the immortals. Those without eternal life appeared desperate for the one life they did have, and determined to let all people groups live the way they desired. Full lives of adventure and hope and love. It had been his ruin, and now he found his body destroyed, his paradise conquered, and his spirit broken. A shattering sound jolted him and he stretched in the nothingness. The Boleck had caught on a sharp rock pounded by waves, and he could hear it breaking apart. It was bound to happen sooner or later; his temporary prison slowly broke free. Too weak to resist, he let his spirit be carried along by the current towards the South World. It would take time, but he would regain his strength, he would rebuild, and next time, the mortals would not find a way to break him. He drifted and shrunk in Oceantic, dreaming of paradise, biding his time.
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* * *

      Alaireia lay in the melee of the war, her head propped up by one of the hideous creatures, her legs covered by another. Her fingers shook every time she tried to feel them, each time she tried to remind herself she was still alive. The pain from the arrow in her thigh had faded, but she could still feel the stab wounds in her side, and her mouth was filled with blood. At some point she had passed out from the pain, but now unwelcome consciousness had returned. She could feel the arid heat and smell the acrid smoke of burning flesh. She could still hear cries from those wounded and dying. Further away, the sound of war continued, the shouting, the frustrated grunts and the screams of pain. She closed her eyes, willing it all to go away; here at the end she would rather be buried alive. The journey had taken every inch of her will, and now the tides of the battle had turned, and she was needed no more. Already her chest was tightening, and she gasped for the precious air she could breathe. She did not notice the shadow until it blocked out her view of the gray clouds. “Alaireia,” an agonized voice whispered. She opened her eyes to look into the battle-weary face of Marklus. His brown curls were plastered to his dirty forehead; a combination of soot and blood covered his face. His tunic was ripped and torn in places and his bow and arrows were gone. He appeared unarmored as he knelt beside her, dragging the creatures off her legs. “Alaireia,” he whispered. “Where are you going?”

      She opened her mouth to tell him and blood dribbled out. “It’s over,” she whispered. “It’s time.”

      Marklus shook his head as he attempted to wipe the blood from her face. “Alaireia, it’s not time to give up.”

      “Marklus,” she wheezed. “I am going. We won. Starman is gone. There is nothing left.” She tried to move her fingers again, but they would not listen to her mind. “Tell the others…” Her voice was fading away. “I love them.” She took one last shuddering breath and closed her eyes.

      For some reason she could still hear Marklus and felt him place his hand on her heart. “Alaireia, don’t talk like that. You know I hold the power of life and death.”

      Suddenly she was gone, her soul drifting away from her body, and for a moment she rose up and looked down. She could see Marklus at her side, she could see the blue light filling her empty body, and instantly she was no longer a spectator from above. She was clutching Marklus’ arm and breathing wretched air that smelled sour but entered her body without pain and left it without collapsing her chest. Eyes wide in shock, she looked at Marklus, still gripping his arm. “Marklus,” she whispered in wonder.

      His eyes were wet as he snatched her in his arms and held her as life returned. She leaned into him in awe. After a minute, she pulled back, and tears of joy lit up her features. “Marklus, I was gone, I had left, but you brought me back.”

      Marklus looked at her. “I did more than that.” He rose to his feet. “I healed Starman as well. Your hearts beat in sync; that was the only way I could.”

      Alaireia froze for a moment. “Starman.”

      “Come.” Marklus reached out a hand to lift her up. “You will feel weak for a while as your strength returns. He is here, recovering.

      Holding onto Marklus, Alaireia stumbled over the decaying bodies in the war zone. She could see Starman, wobbling on his feet, testing out his strength. He saw her and despite the mountain of bodies surrounding, him staggered over. “Alaireia! Marklus!” he called.

      Alaireia paused and looked at Marklus, as if for the first time she understood, and she could not help the tears that threatened to overwhelm her. “Thank you,” she said. “Thank you.”

      Starman slowly stumbled up to them. “I’m alive,” he stated.

      “I know.” Alaireia reached for him with a sob.

      Marklus let go as they flung their arms around each other, laughing in awe at the gift of a second life. It was Starman who touched Alaireia’s face, leaned in, and kissed her. She responded by wrapping her arms tightly around him, gently kissing him back.

      Marklus turned away from them to walk up the hill. As he did, he saw Crinte was waiting for him. “We won. It is over.” Crinte reached out a hand to Marklus.

      “It is done,” Marklus replied. He turned one last time to look at the destruction of the Great Water Hole. Smoking bodies littered the ground, blue flags waved in the cleansing breeze that was beginning to blow, and two lovers brought back from the dead kissed in the desolation. The plan had always been to succeed, but as he surveyed the land, he realized he had never dreamed it was actually possible. A sad smile flashed across his grimy face for a moment, then Marklus turned and walked up the hill with Crinte.
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      The Five Warriors. That is what they were called as Simon the Brave spread their tale throughout the Western World, personally supervising the statue that was erected in their honor. As those tales spread throughout the Four Worlds, those foolish enough told them to their children as a fairy tale, a legend of old, an impossible tale when the land was young and fraught with mysteries and power. There were some who believed, and some who did not, and some who missed the warning signs that the end was near.

      

      Crinte the Wise journeyed back to Spherical Land, requesting again access to the kingdom above the clouds. He returned with The Healer who restored the Mermis as best he knew how, yet Mermis were never born out of clouds and mist again. Crinte the Wise eventually married Malaseya the Mermi, and so their bloodline extended, and eventually, a portion of them flew away on the Silver Herd, to the Eastern World.

      

      Marklus the Healer left the Zikes at the Great Water Hole, leaving them in charge of ensuring no one dared live there again. He traveled with Crinte the Wise to Spherical Land, restoring the Mermis to their immortality once again. Finally, he returned to Zikeland and took up his rule as the first Watcher, a Dunithair, ensuring the land was peaceful and blossomed once again. It was not long after the wind returned, and he asked of her what had happened to his brother.

      

      Alaireia the Ezinck and Starman the Trazame spent most of their days between the fruitful land of Trazamy City and repairing the forests of the Ezinck. In a way, on perspective, he found his family again, for sometimes it is those who pull the best out of you who truly can stay with you throughout life. He and Alaireia shared the life anyone would dream of, a life full of love and passion and adventure.

      

      No one in the Western World ever saw Legone the Swift again, but months later, the Clyear of Power washed his immortal body onto the shores of the South World. He woke again in the arms of his beloved, reunited with the Green People at last.

      

      As for the spirit of Sarhorr the Changer? Now that is a tale for another World.
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        Dear Readers,

      

      

      

      If you are hoping for a realistic fantasy, this is not it. These words you’ll find swimming through your dreams are unrealistic and full of flights of imagination. If reality is what you seek, turn back before it is too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “The eyes of the jeweled ones will see it first,

        Hidden in the boughs in the forests of the north

        Among the evergreen where the midlands dance.

        Beware the blended, exiled ones.

        Past the death the Marshswamps brings,

        Hidden in rock the sunlight dares not part,

        Beyond the green havens of the creatures of the wood,

        Neither friend nor foe guards the keep,

        A horse of silver and winged with power,

        Keeping watch over the end of days.

        There you seek, and you shall find

        All you dream and fear and more.

        The death and life of all awaits.

        Seek, and ye shall find.

        Find, and ye shall perish.

        Perish, and ye shall live.”
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      “No one can know the things he knows.” The Mermi King twirled his golden scepter in his left hand as he perched on the edge of his throne. Snatching his dark eyes away from the globe undulating on the top of his scepter, he sighed as he turned weary eyes to his granddaughter. “Take him to a world where they will never believe him, even if he talks.”

      His barefoot granddaughter paced back and forth on the weightless surface below the King’s throne. “You are asking us, the Blended Ones, to leave?” Her shoulder-length hair swished as she tilted her dark head and quirked a puzzled eyebrow, unafraid to test the King’s authority. Her petite frame was just over five feet tall. She’d inherited her mother’s midnight blue hair and her father’s aura of authority and overwhelming desire for adventure. “You are asking us to go into exile?” Her voice faltered as she clenched and unclenched her fists, inadvertently brushing them against the silver feathers of her short tunic, created of feathers and mist. She paused to lift her eyes to the King’s, blinking her thick, black lashes.

      “I ask nothing of you that your heart does not already desire.” King Vincsir’s smooth voice reminded her of the lapping of waves after a violent storm. Leaning his scepter against his throne, he rose to his full height of six feet, his deep purple robe sweeping the dais. He wore a golden circlet on his head while his deep black hair hung to his shoulders. His build was just as slim and lithe as his granddaughter’s, but his features were harder. His face was ageless although his sharp, keen eyes looked tired. Underneath his purple robe, he wore a white tunic, allowing the delicate wings on his ankles to flutter back and forth as he floated off his dais.

      His granddaughter paused as he stood in front of her, reaching out his long, smooth fingers to take her hands in his. “Indonesia.” His words floated to her ears and danced around her head for mere seconds before they sunk into her mind, their meanings hazy like the morning fog. Further distracting her, he rubbed his thumbs across her palm as he spoke, his voice rising and falling like a lullaby sung to a calm a fledging hatchling. “You and I both know you don’t belong here. I’ve seen the shadows behind your eyes and the questions you’ve bitten back. You desire to leave and find your own place to belong, but you’re afraid to ask. It makes sense; you were born here, and none of us were born here. We come from air and mist, at least until the curse. Our race is stagnant and will be until we find a way to procreate. But time is on our side as, although your father is a mortal, you are immortal. Our race must survive, and we must spread the blended across the Four Worlds. I know you desire to find your place and discover where you belong, so I’m releasing you. Since you cannot fly, take the Silver Herd and discover what lies beyond the Western World beyond Oceantic. All I ask is that you do me a favor and take Tharmaren the Wise to his exile to the Eastern World.”

      The silence after the hypnotic song jolted Indonesia out of her stupor. A sudden tingling behind her eyes forced her to blink away moisture, as if she’d just emerged from the land of sleep. She pinched her brows together as the rhythm of his words swarmed through her mind, yet clarity of meaning seemed lost and forgotten. He dropped her hands and stepped away a pace, his eyes narrowing as he watched her struggle to recall his words. He nodded as her face changed and the words he wished for her to remember marked themselves in her memory.

      Indonesia smiled; her white teeth gleaming sharp and pointed as her mind latched onto the thoughts he’d implanted. Her heart began to race in anticipation. “I can leave? And take the Silver Herd?”

      “Yes.” The King’s lips lifted, effectively removing the hostile demeanor from his stoic appearance. “Yes, Indonesia, and take the Blended Ones, your cousins, at least those who are willing. Fly to the ends of the World, find adventure, and find out where you belong.” He stepped closer to her again, the smile fading from his face just as quickly as it had appeared.

      Indonesia’s brow furrowed, and the grin slid off of her face. “What is it?” A twinge of anxiety forced her voice to bite the air much harder than she intended.

      The King placed his hands on her shoulders, his height forcing her to look directly up at his sharp, golden eyes. “Your father is the last of the Order of the Wise, but he is not the One. Look for him.”

      “The One?” Indonesia swallowed hard, the hairs on her neck standing up as she moved her head to avoid her grandfather’s hooded gaze. “I’m not sure why…” She attempted to pull away. “What do you mean? Isn’t the world safe after all my father and his warriors did?”

      “For now.” The King’s voice sank to a confidential whisper. “But I fear…” He trailed off, dropping his hands from her shoulders and turning away hastily in an attempt to hide his true thoughts.

      “What do you mean?” Indonesia repeated the question, but her voice trembled with hints of fear.

      King Vincsir turned back to her, flashes of regret hiding from her questioning gaze. “It is not to frighten you,” he assured her gently. “You will see much in your life, but remember my words. And watch out for the Green People; they are up to something.”
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      The amulet that hung above the curved arches of the doorframe was broken. It had fallen into the dusty footpath, its once sharp four points splintered into fragments. Her thumping feet brushed past the shards, scattering them even further into the muck, but she was running too fast to notice. Flinging herself against the cracked door, she burst into the hut and tore through the open living space. The edge of her blurred vision grasped and discarded the disarray of the room, devoid of life. It was only when she reached the second door in the hut that she paused, chest heaving and eyes streaming. Impatiently she swatted at the tears, a hint of anger radiating from her jerking movement. Her fingers shook as she reached for the curved handle while her thumb pressed down on the brass latch. Hesitantly she added her other hand, swallowing hard at the scene on the other side of the door she longed to escape from. It was as if a nightmare were seeping into her life, the lines between dream and reality conjoining into the most unfortunate event she ever could have imagined in her fifteen years. This all could have been avoided had they listened and heeded the warning.

      “Phyllis? Is that you?” a muffled voice called from the other side. It sounded strained, as if it had come to the same realization Phyllis had.

      “Yes.” Clearing her throat, she pushed open the door, raising her head to the dreaded sight. If this were the end, she had to be strong.

      Mother lay in the bed, her face white and drawn with pain. Her light hair was damp and hung in limp strings around her shoulders. At the sound of the door shutting, she turned, the fingers of one hand twitching as she reached for Phyllis.

      In a low chair sat Phyllis’ twin sister, Ilieus. Her dirty blond hair was braided tightly around her head like a crown. Her pale face and glassy, wide eyes made her look like a frightened rabbit that was startled out of sleep by a wicked fox eating her children. Ilieus held Mother’s other hand with both of her own, hunched over so her hands were close to her heart, as if it could keep Mother in the land of the living.

      “Phyllis.” Mother’s voice was a kind whisper, a statement of assurance. Yet it still frightened Phyllis. Even through her tears, she was sure she could see the white strands of her mother’s soul leaking out of her mouth.

      “I’m here,” she whispered, tip-toeing across the reed woven floor. It sprung back up at her feet with each step, and she felt fear constricting her heart. It was more than unfair; it could not be possible. She’d heard of mothers in her village that had died young from childbearing, long illness, or some odd disease. But no one in her household had passed from the land of the living into the shadows, and she’d never anticipated having to go on without Mother. Dreams were only supposed to be dreams; even in tales of old, none had warned about the reality of dreams.

      Mother’s fingers twitched again, reaching for Phyllis but impossible to move closer. Phyllis imagined she was reaching with her heart and it bled dry from the strain of movement. Dropping to her knees beside the bed, Phyllis took Mother’s free hand and held it to her lips, kissing it with reverent love before resting it against her cheek. Phyllis’ unruly, wavy hair cascaded around the intertwining of their fingers, bringing the scent of green meadows, muddy ponds, and fresh dirt into the room.

      The window was open, and a sudden gust of wind rustled the amulets hanging in the room. There was one above the bed, dangling from the ceiling as if too much movement would send it crashing from its perch. The crude design resembled a round object surrounded by a circle; this one had been hammered out of black metal into a flat shape. Four points spread out from the center like a compass. According to Mother’s tales, each point symbolized one of the four people groups of the Four Worlds. It was a symbol Mother had grown up with, a sign of peace, an omen of conversion, and a sign of the times when all people groups lived in harmony with one another.

      “I’m sorry.” Mother’s hoarse voice floated to Phyllis’ ears. “My daughters, I did not wish to leave you so soon.” She paused, her breath becoming labored. “You must know.” Her fingers attempted to tighten around their hands but failed. She turned her face to gaze at Phyllis first and then Ilieus, her breath quickening all the while. “I did not want you to bear this burden alone. Listen. You must find…” Her words trailed off as the door burst open yet again.

      A tall male stood in the doorway, his frame casting a shadow across the room. A braid of dark hair snaked to his waist as he rushed in, his bearded face a storm of twisted emotions. As Phyllis turned, she saw, on her father’s face, the same agony she felt inside. In a helpless gesture, he moved towards the bed, his large hands resting for mere seconds on Phyllis’ and Ilieus’ heads as a sign of solace. Phyllis bowed her head, the presence of her father confirming the disaster; this was the end.

      “Naya.” Leaning over, he gently kissed her forehead while she lifted her eyes as best she could and sought his.

      “Listen to me.” In the seeming darkness of the day, her whispered voice had an aura of authority as it sank away, even as her soul leaked out and her body wasted away.

      It had happened so suddenly. One day the four of them had been as any family in the Eastern World, hardworking yet full of life. Then the dream had come and Mother had taken ill. Just as the words of the sleepless had said, three days passed, and she drifted. There was nothing they could do, and yet she seemed at peace, only heartbroken she had to leave them so soon. “It is not the end of life,” she went on, the words and songs of tales of old standing as ghosts in the room. “There is more after death. That’s how you shall find me again. Remember.”

      She paused, sucking in air hard as she summoned her strength. With a gasp, she turned her head, and her eyes met Ilieus’s eyes. Phyllis recoiled in horror at the last words her mother spoke.
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* * *

      
        
        
        Go see Grandmother.

        The dreams are real.

        The dreams are true.

        Go ask Grandmother.

        Grandmother.

        Dreams.

        Truth.

        Reality.

      

        

      

      

      Those words danced through Phyllis’ head like a headless chicken during the first five minutes of death. They circled with raving madness, as if by becoming more intense, they would resolve themselves into a phrase that made sense. Even as Phyllis stood in the graveyard, where the smell of freshly turned dirt and dung imbued the air, the words could not escape her. She saw them sliding off the rough-cut rock quarries and dancing above her sister’s head. Father stood alone, several paces from Phyllis and Ilieus, with his arms crossed and jaw set, a stance Phyllis knew well. Father was quiet, but when he was upset, a whirlwind storm built inside him until it exploded. Mother was often the eye of the storm, showing him the way to peace with a look or a touch.

      But the one thing both Mother and Father agreed upon was Grandmother. One did not speak to Grandmother. The last time she had come to visit was ten years ago when Phyllis and Ilieus were five years old. Foolish and curious, their ears had pricked when Mother announced sternly, “Not in front of the children” and dragged Grandmother into the bedroom. Although the heavy door was shut, they still crawled to it and pressed their small ears against the wood, listening with wide, round eyes, even though they did not understand.

      “Naya,” Grandmother’s voice reprimanded, “this is exactly why I told you not to marry that Tider! The blend between two people groups is too dangerous and look at what’s happening to my granddaughters.”

      “Mother!” The sharp voice was a cross between a warning and a growl. “You are not welcome in my house if you continue to spew hate against my husband and my children. I told you my choice long ago, and I am tired of having the same conversation over and over again. If you have simply come to remind me of my sins, I want you to leave.”

      “I came to bring healing and clarity.” Grandmother’s voice was cold, without a trace of apology. “But you won’t let me help, you want to block everything out and deny what is happening in your own household. If you ignore this, I won’t be able to help you.”

      “Help?” Astonishment dripped from Mother’s voice. “You walk into my house with your veiled threats and tell me you are helping? You couldn’t be happier if I left Antharn and returned to live in your hovel of a home. My life has been better since I left you, and he’s my husband. I love him, something I suppose you could never understand since you have never loved anyone but yourself!”

      Grandmother’s voice rose higher with every word. “You never should have married him; he’s not one of us, and now your daughters, my grandchildren, can never be like us. You aren’t listening; you don’t know the consequences of what you have done.”

      “There are no consequences,” Mother’s voice snapped. The hate and anger drifting from the room almost materialized. Fumes from it leaked under the door, and for the first time in her life, Phyllis was afraid of her own mother.

      “Let’s go play,” Ilieus whimpered, her eyes dark with fright.

      Phyllis nodded, reaching for her sister’s hand. As their skin came into contact, a spark flashed between the two and a picture swept in front of Phyllis’s eyes. She saw a horned shadow in a forest blurring into the trees. Its form was turned towards a house perched on a hill, watching the figure of a female sweeping the porch. The female’s lips moved in song, and the shadow lifted its head and howled. The vision only lasted a second, but Phyllis snatched her hand away, shaking as goosebumps rose on her arm, unsure of what she had just seen. Ilieus looked at her, confused, and continued to hold out her hand. The voices behind the door grew louder, snatches of phrases leaking out.

      “…Blended Ones…wrong…they will destroy…what have you done?”

      “You must leave…. go and never come back…

      “What have you done?”

      “You are no longer welcome here.”

      “What have you done?”
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      He ran in the gloom, bare feet fleeing over the ice fields. Despite the fear that drove him forward, he glanced back, his heart torn, desiring to return when he knew he should run. Any moment he expected to see a crown of leaves smash onto his head, but there was nothing but the eerie silence.

      Blinking, he ducked from invisible branches, his frantic heartbeat reminding him the past weeks weren’t fragments of his scattered mind. He clung to truth as a hungry child clings to the last crust of bread, fiercely, ready to destroy anyone who would take such a treasure away. He stumbled on uneven shards of ice and flung his hands out, attempting to keep his precious face from hitting the ice. He went down hard; his chest exploded in pain as he struggled to suck breath back into his failing body. At least one rib was broken, but there was the possibility his wounds extended much deeper than that. Warm blood dripped out of his mouth as he rose to all fours, his bony fingers searching for traction in the ice.

      Surely he would freeze without clothing, food, and shelter. He took a rasping breath, and his vision blurred in exhaustion as he remembered the words of the creatures of the forest. He could hear their odd voices, hollow and terrible, as they stared at him out of lidless eyes. The chant they spoke echoed in his mind, confirming his worst suspicions.

      

      “The world is ending.

      The sky is fading into brighter shades of blue.

      The night is deeper, blacker than before.

      The ground is fading, falling into the sea, and only the islands are safe from being eaten by the waves—those greedy waves, crunching away at the landmass, which used to grow forever green. The sands have turned white, and the harvest grows sparse.

      “Every year, fewer and fewer children are born. Families struggle for one, maybe two, and the population decreases. Fear is a tight bandage worn around everyone’s throats. The people groups sense it, but they don’t know what to do, unaware of how to stop the end of all things.

      “A darkness has taken over the north. It grows and seeps underground, yet no one is aware, except for perhaps the Watchers. The Horse Lords have been tasked with finding the source and halting the end of the world, but they are at a loss as they gallop heedless across the landmass, frantically searching for answers, yet finding none.

      “The people groups have started to fray; they cling to one leader who swears he will heal the land and restore the world. Nay, he lies. No mortal can restore the world. It fades, and there is one who is overlooked. One who sits forgotten, his speech lost to the world, and none think to pry open his loose memories and use his knowledge to save the world. Thus, the scroll says. Thus, the people call to each other in uncertainty, and one by one they turn against each other, divided and leaderless, desperate only to save themselves. The song they should sing, the song lost on their tongues, is ‘Who will save us?’

      “The Horse Lord walks forward, well aware of the lifelessness creeping across the land and the desperate hopelessness. It has been happening his entire life. If he does not do something, the Eastern World will perish into Oceantic, and there will not be enough islands to save them all. The land is shrinking, and no one knows why, but the Horse Lords charge themselves with finding the answer. We give you the answer; we give you the name of the one who will save the world.

      “This is a truth that must not be spoken. Once you hear it, you must run, for we will be forced to slay you. Such is the power that binds us; such is the treaty we swore to. We break it only for you; if you must know, this truth is your death sentence.”

      

      The words they spoke dazzled his mind. Although he was not dead yet, the forest had tried its best. Lifting his head, he squinted as he thought he saw his salvation. Light danced before him, a warm, yellow light, unlike the cold, dead white light of the forest. He stood, shaking, with his limbs crying out against movement. Even though he knew it was not possible, he glanced behind, but this time the trees weren’t following. His body told him to lie down, but his mind screamed for him to run away as fast as he could to spread the truth of what he knows. When he turned back to face the light, he saw them.
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            Winter’s Orison

          

        

      

    

    
      Pharengon blinked as white flakes of snow lazily floated from the darkening sky, kissing his upturned face. In the fading light, he thought he saw something moving on the northern horizon, which was odd but not completely unreasonable. Raising a hand, he used his long fingers to shield his eyes, squinting as he peered across the barren landscape. Frost had frozen the long prairie grasses into silver icicles that bowed their heavy heads in slumber towards the white-dusted ground. The last lights of the day flickered playfully over them, dazzling the land with spots of bright colors. The turning of the sky signaled the changing seasons, and Pharengon sensed the strange phenomena that only occurred in the northern regions of the Eastern World. The shift in the sky as it turned from autumn blue to winter silver, a night called Winter’s Orison, was celebrated far and wide by the people of the north. Pharengon shrugged his furs tighter around his shoulders. He wasn’t sure if there were any people in the northern regions at all; the people groups were beginning to grow scarce, and the reason terrified him. He glanced back at the warm encampment where the Horse Lords milled about, setting up a temporary camp for the night or the next few days, depending on whether the snow would turn into a full-blown storm. He could hear their muffled shouts as they worked quickly and expertly, as they always did.

      “Do you see that?” Thangone’s deep voice startled Pharengon out of his reprieve. Thangone stood a few paces from Pharengon, a hood pulled over his long blond hair, as he pointed across the crystallized field. “I thought I saw something moving out there.”

      “Aye.” Pharengon nodded, returning his hawk-like gaze to the land that lay before them. “It comes nearer.”

      The two lapsed into silence again, watching the thing move towards them. At first it was simply a vague shape, but as it grew closer, the two could see it was a lone male, running across the ice field. Icicles crunched under his fleeing feet as he stumbled over them, yet he kept turning his bare, dark head as if he were being followed. Pharengon and Thangone exchanged brief glances; each was thinking the same thing. As far as they could tell, there was nothing chasing the frantic male, but perhaps they could gain some information that would help their quest.

      Pharengon briefly dropped his fingers to the hilt of his sword, expecting trouble. His tribe of Horse Lords was scouting the northern countries of the Eastern World because, rumor had it, a secret army was forming. The source of those rumors was one who hailed from the people group called Trazames. As tempting as it was to ignore those warnings, the word of a Trazame was often the plain and simple truth. Trazames, unlike Crons, were homebodies. They preferred a world where unexpected adventures did not interfere with farming, eating, drinking, and overall being merry.

      If, indeed, a sizable army was forming in the northwest, there would be signs of them. An army needed supplies, and there was nowhere on the landmass for them to be completely self-sufficient without attracting attention. Even the Horse Lords in their nomadic pursuits frequently returned to Nungus Des-Lista to trade with the Trazames. Yet, so far, Pharengon and his Horse Lords had found no traces of a secret army, but they had not gone as far as to search the North Forests. Pharengon doubted an army would take cover there. The forests were known for being ruthless; none went beneath those boughs if they intended to return to the mainland. Besides, the horrific truth was that there was something wrong with the Eastern World.

      “Shall we?” Pharengon jerked his head towards the figure who had seen them and slowed down.

      Thangone’s hood moved up and down in assent as the two strode forward; their booted feet flattened the ice into surrender.

      Pharengon and Thangone were of the people group called Crons, characterized by their short stature, fair appearance, and inability to say no to the slightest chance of adventure. However, both of them were tall Crons, standing well over six feet tall instead the more common five and a half feet. The two of them had grown up in the Rolling Hills of Phillondorn, part of the great nation of Horse Lords who traversed the western end of the Eastern World. While Phillondorn was their base, they were nomads, who rode and traveled as whim took them. Their homelessness was also the reason why the Horse Lords traveled with their families and set up roaming camps everywhere they went. If there were battles to be fought, a division of the Horse Lords stayed behind to guard the camps or move them to a secure location, while the fighting sector went ahead.

      The lone male stopped walking as Pharengon and

      Thangone approached and stared at them tentatively. He looked like a carved statue come to life with deep, hollows for his eyes and high but fine cheekbones. His clothing was torn and dirty, and he was much too thin; he was gaunt, as if he hadn’t had a good meal in days. Dark hair fell in waves almost down to his waist, reminding Pharengon of the people group called Tiders who often wore their hair long. But what disturbed Pharengon was how blue the male’s eyes were. Even in the growing darkness, they sparkled with their own inner light. They were as dark and crystal clear as a brightly shined sapphire. Disconcerted, Pharengon looked away.

      “I don’t want any trouble!” the male blurted out as they approached, raising his hands to show them he was unarmed. His mouth was red with blood, and his fingertips were slightly blue from the cold. Pharengon realized he was quite young.

      “What makes you think we want trouble?” Pharengon asked.

      “Clearly,” the male pointed with one finger to the encampment of Horse Lords, “you have me outnumbered. If you wish to capture me, there’s nothing I can do.”

      Pharengon cocked his head, noticing the band of a ring around one of the male’s fingers. “This is a free land, and we are free Crons; there is no need to capture you.”

      The male looked slightly disappointed as he peered wistfully at the warmth of the camp. He shivered visibility, and, for a moment, Pharengon almost thought he saw something else behind those odd eyes. “I hate to impose on you, but…” The male’s eyes shifted. “I’ve fallen on a streak of bad luck and could do with a hot meal. I’d be willing to trade.”

      “Trade?” Thangone bit back a laugh. “What do you propose to trade? The clothes from your back?”

      The male frowned at Thangone and turned his intense gaze back to Pharengon. “You are Horse Lords, are you not?”

      “Yes, what of it?” Pharengon demanded, finding it hard to ignore those eyes.

      “If you are who I think you are, then I have information.” The male held his hands up and began to twist the ring on his finger.

      Pharengon’s eyes followed those nimble fingers as they turned. The ring was a sapphire stone, the same color as the male’s eyes. “You are a Treasure Hunter,” Pharengon exclaimed in surprise. He’d heard of the line of Crons who were searchers; they spent their lives looking for lost, hidden, and often powerful treasure. Even tales of old spoke of their deeds, which often lead to major disasters, including death, feuds, war, and the division of all.

      “Yes, what of it?” The male shrugged, a grin crossing his face like a bolt of lightning as he dropped his hands.

      Pharengon ripped his gaze away from the male’s. “What kind of information do you have to trade?”

      The male went still as if he had turned into an ice sculpture. His voice dropped to a hush as he spoke. “I know why the world is ending and how to stop it.”

      Pharengon angled his body towards Thangone. “Take him to the Keeper.”
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* * *

      Thangone and Pharengon flanked either side of the Treasure Hunter as they strode back to camp. Each step brought them closer to the hungry heat of the fire and the spiced burn of roasted meat. As the last lights of the day faded in the deep night sky, they entered. Pharengon made a fist and lifted it as they entered the camp. Life teemed around them. The night watch was finishing their meal and moving to the outskirts to keep watch; they lifted their fists in salute as they passed Pharengon. Children ran to their parents’ tents, looking like miniature bears in their furs. Horses stood roped next to tents; their noses were in bags of food with troughs of shimmering water beside them. Farther in, the fires blazed high while giant slabs of meat rotated above the flames; their juices dripped and sizzled, causing sparks to leap out.

      They weaved through the tents, an extra precaution against the weather, winding their way farther into the camp. Typically, the Horse Lords were unconcerned with the elements, spending their time at one with nature. But the impending storm forced them to resort to unusual ways. Pharengon was sure they all wished they had homes made of wood and stone and were safe under those shelters while the wind howled.

      “Miri!” Thangone shouted as they stood in a hall of tents. He spun around, waiting for her to appear, yet he was unsure of what direction she would come from.

      A tent flap lifted and out padded a girl of about sixteen or seventeen. She wore a long white fur coat. Her bouncing curls peeked out from her fur-lined hood. Her face was round, and her eyes were inquisitive. She said nothing; she just looked at the three Crons standing before her. A few seconds later, a large, white tiger, standing as tall as her waist, padded out beside her. It growled as its eyes fell on the strange male. Sharp, white teeth began to appear from the tiger’s unmuzzled mouth, and Pharengon smiled, waiting for the Cron’s reaction. The Treasure Hunter merely glanced from Miri to her tiger; a slow grin lifted his lips, and he collapsed.

      As it turned out, warmth and food were all that was needed to revive the Cron. After he had scoffed down three helpings and was covered in a gray fur, he began to talk. Pharengon hunched over the fire, sipping a liquid that both warmed and burned his body. Thangone asked the questions, and Miri the Keeper perched nearby, stroking her tiger’s head absentmindedly. The Council of the Horse Lords gathered around the fire, the shadows hiding their true number. A scribe perched close to Miri but on the other side of her treacherous tiger; he eyed it nervously as he dipped his quill in ink and recorded the words.

      “My name is Artenvox,” the Cron said. “I am a Treasure Hunter, and I’m proud of it.” He straightened his shoulders and quickly glanced at Miri to see her reaction. She ignored him. “I went to the North Forests with my family, and I am the only one who escaped.”

      Thangone raised a finger, effectively pausing the story. “Why did your family go to the North Forests in the first place?”

      “Ah, if you knew anything about Treasure Hunters, you would know it is the custom. When the children become of age, which, for a Cron, is twelve, we are taken on our first hunt. Typically, it’s something simple, but the North Forests are not…” He paused, searching for words. “Not what they seem.”

      “They seem dangerous,” Thangone remarked bluntly.

      “Yes and no. The Forest is…” He smiled to himself. “The truth is, I know tales and stories that would astonish you if I told them. The woods are full of knowledge, and now that I’ve found what I was looking for, I must go and continue the next phase of my hunt.”

      Thangone pulled out a knife and a flint stone to sharpen it with. He casually pointed the knife at Artenvox, the Treasure Hunter, and raised an eyebrow. “Tell us then; what is this knowledge you claim the woods passed to you?”

      Artenvox leaned forward and dropped his voice. “Ah. You are the Horse Lords, no? They say there is a king, hidden among the Horse Lords, waiting to take up his rule; only he needs a kingdom and an army to ensure his reign. They say he needs the counsel of the wise, the help of the watchers, and a unique weapon to rise. They say he is kind, and, because of it, his line will endure. You are the Horse Lords; surely you will find him. When you do, you must tell him that one of the Order of the Wise still lives. It is his counsel you should seek because he is the key to saving our dying world.”

      Pharengon bent his head farther into his drink, his ears burning at the words the Treasure Hunter spoke. Thangone continued his line of questioning, his blade ringing sharply off the stone. “Nay, the Order of the Wise are all dead and gone. The last one was Crinte the Wise, and even if he did live, he is from the Western World. There are no powers to move between worlds.”

      “Curious, isn’t it? I must go to the islands to find out for myself. You had better look for that king; the Eastern World will need him.”

      Pharengon gazed into the flames, watching them devour everything they touched. There was no need for the Horse Lords to search for their hidden king. He was their King, but it was far too early to think of taking up his rule. After all, he was only twenty, and no one wanted a King quite so young and inexperienced. He stood, ending the conversation.

      “Artenvox. This knowledge is simply another quest, another treasure hunt. It is quite clear the forests have turned your memory. Enjoy our food and furs; you are free to go when you have recovered from your ordeal.”

      He swept from the fire, leaving Miri and her tiger to watch the strange Cron. Thangone rose and followed him, silent as they strode through the hall of tents. “Pharengon,” Thangone spoke quickly. “I don’t believe him either, but there is something he said.”

      “What?” Pharengon checked his pace, waiting impatiently.

      “He mentioned the islands. We haven’t searched the islands.”
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      Three Years Later.

      

      She tossed as the ghastly vision crept into her memory like sharp white fingers peeling back the peaceful calm of the night. Gripping fear awoke in her, like a naked babe tossed out of its mother’s womb into a terrifying, unfamiliar world. Every muscle in her body turned rigid to protect itself against the vicious unknown. She could sense the fear in the air; dryness clung bitterly to each atom of life, crushing out all existence. The thing that was the source of it all was behind her. She knew before she turned involuntarily; her eyes were already squeezing themselves shut as she attempted to force her face away. She would not look. She dared not look. Now her hands were clammy, shaking. It was the moment; in an instant, she would see it, and all her nightmares would come true.

      It walked towards her, and she screamed uncontrollably as horror ripped through her body. Before she could get a sense of what form it took, it was inside her. Nails as sharp as knives dug into her neck, intent on ripping out the bloodcurdling sound emitting from her throat. She reached up a hand to stop it and saw salivating, pointing teeth chomping at her, determined to get what it wanted.

      White light shot into her eye sockets, intense pain blinding her as it washed out all she knew of sight.  Black spots danced, blurred by streams of painful tears that squeezed out of her eyes, as sobs choked in her throat. Panic rose from the depths of her belly, constricting her hearing and cutting her windpipes off from air. Shaking fingers curled like claws around her dry throat as her eyes rolled sightless back into her head. Tumbling off the tangled sheets of her bed, she landed with a muted thump on the patchwork of reeds that covered the cottage floor. Relentlessly the white light poured into her brain, changing into bright, colorful blobs. Tirelessly they drove forward until she was nothing more than a wilted lump on the floor. Cold. Still. Lifeless.
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      Phyllis woke with a jolt, her heart pounding as she sat up. Almost before she was fully awake, she found herself out of bed. Her bare feet tripped across the uneven floor before she flung herself down beside her sister. Ilieus lay face down, her legs still trembling beneath the white night dress she wore. Her long hair was tangled on the floor from jerking violently across its surface. Kneeling over her, dark eyes wide with concern, Phyllis reached out a hand to touch Ilieus’s shoulder, afraid of what she would find.

      It seldom happened, but it happened enough to scare Phyllis each evening that she dared to close her eyes to sleep. The dark dreams of the night would wrap their broken arms around Ilieus’s mind and pull her into their realm. The possibilities those nightmares revealed drove her body to shake and convulse. As of late, the episodes had increased, monthly fears turned into weekly realities, and Phyllis knew one day she’d wake to find her sister’s soul gone, stolen into the dark shadows only night can bring.

      Now, placing a hand on her sister’s cold shoulder, she gently turned her over. Ilieus lay frozen with her pale eyes open in fright, so wide that the white circles around each iris could clearly be seen. Her slim nostrils were flared, and her thin lips were blue, as if she were still battling for air. One hand was up around her fragile neck, curled like a claw, and Phyllis could see where her nails had dug into skin, leaving it red and raw. Phyllis brought her dark head close, resting it on Ilieus’s bosom, listening for the faint heartbeat that would calm her nerves, for now at least.

      The heartbeat pulsed against her ear, and Phyllis pulled back, her momentary bravery giving way to shaking sobs of relief. She backed away, pressing her hand to her mouth to stifle her tears, lest Father hear and discover them out of bed. His mood was unpredictable, particularly after a long, hot day in the fields and a few ales afterward. He had turned ferocious and bullish after Mother passed away three years ago. Her death had stolen the loving presence away from the household. It had all happened so quickly: the dream, the death, and the words of warning. They had ignored them all, and now, in the middle of the night, Phyllis felt unhappier and more alone than she ever had in all of her seventeen years. Tucking her feet underneath her thin, ragged nightdress, she wrapped her fingers around Ilieus’s free hand, her solace turning into frustration at everything life had dealt her thus far.

      Phyllis lived in a village called Haitiar in the Rolling Hills of Ithinguard with her father, Antharn, and twin sister, Ilieus. Since Mother’s passing, the village people tended to ignore them, superstitiously believing the unluckiness would pass on to them should they venture too near the broken family. Indeed, it did seem as if a bad luck possessed them. Shortly after Mother’s death, Ilieus had taken ill with an ailment that left her pale, thin, and weak. Meanwhile, Antharn, sinking further into grief, cared less for his daughters and, more often than not, could be found at the local inn, drinking and creating a ruckus. Even with that, Phyllis was the only one who noticed the way the villagers treated her family. She saw the mothers push their children away when she walked to the market. The barters avoided eye contact when they traded with her, giving no thought to the lowest price, only hoping she’d leave as quickly as she came. She remembered the years when mother was alive, and it was different. The children of Haitiar were her friends, and the Crons of the village did not judge those who blended the lines of the people groups.

      As the first hints of dawn began coloring the sky, like a giant beginning a painting, an idea pushed its way into Phyllis’s disjointed thoughts. Letting go of Ilieus’s hand, she slid her arms underneath her sister and deposited her on the bed again. Ilieus’s eyes had closed now, yet her body still appeared to be held rigid in a frozen trance. Phyllis sighed as she covered her up. Mother had known exactly what to do during the rare occasions when Ilieus descended into nightmares. She knew what herbs to use to comfort her and bring clarity to her visions (she had learned this from Grandmother). Phyllis had seen Grandmother at the market, an old lady, often bent over her wheelbarrow of herbs, whispering to them like small children that needed consoling. Although Mother’s last words had encouraged Phyllis and Ilieus to go to Grandmother and heal the broken relationship, Father forbade it after the funeral. Even Phyllis’s memories shed Grandmother in a negative light, and she was disinclined to believe Grandmother would be anything other than poisoned against them. But Ilieus was growing weaker with each episode, and perhaps if Phyllis begged, Grandmother could provide a remedy that would soothe Ilieus’s visions.

      Phyllis peeked out of her bedroom into the dim light of the hut, letting her eyes adjust. A chair lay on its back, legs sticking up in the air in a wordless cry for help. A broken mug perched on the edge of the table, begging to be put out of its misery and dashed into pieces. Thankful for the quiet reeds of the floor, Phyllis dashed across them, barefoot, to the front door. Placing her fingertips on the handle, she peeked back to her father’s room, but the shut door and gentle snores told her he was out cold. She shuddered to think what he would do if he discovered she was disobeying his directives. Before she could change her wavering mind, she opened the door and stepped out into the night.

      The air was dense and warm as she ducked back around the hut, heading for the fields. In the light of the day, she’d be able to see the nearest neighbors’ homes, dotting the countryside while the cobblestone road wound its way past them. Wagons drawn by horses and single riders, farmers, and traders could be seen going back and forth constantly down to the square, four miles away, where the trading took place. Yet in the predawn hours, all was silent, and for that, Phyllis was thankful as she ran through the fields toward the edge of the village.

      The village of Haitiar, in the Rolling Hills of Ithinguard, was mostly filled with the people group called Crons. They were well-known for their lighter complexions, shorter statures, and adventurous mindsets. Crons were unwilling, nay, discontented to stay in one place for the entirety of life. If there was a mystery to be solved, a fight to be had, or an adventure to go on, they were off and into what was, most likely, the biggest mistake of their lives without a second thought. It was quite contrary to the people group, Trazames, who lived in the country Nungus Des-Lista. Trazames were taller and broader with darker complexions, for they loved feasting and farming to their hearts’ content. A family of Trazames would live on their farmland for hundreds of years before daring to vacate it, while every ten years Crons were uprooting themselves and searching for a new adventure.

      Phyllis herself was half-Cron and half-Tider, which brought an air of disapproval from the villagers. Tiders were tall, quiet beings who tended to live in high elevations. They were rarer in the Eastern World since there weren’t many mountains, aside from the ones in the North Forest. Tiders got along well enough with Crons and Trazames, remaining neutral in the political ongoings across the world. They lived their lives calmly, refusing to heedlessly jump into unnecessary adventures, such as the Crons, or stew at home in fear, like the Trazames. Phyllis could feel the sway of both bloodlines in her; the recklessness pulled her in one direction, while the voice of reason tugged her in the other. Sometimes she did not understand her Tider father at all. According to common knowledge, he should be firm in his doings and in his thinking. He should be ruler of the family, and yet he had come unhinged. She resented that and the fact that it seemed up to her to decide what would happen to her and her sister next. As she ran, barefoot, through the fields to the edge of the village, the wide-open lands seemed to hold out their arms, welcoming her to explore them.

      There were pink streaks in the dawn sky when she arrived at the last hut at the edge of the village. It perched like a morning mushroom, white topped and moldy. It looked as if the next strong wind would buffet its roof inward. Long, overgrown grasses waved in the early morning whispers of dawn, holding their secrets close before the light burned them away. Two oak trees grew dark and heavy on either side of the hut, like guards, offering shelter and safety beneath their boughs. Phyllis slowed from a run to catch her breath, hesitantly placing one foot in front of the other as she walked up to the frowning entrance. Pausing, she racked her fingers through the tangles of her dark brown mane of wavy hair. She braided it deftly, like the country folk, and made her way to the doorstep as sweet and poignant fragrances floated to her nose. Unsure of what she was smelling, Phyllis wrinkled her nose, yet her tense shoulders relaxed and calmness slid through her body. The hem of her oversized, white nightdress was soaked and muddy from running through pastures, and her tanned feet were bare. Despite her shoddy appearance, she fixated her large, brown eyes on the door and boldly stepped up, lifting her fist to knock. Before her fist could make contact, the door swung open, and a voice called out, “Come in, child. I’ve been expecting you.”
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      “You’ve been expecting me?” Phyllis questioned, a hint of disbelief creeping into her high-pitched voice. The door slid open a bit further as Phyllis stepped inside. Despite the calming fragrance of the herbs, she shifted from one foot to the other, unsure of how to explain her actions.

      Candles hung in metal cases and chains from the ceiling, giving a flickering, orange glow to the hut. Bundles of green hung upside down drying, a safe distance away from those flickering lights. A fire hummed greedily in the hearth while a basin of water sat beside it and a kettle puffed out smoke above it. Phyllis swallowed hard as she stared, a sudden memory of the home she used to have blurring her vision. She blinked and raised her chin just as Grandmother waved her hand.

      “Shut the door, child; what I have to tell you is not for others’ listening ears.”

      Confused yet curious, Phyllis pushed the door shut gently, the latch falling behind her as she moved forward into the spacious room. She could see colorful, woven baskets, bright reeds, and green plants covering the corners and walls of the room. A bed was neatly tucked into one corner, but it looked as if it hadn’t been slept on recently. A chair beside the fire rocked back and forth, bereft. Grandmother walked toward Phyllis, her tall figure commanding the room.

      “Where are your clothes, child?” she asked, her deep eyes taking in Phyllis’s appearance and judging her accordingly.

      “I…I…there was no time,” Phyllis stammered, feeling flustered as she dropped her eyes to the floor. Her feet were black with mud and dust while her hair was still tangled and her quick braid bunched and uneven. New clothes were not a priority, and it was all she could do to run the hut, take care of Ilieus, and avoid her father’s temper. Fussing about what she looked like came last. Besides, Ilieus was the beauty of the family; she resembled an angel with her pale skin and fragile bone structure, as if she would shatter into a million pieces at any moment. Phyllis was boisterous and boyish in a way; she had more of the spirit of the Cron within her, while Ilieus leaned toward the quiet ways of a Tider.

      Grandmother moved closer and lifted Phyllis’s chin with her thumb and forefinger. Forced to look upward, Phyllis recoiled in surprise. Grandmother stood only a few inches taller than Phyllis, yet even though her hair was pure white, she was not as old as Phyllis expected. The resemblance to Mother was there, almost hidden, but what drew Phyllis was the silver circlet Grandmother wore braided into her hair. At the end was a four-point amulet with a small, circular stone shining on her forehead; it was much like the ones Mother used to hang about the house, yet this one had a real stone, glossy and shiny, that caught and reflected the hues the fire tossed at it. Grandmother’s eyes matched it, glittering with deep pools of knowledge.

      Intimidated, Phyllis stepped back, taking in the lady’s regal, dark purple gown, which swept to the floor. “Grandmother?”

      “Yes.” Grandmother’s voice was calm, soothing even, like a hot bath after a long day in fields. She dropped a hand to Phyllis’s arm and guided her toward the round table in the middle of the room. “You must have come because you need something. I was wondering how long it would take one of you to come to me.” Her voice was mirthless and matter-of-fact. There were none of the hints of anger Phyllis recalled from long ago, but nor was there the expected sadness and regret of a daughter’s early passing.

      Wordlessly, Phyllis let herself be guided to the table, regretting that she had come, and Grandmother poured hot water into cups for both of them. Plucking leaves from one of her hanging boughs, she dropped them into the water along with a spoonful of dark honey. “Tell me, which one of the twins are you?”

      “I am Phyllis.” She straightened her shoulders, folding and unfolding her hands in her lap.

      Grandmother sat across from Phyllis, pushing a steaming mug toward her as she nodded in remembrance. “Do you know who I am?”

      Confused by the trick question, she shrugged. “My grandmother?”

      Grandmother cocked her head at Phyllis, reading her before answering. “Oh, but that is only a title. Let’s start with you, child. Why did you come to my home?”

      Avoiding Grandmother’s intense gaze, Phyllis stared over the table into the fire, reaching for her cup of tea at the same time. The scent of lavender filled her nostrils, and she took a deep breath, letting the calming sensations flood through her body. “It’s my sister, Ilieus,” she began. “She has strange visions which cause her to shake violently and fall on the floor. She lies in a deathlike state until she comes to, weak and scared. Whatever she sees in those visions frightens her, but she can’t ever remember them. She keeps saying the words ‘Clyear’ and ‘they are coming’ and ‘shadows’ over and over. But I don’t know what it means, and neither does she. I want to help her; I want to make them stop, but I don’t know what to do. When…when Mother was still alive, she used to come here, I think, to get herbs that helped. But I don’t know what to do. Will you help me?” Her story escaped her lips in a rush, and as the last word dropped away, she felt a burden roll away. She lifted her eyes to find Grandmother gazing back at her, and there was unreadable movement behind her dark eyes.

      “Yes. As blood calls to blood, so I will help you, but you must know why. Child, tales of old detail the brave and heroic deeds of the Five Warriors: Crinte the Wise, Marklus the Healer, Alaireia the Lightfoot, Starman the Trazame, and Legone the Swift. During the days of conflict and war in the Western World, up rose the Watchers. They are the ones who watch of over this world and stop the rise of the immortals. You may not know this, but there are immortals in each of the Four Worlds. Some of them are peaceful creatures who keep to themselves and can only be found if they wish, often in deep forests where it is easy to hide. But there are those immortals who seek to take over the world and to turn it into a paradise for immortals, because like calls to like, and even immortals are not immune to the desire to connect with each other in communal ways. There is a certain pause that takes place when the mortals inhabit the world. See, there is a paradise waiting for all of us on the other side of death. It is not the end, only a step to the next world, where conflict between the people groups is only a mockery of a past life. The immortals in the Four Worlds have been banished from that life, and so they seek to recreate it here, but first the Worlds must be cleansed of the mortals.

      “Before the days of the Five Warriors, there was a line of Wise Ones, called the Order of the Wise. As you may remember from the stories, Crinte the Wise was the last. After the great war in the Western World, he went to a kingdom in the sky, called Spherical. It was there he married the King’s daughter and his decree for Watchers became known throughout the land. Thus, his companion, Marklus the Healer, took up his position as the first Watcher in Zikeland. Those Watchers with great powers are called Dunithairs; rumor says they are immortal themselves. This would be true in the case of Marklus the Healer, for he stood between life and death and had the right to choose. There are many Watchers across the Four Worlds, and most of them spring from the bloodline of Crons, because Crons are not afraid to seek out, understand, and take action. It is the other people groups one must be wary about.

      “Child, you may wonder what these words have to do, personally, with your history. It is because you come from a line of Watchers. It is our birthright, passed from Cron to Cron as long as there are Crons in the family. But your Mother forsook the sacred calling of the Watchers and, in turn, married a Tider, one outside of our bloodline who will never become a Watcher. She upset the delicate balance in the world, and it was wrong. If she had not come from a family of Watchers, it may have been different, but she was always willful and disobedient. I can only blame myself for letting her disregard go as far as it did. But now, you will have to pay for what she had done; you are cursed with something I have not seen before. I have searched for the past ten years, hoping to find the answer, and I think I have. Only it is too late for me to go forward. Even now they watch my home, they know when I come and when I go, and all I can do is protect you. There may come a time when they come for your Father, and then, if he does not have the answer, you will be next, so you must go while there is still time.

      “Do not ask me who is watching; they are coming, those who know what has been done and realize what a danger the Blended Ones are to life as we know it. The dreams your sister dreams are reality; they are a warning, and you must find one who can interpret them for you. If you don’t, the world will end. The Purebloods are forming an alliance; they are calling themselves ‘the Contrevails,’ and they will rule the Eastern World, at least what is left of it. Anyone who opposes them will be killed or banished, depending on what kind of a threat he or she is seen as. I tell you this because I hope there is a chance. I don’t know you, but even if you are of blended blood, you are my granddaughter, and I owe it to your mother to give you your best chance. Whether you trust me or not is for you to decide. I don’t know what my daughter said to poison you against me, but this is what I know.”

      Her dark eyes changed as she spoke; they were shining clear with honestly. Phyllis recognized that shift, even though each word that came out of her Grandmother’s mouth made her want to run screaming back home. Even now there was dread sitting heavy on her head, and the scent of lavender could not dissipate it. Grandmother spoke of a darkness only heard in tales of old, the fate of the world and her life intertwined with something dark and dangerous. Suddenly she understood why Mother and Father had banished Grandmother. If this was the kind of talk that came from Grandmother’s lips, the only option was to run away and pretend the warnings had never been spoken. But there was Ilieus to think about. Phyllis returned to the words that made sense to her. “I must take Ilieus to someone who can read her visions. But…” Phyllis bit her lip. “Who can read her visions? You?”

      “No.” Grandmother shook her head, giving a dismissive laugh. “No, you will need to go to one from the Order of the Wise.”

      “The Order of the Wise?” Phyllis furrowed her brow. “But you just told me that line has ended. They do not exist anymore.”

      Grandmother raised her eyebrows and stood. Turning her back, she walked across the room. Muttering under her breath, she riffled through a basket until she found two scrolls. She turned to the table and unrolled the first. “You must go to the West Islands and seek counsel from Tharmaren the Wise. He is over a hundred years old and was alive when the war for the Western World took place. He saw it coming, and he, above all, will know how to interpret the voices in your sister’s mind.”

      Despite her misgivings, Phyllis peered down at the scroll and saw a map of the Eastern World written out with great care and detail. The Eastern World was comprised of the main landmass and the West Islands off the coast of Nungus Des-Lista. Phyllis lived in the far southeast, but now Grandmother pointed to the islands. Most of them were unnamed and scattered in uneven circles between two larger islands. Grandmother tapped the one called “Wind Fresh.” “That is where Tharmaren the Wise took up residence, and there you shall find him.”

      “How do I get there?” Phyllis’ voice trembled as she asked, but she couldn’t tell whether it was with fear, excitement, or disbelief.

      “First by foot, then by horseback, and finally by ferry.” Grandmother rested her elbows on the table and leaned forward, seeking Phyllis’ eyes. “This journey is not for the faint of heart. Unrest lies across the Eastern World, a restlessness you may not feel here in this village. But mark my words, something has come to the Eastern World, and it is awakening all. You and your sister may play a bigger role than you anticipate, but my own vision is dark.” She grasped Phyllis’ hands firmly in her large, smooth ones. “You have heard the tales of what happened to the Five Warriors of the Western World; I fear…” She blinked and stopped, quickly dropping Phyllis’ gaze.

      Phyllis attempted to pull her hands away; her breath was coming fast at the reminder of the words she only wanted to forget.

      Grandmother released Phyllis and rose again. “Now you have a choice to make. Go to Ilieus and tell her what we have spoken of. Then return here at sundown, with Ilieus, and your journey shall begin.”

      Phyllis stood reluctantly. She moved to the door and placed her hand on the latch, but she turned around to face the lady once more. “What should I tell Father?”

      Grandmother tilted her head; the honesty left her eyes, leaving only shadows. “Your father will take care of himself.”
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      They called her the Keeper, likely because they were afraid of her. In truth, they should have called her the Collector, for she had a deep urge to collect the intangible knowledge. It was what drew her to the Castle of the Lost Ones on Wind Fresh, and that desire held her there. Her parents had died long ago, so she assumed, but her lack of interest in her past some found disturbing. They had drowned perhaps, been murdered, or maybe they had simply run away and left her, a fairy child, alone.

      The lack of parenting had left her a bit wild, ferocious, and unusual. No one dared question her decisions, possibly because her eyes looked as if they could split a person in half, or it may have been her tiger. She’d adopted Amos when she was twelve, and he had been her constant companion ever since. Even though it had taken several attempts with begging, pleading, and bribing, she had finally persuaded Captain Winther of the ferry to let her cross with the tiger. When she’d reached the castle and found it in disarray, three years ago, she’d taken over. She was the guardian of the castle and the Lost Ones. She held their secrets and protected them.

      Now she watched with narrowed eyes as two males made their way up the hill toward the castle. In recent years, the island had blossomed into a bustle of activity, becoming a refuge for the Horse Lords and their nomadic families. At first, she hadn’t minded, but then they took to building boats, planning food and supplies, and detailing out when they could return to the ever shrinking landmass. Eventually, she’d had enough and sent them off to build their own homes close to the shore and watch for the ferry that, in her opinion, showed up far too often with more strangers. Most visitors were Horse Lords who went straight to their homes, bursting with tales of their misfortunes and adventures. Some came to the castle, but that was rare. The two males coming up the hill now walked with purpose and intention, and to her dismay, she realized they were familiar to her. Tilting her head, she glanced down at her tiger, Amos, whose back eyes were already staring into hers, determining whether he should respond in aggression or with friendliness. She sighed and crossed her arms. Her fingers lightly tapped the daggers she wore hidden in her belt.

      “Miri!” One of the males waved, and she realized who they were. Yes, of course, she should have known; the two rascals were always showing up to interfere with her life. The first time, she’d been but a child, lost in the moors. They saw fit to adopt her, despite the fact they themselves were orphans and barely older than her. From there, they proceeded to teach her everything they knew about fighting, riding, hunting, trading, and being altogether mischievous. They were the brothers she’d never had or ever wanted. She crossed her arms as Pharengon and Thangone walked up to her, smiling good-naturedly.

      “Oh, it’s you.” She sighed and dropped her hands from her side, resting them on her tiger’s head.

      “You don’t sound happy to see us,” Pharengon remarked as he and Thangone climbed up the long, wide steps toward her.

      Miri’s tiger, sensing her mood, growled in greeting. “Amos, be nice,” she whispered to it. “Can’t you see they are friends?” Pointing to the arch of the courtyard, she lifted her bright brown eyes. “I know why you’re here.”

      Thangone raised an eyebrow. “Why would that upset you?”

      Miri’s shoulders slumped as she exhaled. “You’re going to come with your army and change everything. This is your war, but what’s worse is that you’re intent on it spreading to every corner of the Eastern World.”

      Pharengon’s golden eyes clouded over at Miri’s accusation. He paused as he walked past her, resting a hand on her shoulder. “It’s unfair of you, of all people, to say that. We did not start this war, but we have an obligation to the people groups of the Eastern World. Everyone should have the chance to live free from the tyranny of war and bloodshed that destroys all. Not all should be Lost Ones, such as you and I and Thangone.”

      Miri took a deep breath and lifted her chin, daring him with her gaze. “What are you going to do, Pharengon? You may be King of the Horse Lords, but the people groups of the landmass will not follow you.”

      Pharengon let go of her, backing away. “I know,” he replied, pursing his lips in a grimace. “That is why I’m here.” He turned, striding into the dim light of the castle before Miri could utter another word.

      “You shouldn’t antagonize him like that,” Thangone rebuked, squatting to rest his back against the wall of stone.

      Miri watched her fingers running through the white fur of Amos’s head. “How would you prefer I talk to him? I’m not good with words. I only say what I think.”

      A gruff laugh escaped from Thangone’s lips as he shook his blond head. “You could be more tactful, although I suppose you don’t know what that means either.”

      “No,” Miri agreed, sitting down cross-legged beside Thangone. Her tiger, Amos, padded off and lay across the top stairs of the castle, blocking anyone from coming or going.

      “Listen, Miri,” Thangone said. “It’s been two years since you’ve been to the landmass, and much has changed for the worst. Remember that army we discovered on the island of Contres? They are recruiting, and all people groups are choosing a side.” He stroked his beardless chin in consideration. “The thing is, none of this is going to help save our dying world. If only we could get a word with their leader, we could negotiate.”

      “Why?” Miri shrugged, missing the point. “Can’t you just ignore them?”

      “No.” Thangone groaned in frustration. “You don’t understand. They are taking people. I’ve heard stories across the lands. A troop comes through each village, hand-selecting who they want to join. They don’t give them a choice. Miri, right now, if I demanded you come back and ride with the Horse Lords again, what would you do?”

      “I would refuse.” She spoke her next words in awed wonder. “I can hear things here. The sea speaks; the sands whisper; it’s quiet enough to collect the voices everyone has forgotten.”

      Thangone glanced at her oddly. “What voices?”

      “That’s why I don’t want you to bring any more people here. Once it’s full, like the landmass, the voices will leave. It’s too soon. We haven’t translated what they are telling us. Only one knows, and he can’t speak.”

      Thangone shifted, suddenly feeling the urge to leave. Miri’s mind worked in interesting ways, and sometimes he worried about her, especially after she had chosen to travel with that Treasure Hunter, Artenvox. As it turned out, the pair had found precisely what Artenvox was looking for, but unexpectedly the discovery left them all disappointed. Artenvox had gone on to proclaim it was time for the next phrase in his hunt because he had only found the lock and not the key. During one of their visits, Pharengon and Thangone had argued, at length, with the bull-headed Cron. It had all boiled down to the question of whether Artenvox would be satisfied with the treasure he found. He, in reply, had told them no, he was a Treasure Hunter, and if he wasn’t hunting, he wasn’t living. Thangone could understand his desire to prevent the Eastern World from dying, but there was something darker, almost evil, behind Artenvox, and he could not understand it. A deep, unsettling feeling came over him. “Miri,” he said sternly. “Who is translating the voices with you? Is it Artenvox?”

      “No. He talks too much,” Miri complained. “And he won’t listen properly.” Her face brightened as an idea struck. “Would you like to come listen?”

      Thangone stood, involuntarily brushing his fingers against his sword, as if voices could harm him. His thoughts were filled with misgivings, but, alas, he was a Cron and curious. “Yes, show me.”
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      She led him down into the depths of the castle through cold corridors of stone and winding staircases that curved into the belly of the massive castle. Torches were scattered across the passageways, the unsteady light casting eerie contours on the walls. Presently, Thangone began to hear a gentle sound. “Is that water?” he asked, his voice carrying rather loudly through the hall.

      “Shh, yes.” Miri shushed him. “Amos. Heel.” She waved for her tiger to sit.

      “Where are we?” Thangone strained his eyes in the dim light. He could see ahead where the passageway stopped and opened into a large space.

      Miri lit a torch and held it out, showing him where the castle ended in a bed of water. “This is the underground lake that flows into the sea. See? We can take the boats out as we please without anyone seeing us.”

      Indeed, Thangone could see the boats rocking in the water, making a gentle sigh as they moved back and forth. The lake shimmered in the torchlight, and a tunnel led further out, toward the sea. A sudden chill captured him, and he could almost taste the musty tang of water in the air. A vague rot where mold grew on the walls filtered to his nostrils. Miri was kneeling at water’s edge, holding out her torch and peering into the water. She scrunched her eyebrows in concentration as she pricked her ears up. “Come. Listen,” she whispered with reverence.

      Thangone could feel the wet stones seep through to his skin as he knelt beside her. Casting aside his misgivings, he closed his eyes, stilled his heart, and listened. He heard it like the wind on the prairie right before a strong storm. There were voices whispering, echoing through the water. They spoke in a tongue he could not understand, but as he listened, he realized they must be chanting the same phrase over and over. He began to catch the rhythm of it, the way the voices undulated as they spoke. When he bent his ear nearer the water, they rang out the clearer. He sat, mesmerized as they spoke. Ten lines. Over and over. At the beginning of the chant, their speech was calm, as if teaching a lesson, but the chant rose in intensity until it came to the conclusion. Was it a prophecy or warning? He could not tell. He had to know.
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      The tall, golden-eyed one came to see him, creeping through the cold tunnels of the castle and sliding through dark passageways as if he were one with the secrets of the darkness, hidden in plain sight. He knocked once, and the assistant appeared, reverently holding the door open. Entering, he strode to stand before the desk, knocking the chair out of his way. His gloved hand lay on a plain, untarnished sword hilt, and his eyes were calm. He knew what he must do. He paused, staring down at the old, stooped figure before he bowed. His cloak billowed out on a secret wind as his forehead touched the desk. Finally, he stood and announced, “We have come to take over.”

      The white-haired Cron nodded, a withered hand resting on his staff. He stood slowly as if he might fall and froze in surprise when he found himself standing on his feet. Reaching down, he picked up a piece of parchment and handed it to the golden-eyed one. His assistant, wide-eyed and pale, piped up anxiously, gesturing at the parchment. “He says there is something you need before you become King.”

      The golden-eyed Cron picked it up and gazed down at it in shock. “I have searched the landmass for word of this! Tell me, where can I find it?”

      The white-haired Cron collapsed on his seat with a sigh and rifled through the papers on his desk. At last, he pulled out a map and pointed to a square of land.

      “Nungus Des-Lista?” The golden-eyed Cron narrowed his eyes in concentration as the white-haired Cron reached for a quill and ink. He scratched a few words on a piece of parchment and handed it to the golden-eyed Cron, who snatched it. His eyes darted across the paper impatiently, scanning the information there. He lifted his eyes with a eyebrows raised in question. “The Jeweled Ones have an ally there? Aren’t they the seekers, hungry for treasure and power?”

      The white-haired Cron nodded while his assistant turned back to poke the fire.

      The golden-eyed one folded the parchment, his brow furrowed. “I will go to the estate of Renlages the Trazame to search for it, and then I will return.”

      The white-haired Cron nodded again and reached for the item he had first shown the golden-eyed Cron. The golden-eyed one folded it into his cloak and stomped from the room. Just before he faded once more into the darkness, he laid a hand on the doorknob and turned. “Thank you, Tharmaren the Wise.”

      In one swift motion, he disappeared.
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      Cuthan the Cron stood in front of the Dezzi queen, arrogantly holding his blond head high. Heavy iron shackles bound his wrists in front of him, and linked chains reached down to connect to the iron circlets around his bare feet. The sharp features of his tanned face were marred under streaks of mud and dirt, but his green eyes gazed out almost lazily, already bored with his sentencing. His tunic was ripped from the scuffle, and his pants were too short, cropped off at mid-calf. Generally, he liked his appearance to be impeccable, but this time it couldn’t be helped. He made a mental note to acquire new clothes as soon as the ordeal was over. The butt of a whip punched into his shoulder blades, forcing him to move. He shrugged and shuffled two steps forward. He was slim and fast, standing at just over five and a half feet tall, but his movements weren’t his strength. As the queen gave him a chilling glare, he cocked his head and smiled at her.

      “Cuthan the Charmer.” Her deep voice rang out. “Cuthan the Adventurer, whatever you call yourself these days.” She waved a hand as if flicking his insignificant names off into a distance pile of rubbish. “We know you are a spy, yet you have been brash enough to enter our lands. Explain.”

      Cuthan arched his eyebrows and continued to smile as he held out his bound hands. “I would like to explain.” He looked down at his shackles and then back up at the queen. “But your hospitality is a bit lacking. I was not expecting chains; will you release me?”

      Two of the painted guards stepped closer to him in warning while the queen frowned. “No.” She rose. “Not until you have proven you mean us no harm.”

      Cuthan sighed, but his mocking smile remained stamped on his grubby face. “As you command.” He shook a lock of blond hair out of his eyes. “I come from the North Forests, but I am one of the Lost Ones. I am on my way to Wind Fresh, but the wild lands are haunted with the Riders. I need safe passage as, on my own, I cannot hold them off.” He shifted in his chains, moving forward and dropping his voice. “I understand you have a message to send to Wind Fresh, but one of your own cannot take it across the Sea. I propose,” he held up his hands, “you send me to Wind Fresh with the message and an escort of warriors for protection across the wild lands. Once I reach the coast, your warriors may return to you, and I will deliver the message.”

      The queen’s eyes narrowed as Cuthan finished with a flourish and attempted to bow, but the jingling irons restricted his movements. “Why,” her voice was hard and sharp like a dagger, “do you think there is a message?”

      Cuthan’s lazy smile grew wider. “Aha! So, there is.” He laughed. “I have seen the shadows of the forest; the world is ending, war is coming, and we must choose our allies wisely.”

      The queen stared into his green eyes for a long moment, looking past the spells that lay there that distracted her from his true desires. She crossed her arms, ripped her gaze away from his, and turned to her painted warriors. “Release the prisoner, but watch him. He is free to roam with a guard at his back.” She turned her head to address Cuthan directly. “There is a message. It has not arrived yet. You will stay with us until it does.”

      The flirtatious grin slid off of Cuthan’s face, and his brow wrinkled in confusion. “What do you mean?”

      But the queen waved her hand and turned away, effectively ending his audience.

      “Wait!” Cuthan begged as the guards dragged him away. “What do you mean?”
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      “Phyllis, where have you been?” Ilieus whispered accusingly as Phyllis peeked in the front door, wary of running into her father. “I had to lie,” Ilieus went on, wiping a wet, chipped plate with a colored rag. “I told father you went off to the fields to gather fruit because we didn’t have enough.”

      “Where is he?” Phyllis whispered back, shutting the door gently behind her.

      “Lucky for you, he already left,” Ilieus snapped. “You look awful. Where were you?”

      Phyllis glared at Ilieus, nettled at the jab at her appearance. Ilieus continued to dry dishes, stacking them neatly on the table while sneaking questioning glances at Phyllis. Her pale face was peaked from the night before, and she had dark circles under her eyes. She’d twisted her light brown hair on top of her head in a nest-like crown braid, a few wisps falling down to frame her delicate face. Her honey-colored eyes were wide and curious under blond lashes. Her movements were quick and jerky as she cleaned the dishes from her father’s breakfast, and Phyllis knew she was annoyed.

      “I had to go,” she offered after a beat. “You had another episode last night…”

      “I know,” Ilieus interrupted, turning her back to Phyllis. She leaned against the counter and bowed her head for a moment. Phyllis waited, feeling the tension mount in the room as she toyed with how to explain herself. Anticipation twisted in the bottom of her stomach until she felt nauseated.

      Ilieus brushed tears from her eyes and continued to dry dishes. “Phyllis, I can’t…we can’t go on like this…”

      “I went to see Grandmother,” Phyllis blurted out.

      Ilieus jerked and spun around to stare at Phyllis in shock and amazement. The stack of dishes behind her teetered and crashed, shattering into shards that bounded across the reed floor, wedging themselves into its cracks. “Phyllis!” Ilieus flung her rag into the sink and stalked toward her, eyes wide. “We agreed not to.”

      “Ilieus, I didn’t have a choice.” Phyllis was almost surprised to hear the words coming out of her mouth. After all, it wasn’t true; she did have a choice. “I thought…you were…”

      “I will not have an untimely death!” Ilieus rejoined. “But Phyllis, you have to think; what will Father say?”

      Phyllis grew quiet, remembering her father’s words. Going to see Grandmother was forbidden. She would be in more than just trouble if he found out. But what if he knew the true story of their family history? Was he keeping them from their fate? “We shouldn’t tell Father,” she replied, troubled.

      Ilieus crossed her arms and looked away, eyes flashing in anger. She huffed for a moment, her perfectly managed world turning upside down by the actions of her impulsive sister. She reached for a broom and began sweeping up the flecks of broken glass as best she could. But after a moment, she tossed the broom away and walked to Phyllis, pure curiosity shining out of her eyes. “What did Grandmother say?”

      Grabbing Ilieus hands, Phyllis dragged her into their room. “Come, Ilieus, I will dress, you will do my hair, and I will tell you of Grandmother.”

      Phyllis related her dark tale of Grandmother’s mushroom house on the edge of town and her strange story about the history of Watchers. Yet something compelled her to leave out the bit about the immortals versus mortals and paradise. After all, she didn’t much believe in it herself.

      “Phyllis,” Ilieus tsked, shaking her head to clear the air. “We have to think about this realistically.”

      Phyllis plopped down on the springy floor, allowing Ilieus to run a brush through her tangled waves. “Right, it’s our choice after all,” she added as Ilieus yanked the brush through a particularly strong knot. “Ouch, be gentle, will you!”

      “All I’m saying is, if Grandmother knew about us, why hasn’t she offered to help before? She didn’t even come to Mother’s funeral. How can we trust her?”

      “I don’t know.” Phyllis shrugged, tensing against the rough pull of the brush.

      Ilieus sighed, parting Phyllis’ hair into three waves and weaving them together. “It’s simply too odd for Mother to forbid us to see Grandmother and then tell us to heed her words. Who do we trust?”

      “Ilieus,” Phyllis suggested gently. “I know you want to think things through and understand our choices fully before you take action. But Mother is dead, Father is angry and unsteady, and you are going to die if we do nothing.” She turned her head, ruining her braid with the sudden movement. “I want to leave, and I want you to come with me and get better. If there is a chance at all, we have to take it. Don’t you want to know what the visions mean?”

      Ilieus froze, her chin trembling as her memory was pulled back into the darkness. “I want them gone, but no, I don’t want to understand them.” Her eyes sought Phyllis’s. “They are pure evil.”

      The two sisters lapsed into silence. Ilieus went on braiding Phyllis’s hair until there was a pounding at the door.

      Phyllis jumped to her feet and ran to the window. “Ilieus, did Father say he was expecting someone?”

      “No.” Ilieus slowly made her way to the window and looked out. After a moment, she pulled back. “I don’t think we should go to the door.”

      The pounding came again.  Outside a multitude of horses pranced impatiently on the road while their riders held them at bay. There were, possibly, a dozen Crons and Tiders, dressed in green and black and armed to the teeth with swords and knives. Two had come to the door and were pounding on it. They were big brutes, the Tiders tall and stocky and the Crons making up for their lack of height in girth. The lines of their faces were grim while their eyes were hard, clearly used to violence.

      “Why are they here?” Phyllis’s voice was edged with fear. “I have never seen Crons such as these. Do you think they’ve come to take Father away?”

      “Unless…” Ilieus’s voice faltered. “They have come for us.”

      Phyllis backed away from the window, shaking her head. “We should go out the back before they break down the door.”

      The sisters looked at each other, and for a moment, their faces betrayed the same emotion. Ilieus clasped her hands together to keep them from shaking while Phyllis lifted her chin for strength. Unaware of what Father might have dragged himself into, they raced out of their bedroom door only to come to halt in front of Father himself.

      Antharn stood well over six and a half feet tall and had broad shoulders. After Mother’s death, he had cut off his long braid of hair as a sign of mourning. Now his dirt dark hair had been pulled back from his high forehead and wide face into a ragged ponytail. He may have been handsome at one time, for his daughters took on his better features. Yet the unkind years had given him wrinkles from frowning. His eyes were stoic and icy; emotion, other than anger, had long since left his face. He hadn’t smiled in years, and he glared at his daughters as they burst out of their room, as if they had caused the riders to show up at their doorstep. Swallowing hard, Phyllis and Ilieus stared at him, taking in the green tunic he wore. It looked new, as did the midnight black vest he wore over it, which matched the darkness of his pants. His feet were shod in thick, black boots, and his swarthy hands were busy fastening a silver belt around his meaty waist. A long sword hung off the belt. When the belt was fully tightened, he lifted a hat off the table and placed it lightly on his head. The brim stuck out from all sides and flopped down while the top came to a rounded dome in the middle.

      Phyllis could feel Ilieus’s fingernails bite into her arm as they stared at their Father, who had transformed from the town drunkard into a well-dressed bandit. Unable to speak, the sisters stared, wide-eyed and mouths agape, as their Father touched two fingers to the brim of his hat and tilted it at them. “Ilieus. Phyllis.” His deep voice rumbled over the banging on the door. “My summons have come. I take my leave of you.” In one stride, he was at the door. Shadows and sunlight, along with the fresh stink of horse and manure, flooded in as he opened it. He turned his head, showing off his profile in the shadows right before he slammed the door shut. “I won’t be back.”
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      “How many do you need?” Renlages asked the tall Cron, never taking his eyes off his herd of galloping horses. The sun was low in the sky, close to setting. It was hardly the time to be conducting business, yet Renlages could not say no to a Horse Lord of Phillondorn. Besides, there was something he was keen on gaining from the exchange.

      “Five.” The Cron spread his fingers, gesturing to his blond companion for confirmation.

      “For now, at least.” The blond Cron nodded.

      “What do you require in exchange?” the dark-haired Cron asked, tearing his golden gaze from the black and white stallions proudly prancing behind the gate.

      Renlages stroked his bushy beard that was the color of red apples during harvest. He was a portly Trazame, almost as big around as he was tall, but that never slowed him down. He was the owner of one of the biggest manors in Nungus Des-Lista, and Trazames flocked to work his lands like vultures to a feast of death. They were a peaceful people group, given to tilling and growing beautiful plants, helping the animals thrive, and completing the circle of life. However, as of late, the farmlands had become subject to thieves. They came at night, stealing food and horses, and Renlages knew why.

      Something was wrong with the Eastern World, and the people groups were beginning to organize themselves and take up arms. Ever since the Contrevails had begun recruiting soldiers for their army, whole families had become displaced, drifting aimlessly throughout the land. Crons and Tiders, who did not join the army, formed bands of their own, stealing horses and food to live off of while they hid from the gathering army or outright attacked them in small battles. The dying land was forcing the people groups to become desperate, and the mortal standards they once held were forgotten.

      “I need Crons to guard my lands. If your Horse Lords can keep the thieves away, you may return for as many horses as you wish. My lands must be kept at peace; we have families here. We are not war-thirsty.”

      “Neither are we,” the blond-haired Cron countered, crossing his arms threateningly at the accusation.

      “You know I need every available Rider at my side.” The dark-haired Cron frowned and shook his head. “What do we gain from guarding your lands? Every family in the land needs someone on their side to ensure their safety and protection.”

      “I thought you might say that.” Renlages rested his slightly pudgy hands on the fence while his stomach rumbled. There was still another hour or so until the last meal, but he was already hungry. His wife and daughters would be cooking a meaty stew with fresh bread. Soon enough they would be crammed around the table, talking and laughing uproariously without a care in the world. He’d be damned if thieves went through his barns while he was at the table feasting. It was time to play his hand because his Trazames weren’t going to defend their lands, that was not what they did, even if worst came to worst, they could.

      “I tell you what.” Renlages turned toward the two Crons. They were both taller than him and wore ill-fitting clothes in a poor attempt to hide who they were. Unfortunately, he knew exactly who they were and where they were from: Wind Fresh. Such was the way of Crons, they were never satisfied with the present and never content with their lives. They were constantly searching for something more, something better, even if they did not know what exactly it was. That was their flaw and perhaps the reason for the unrest across the Eastern World. The Crons were unsettled, packing up and traveling off in search of mysteries, treasures, knowledge, and lore of the world that should never be found. Trazames were immune to the restlessness. They were a rich and happy people—their lands full of food, barns stocked with livestock, and their homes filled with love and laughter. Renlages’ father taught him never to interfere with Crons and their reckless business. To further caution him, he told the tale of Starman the Trazame, who had been too curious for his own good. He ended up among the Five Warriors, forced to face immortal enemies beyond imagination. Now his father told tales to grandchildren and great-grandchildren, gathering them around the fire and terrifying them with tales of turned creatures, mythical weapons, immortals, and good and evil. Each Trazame knew that tale, and it was a warning to them. But when Crons entered the farmlands of Nungus Des-Lista, Renlages’ father pulled him aside and told him a wondrous tale. Perhaps that was why the two Crons were there now. “Leave Riders to guard my lands, and you may have your horses. I will tell you where to find the Jeweled Sword.”

      The dark-hair Cron jerked his head up and spun to face Renlages head on. His expression a mix of shock, anticipation and excitement. He held out a hand, his fingers long and slim. “We have a deal.”

      Renlages shook the Cron’s hand. He could rest assured knowing his Trazames would not be involved in the war, the thieving would stop, and his family would be protected in their happy land. “Now that business is done, Lord Pharengon and Lord Thangone, come and eat with my family.”
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      “What should we do?” Phyllis leaned against the wall, shoulders sagging while a thousand thoughts churned through her confused mind.

      Ilieus tucked a stray curl behind her ear, biting her lip as she considered their options. “We can’t just leave. Can we?”

      Stricken, the two had sat in their room in shock while Father mounted his horse and rode away with the brutish Crons and Tiders.

      Phyllis pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, rocking back and forth. “Maybe that’s what we’re supposed to do.”

      “I can’t help but feel this is all Grandmother’s fault.” Ilieus avoided making eye contact as she rose.

      “She did say they would come for Father…” Phyllis trailed off, her voice sinking into the silence that penetrated the room.

      “Father might be in trouble,” Ilieus murmured at last. “We should find out who those people are and what he is doing with them.”

      “Grandmother would know.”

      Ilieus spun around, glaring at Phyllis. “Yes, I suppose she would.” She folded her arms across her body, as if protecting herself from unseen assailants. “So it’s decided then; we’ll go see her?”

      “Mother would have wanted it,” Phyllis added, her voice dipping at the end.

      Just before dusk, they left out the back door as if they had something to hide. They kept their heads down as they shuffled through the fields, although their neighbors were too focused on their own lives to notice the strange activity at the house of the Blended Ones. The twins carried pouches of food, filled with dried meat and cheese, slung over their shoulders, just in case. It felt wasteful to leave like that. It was summer, and the crops had just sprouted; they would likely die without attention. Phyllis was sure that unless Grandmother helped, the fields would be destroyed, and the hut would be taken over by squatters.

      As they reached the end of their land, a solitary tear rolled down her cheek and dropped to the ground, like a stone sinking to the bottom of a murky pond. Phyllis paused to inscribe in her memory the little hut surrounded by meadows and rolling hills. Down one hill to the east was the closest neighbors’ hut, where Phyllis used to chase rabbits with a blond little boy. His family had left the town years ago when she was ten, but Phyllis had fond memories of the mischievous pranks they used to play together.

      Ilieus gripped her shoulder and squeezed, reminding Phyllis that their future lay ahead, not behind. Thus, they made their way through the fields, and the lights of the night were just beginning to shine when they reached Grandmother’s solitary hut. Fireflies danced in the gloom, golden lights winking in and out of view in a frenzied welcome. A gentle breeze stirred the treetops and a silvery hue brushed the twins’ faces as the door opened, and Grandmother beckoned them to enter. “Ah, at last.” Her whispered words drifted to them and faded like an afterthought until they weren’t sure whether she’d said anything at all.

      Ilieus was first to reach the doorstep. She held out her hand, determined to let bygones be bygones. “I am Ilieus. Phyllis told me of your conversation this morning.”

      “Come in, come in!” Ignoring Ilieus’s outstretched hand, she waved them inside, peering out into the gathering darkness with a worried light in her eyes. “You never know who is watching,” she scolded.

      Ilieus frowned and put her hand down, sneaking a glance at Phyllis for assurance. Phyllis sniffed and rubbed her nose, once again ill at ease in the little hut where so many hidden words had been whispered.

      A lantern perched on the table. Grandmother lifted two dark blue cloaks and handed them to the twins. “I made these for you years ago, hoping this day would come.” Her words tumbled over each other in their haste to be heard.

      Phyllis took the gift presented to her, unsure of what to say. Now, the words “thank you” seemed a meaningless threat; there was nothing to thank Grandmother, of all people, for. At least, not yet. The smell of lavender and wax floated about her as she fastened the garb around her shoulders, but what made her look down was the clasp. It was the same amulet that used to hang in Mother’s room, that sat like a crown on Grandmother’s head, and now lay close to her heart. Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw Ilieus gazing at hers with wary eyes, recognizing the token yet hesitant to accept it.

      “Who are you?” Ilieus demanded, her voice crisp and cold like the winter air right before snowfall.

      Grandmother simply took her hand, a quiet smile playing on her lips. “Hush child.” She pressed a bag of dried herbs into Ilieus’s hands. “These will help you sleep without dreams.”

      Ilieus’s face paled, and she ducked her head, suddenly concerned with the herbs in her hands. “Thank you.” The words sounded more like an insult than an expression of appreciation.

      Grandmother, instead of answering, reached out a finger to lift Phyllis’s face to the light. “Come, child, there have been tears. Fear not, you have chosen the right path. Now come. We can talk as we walk.”

      In a flurry, she snatched the lantern from the table and lifted a long staff from where it leaned beside the door. She ushered them out once again into the night, shutting and locking the door behind her. With narrowed eyes, she let her gaze penetrate the darkness. As if satisfied with her assessment, she pulled her hood over her head and walked north toward a road that led west, out of their village. Fireflies followed them in circles of light above their heads, rendering Grandmother’s lantern almost unnecessary. Phyllis found herself eyeing Grandmother as a lump formed in her throat. The hood of Grandmother’s cloak came to an end in a wicked point, causing Phyllis to wonder, again, if she’d had anything to do with Father’s unexpected departure.

      “I am called Odella the Tall,” Grandmother explained, using her walking stick to part the long grasses of the field before them. “As you know, Crons are rarely taller than five and a half feet, and those, such as I, who surpass it are called tall Crons. Both of you would be tall Crons if your bloodline had not been mixed with Tiders. They are naturally tall, and so you have gained your Father’s height.” She glanced approvingly at the two sisters. “But I’m afraid you have inherited your mother’s curiosity about the world. Aside from being a Watcher, I am also a Healer of sorts. Nothing like the great and powerful Healers of elder days, who stood between life and death with nary a touch or a thought. Nay.” She sighed and wagged her head. “Those days have passed, although I would give much to see them again.”

      Phyllis sighed audibly, interrupting Grandmother’s wistful story. “Are we leaving right now, just like this?”

      “What of it child?” A hint of unfriendliness frayed around the edges of Grandmother’s voice. “Time wastes while your mind churns with indecision. Ilieus, do you share you sister’s views?”

      Ilieus shrugged, attempting to be diplomatic. “I am worried that this is all happening so quickly. Maybe if I knew more, that would help. Grandmother, tell us what you know.”

      Odella laughed, her voice harsh and bitter. “Ah, now that would be impossible. But I will tell you what you need to know.”

      She launched into the tale of Watchers, bloodlines, and war that she’d told Phyllis earlier—a tale that Phyllis shuddered to hear again. It seemed as if the demons of darkness flittered through the meadow alongside them, watching and waiting for an opportunity to sneak in and kidnap them. Nightmares she’d forgotten, images hidden but emotions potent, dangled from her mind, shattering her peaceful reality.

      “Here is another tale for your dreams.” Grandmother’s voice broke through her negative illusions. “I was the midwife who delivered you. Ilieus, you were born first, calm and quiet with your eyes wide open. You have more of the Tider blood in you. As you grew older, you began to talk of things that had not come to pass as if they had, and your mother grew afraid of what you might become if others found out. You see, she believed you might be an Oracle. It was I, my child, who suggested we blind your vision until you were older. Shortly after, your nightmares began. We were able to calm you for a while, but the strength of your sight is beyond what we imagined. Phyllis, you were born screaming at the top of your lungs with your eyes closed, strong-willed to say the least, yet you seem to have mellowed out. Both of you will need to reach the deep places where you have hidden your gifts; I dare say you will need them for the journey ahead. I will take you as far as the road tonight; in the morning, follow it north until you reach Igriscar. There is a tribe who hides near the mountains, their ways are secretive, but they know the hidden paths across this land. You must go to them and take the symbol of peace, our sign as Watchers. They will help you.”

      She pulled out an amulet; it was like the one Mother used to have, hanging above her bed, except this one was much more elaborate. A green stone actually perched in a circle, held in place by a circlet of metal. Four long points stuck out with four smaller ones, held in place by a larger circle of metal. It looked much like a compass.

      “This shall be the sign, which is why it is embedded on your cloaks. Those who hold it are your allies. Even so, you should beware, lest the deception of the people groups has spread much further than I imagine. At times, you will have dreams, visions, and vague suspicious; trust those. Not all who appear good are so, and not all who appear evil are so. You may be your mother’s daughters, but I am counting on the blood of the Tiders to lead you straight and true.”

      Phyllis noted it was the first time she’d heard Grandmother speak well of the Tiders. Even though part of her wanted to turn around and run home, back to where she belonged, she could taste the adventure in the night air. As Grandmother’s words grew encouraging, so the omens in the air lightened and something like hope seeped through her mind like a warm, soft blanket after running in the cold rain.

      A time later, but before the midnight hour, Grandmother announced, “Ah, we have come to the sign of the turning.” She turned, smiling down at her twin granddaughters as if she had accomplished her life’s mission. “This is where I leave you.”
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      The earthy smell of roasted root vegetables accosted Pharengon’s nose as Renlages threw open the heavy door to his home. An unending cascade of high and low voices drifted to his ears, mixed with the bang of footsteps across the floor and objects being set, just so, in their places. The pungent scent of charred firewood and tobacco was swept away by the overpowering scent of meat blended with herbs. Pharengon blinked and sniffed as the sharp odor of something spicy awoke his senses, and his stomach growled in anticipation.

      He’d seen other small, round huts of stone with thatched roofs as he and Thangone made their way through the farmlands. Pharengon assumed Renlages’s home would be like those, a one-room cottage in the meadows. He was sorely mistaken. The manor was two stories high and had arched windows that turned their wide faces north, south, east, and west, determined to welcome the light at every angle possible. The manor was round like the others, and its stones were rather grubby and covered in moss and ivy in places, but it gave a homey touch to the farmland.

      Although Pharengon and the Horse Lords had ridden south to trade with the Trazames many times, he’d never been this far south in Nungus Des-Lista. The lush countryside was dotted with farmhouses and covered with grazing horses, cows, goats, pigs, chickens, sheep, and other animals that the Trazames saw fit to breed and eat. Pharengon shook his head at the mannerisms of the Trazames. Their life purpose rotated around the celebration of each season, characterized by the consumption of too much food and drink. Wealth among the Trazames was measured by how large their annual harvest was and how many barrels of ale they could produce. Although most Trazames met their standards of prosperity, the farm of Renlages the Trazame exceeded them all. Pharengon now realized why Renlages requested safeguards to protect his property.

      Through the open doors of Renlages’s home of light, Pharengon could see he was rich in family as well. Glimpses of his wife, sons, and daughters, and their sons and daughters, hastily completing their pre-meal chores caused a surge of bitter rage to bolt through Pharengon’s body.

      He squared his shoulders and lifted his chin, hoping his companions hadn’t noticed his sudden scowl. It was foolish to blame others for his misfortunes, but no matter how much time had passed, memories of family ached like a deep wound that never healed. He could still recall his father’s boisterous laugh, causing those around him to feel like feathers on an upward breeze, free and full of hope. His mother’s gentle touch could dissipate a dozen worries as if nothing mattered—past, present, or future—except for that very second.

      “You will be king one day,” she had told him.

      “But I don’t understand,” he protested. “Father is not king. I thought only sons of kings could rule the people groups.”

      “Yes.” She’d watched the fire for a moment as if she forgot the words that were dancing on the edge of her tongue. “That is the old way, my son. You will have to decide what kind of king you want to be. When the time is right, the people groups will rise up and search for someone to lead and protect them.”

      “Protect them from what?” He’d leaned forward to rest his arms on her knees, his golden eyes dancing with questions.

      “You know there is good and evil.” She took his face in her hands, her deep eyes searching his. “You understand what must be done if the people groups turn to evil ways.”

      He didn’t understand at all and shook his head to tell her so. “But why would they? Doesn’t everyone want to be good?”

      His father had walked in the door then, a gust of wind blowing in from the darkness beyond. He dropped a pile of wood on the floor near the fire, took one look at his son’s confused face, and laughed. “Phar, what is your mother telling you? You look as if all the woes of the world are resting on your shoulders!”

      “Why do I have to be king?” Pharengon wrinkled his nose. “You’re not king.”

      “No.” His father squatted down in front of him. “But I have responsibilities to the Riders of Phillondorn as their Horse Lord and so shall you. You must show, through your actions, kindness, mercy, and intolerance of evil. We are all tested at one time or another, and those tests lead us to choose our paths. Some are tested, and because they are hurt by others, they ultimately choose a path that causes them to hurt and harm everything and everyone they touch. That is not the way to treat the creatures nor the peoples of the land. If you found a lost child in the moors, what would you do?”

      “Help him.” Pharengon straightened his small shoulders. “I would help the child find his home.”

      “Yes.” Father’s face turned serious. “But what if the child were being chased by scary Crons and you knew you would have to fight and put your life in danger. What would you do?”

      Pharengon bit his lip. “I should help the child.” He paused. “But I would be frightened.”

      “Yes, but imagine how happy that child would be when he saw someone coming to help him. Even if the two of you failed, how would you feel?”

      “Glad that I did not leave the child on his own.”

      “Ah.” Father smiled broadly and patted his knee. “See? That is what you must do for the people groups. That is what a king does.”

      A horn had sounded just then, its deep tones echoing off the stones of their hut. Father stood. “It is time for the night run.” He held out a hand to Pharengon. “Would you like to come?”

      “Mother, may I?” He’d jumped up, eyes shining, taking her hand, and squeezing it in excitement.

      “Of course, my golden-eyed boy.” She’d smiled. That was before sorrow had struck and taken both of his parents away.
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      Dinner in the House of Renlages the Trazame was a merry affair. Renlages’s wife was almost as plump as he was and had a round, beaming face. A smile was constantly on her rosy mouth, and her kind tongue never stopped babbling as she bustled around the manor. One moment she was patting a child’s fine head, and the next moment she was tossing round loaves of bread onto the table before checking the kettle for hot tea and answering the twenty-seven questions of her many daughters. Within moments, Pharengon was dizzy from watching her. The daughters of Renlages’s were tall and willowy like the slender trees that grow next to fish ponds. Some had chubby babes on their hips while others passed bowls of green, hunks of cheese, and great slabs of roasted meat across the long, oak table. Each place was set with a round, wooden plate and carved mug, looking as if they were made for giants. Each plate was larger than Pharengon’s head, and each mug could fit on top of a babe’s head. The daughters spoke in singsong voices; the younger ones stopped in corners to whisper and giggle while glancing at the Crons.

      Renlages with his guests, Pharengon and Thangone, were not the first to arrive. Trazames were already entering the manor, wiping their muddy feet by the door and taking places around the long table. They smelled of wood and herbs and animals and sweat. Some of them affectionately pulled children onto their laps and kissed their wives. All in all, there were about thirty of them squeezing around the table, blithely passing bowls of food, and filling their cups full of ale and song. Pharengon lounged with Thangone at one end, observing and chewing quietly, biding his time. He could see why Renlages asked for Crons to guard his home; obviously family was his most treasured possession, yet he had other families to think of besides his own.

      The lands of Renlages the Trazame reached far, and other huts with smaller families who worked the land were here and there, taking care of the gardens, vineyards, and animals that made them rich. It was its own kingdom, and Renlages the Trazame was its king. He was as kind and generous as any king should be.

      “Papa.” A small child tugged on the sleeve of Renlages’s jerkin. “Who are they?” He stood by the table with wide eyes, staring at Pharengon and Thangone.

      Renlages moped up gravy with a slice of bread and chewed it thoroughly before he replied, pointing a hunk of bread at the two Crons. “Lord Pharengon and Lord Thangone are Horse Lords of Phillondorn. They are guests in our home, and how do we treat guests?” He looked down fondly at the child as if he were teaching him a lesson.

      The little boy shrugged. “I dunno.”

      The adults laughed at the little child’s confused face, and Renlages patted his head. “Eh, you still have a thing or two to learn. Come along rascals, isn’t it bedtime?”

      Indeed, the hour was growing late, and the shadows were long. The sun had disappeared from the sky, and Renlages stood, leaving his sons, daughters, sons-in-laws, daughters-in-laws, and grandchildren chatting over mugs of ale. The children, their eyes blinking like an owl just awoken from midnight slumber, were hushed away to bed. Candles were lit, the fire burned high, and the wives snuggled in next to their husbands who lit pipes and began smoking. The fresh scent of herbs filled the air, and Pharengon almost thought he saw dreams lift from their heads and float off into billowing pockets of vapor. Renlages stood and beckoned for Pharengon and Thangone to follow him.

      The scent of tobacco haunted them as Renlages took a lantern and walked out into the night. An aura of mystery hung over the land, and mist drifted out of the ground like the fingers of the earth turned into wisps of life. Renlages walked slowly as if his body were drowsy from food and wine, but his eyes were sharp and intentional.

      “I’ve thought a time or two,” Renlages mumbled to his guests offhandedly, “that my father was right. It was him, you know, He received it all those long years ago. He told me one day that two Crons would appear, asking for it, and I would know it was time.”

      “Time for what?” asked Thangone, pulling his cloak tighter around his body as if to shut out the mysterious chill.

      Renlages grunted, lifting the lantern higher as he ambled toward a large building. It was built with red rusted rock, a bright fixture in the daylight, yet a place where the animals dwelt during winter. “The end of time. That is all.” He reached for the lever of the stable and pulled. The doors swung open with a creak of age, and heat and warmth poured out. A few mares nickered in greeting, bobbing their heads over the stall doors, looking for an apple, a lump of sugar, a carrot, anything. “I don’t pretend to know what adventures you Crons are up to. But if you intend to save the world and bring peace, I am with you.”

      “You must know then,” Pharengon’s deep voice rumbled like distant thunder across the stable, “peace is not the way of a Cron. We are always seeking. A restlessness is born within us, and all our lives we find ourselves wanting without being satisfied. Seeking without finding. Questioning without answers. It is our way. It is how we are.”

      “Perhaps.” Renlages walked inside, stepping across a carpet of hay and wilted grains that covered the stable floor. He ignored the whispering voices of the horses, which faded into a sulking silence when they realized there were no treats for them. “Perhaps Crons are the protectors of the people groups and your search has ended.”

      Pharengon smiled to himself in the shallow light. Protector of the People Groups. That was a thought he’d been toying with. After all, it was in his nature to help others, and as cold and uncaring as he wanted to be, it wasn’t possible. It was true; Crons had a great responsibility in the world. Curious though they might be, it seemed their ultimate drive was to make things right however they saw fit. Deep down inside, he knew some evil was driving the madness in the Eastern World. Perhaps the evil his mother had spoken of when he was young was turning the tide. The Eastern World was fading, and only the Trazames seemed untouched by its failing.

      Renlages, meanwhile, was unconcerned with anything other than the task at hand and returning to his snug chair and a mug of ale in front of the fire. Passing the lantern to Thangone, he moved to the wall. For a moment, Pharengon thought his eyes played a trick on him as Renlages disappeared into red stone and then returned carrying a long, wooden box. It was rough and plain as if someone had hacked it from a tree without taking time to smooth the edges. Renlages lay it on the stable floor and motioned to Pharengon. “Here it is, my end of our deal.”

      Pharengon felt his heartbeat speed up in anticipation, and he froze for a moment before kneeling on the rough floor. The flesh of his hand caught on the rough shards of wood, and blood dropped from his fingertips as he forced the lid off the box. Behind him, Thangone took a step forward, his breath catching as Pharengon lifted the object out of the box.

      It was wrapped in a moth-eaten blanket, but it fell away, displaying a sword. The blade was encased in a black scabbard, but the hilt was covered in tiny jewels, diamonds, sapphires, amethysts, emeralds, rubies, and more. A thousand thoughts slipped through Pharengon’s mind as he gazed at the delicate blend of beauty and strength. His fingers closed over the hilt in respect and admiration of the craft, and, making every second count, he pulled the blade free. The eyes of both Crons and the humble Trazame were riveted to the blade.

      “Aye.” Thangone’s awestruck voice filtered through the respectful silence of the barn as Pharengon held the sword high. “Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword.” And the gemstones flicked with their own inner light.
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      No one appeared to take notice of the two girls that walked the lonely road. As the uneventful days passed, Phyllis felt a growing sense of unease. The quaint villages they walked through were strangely quiet and bereft of people groups. The farmlands look as if they’d been dried out with yellowed grass shrinking and withering before their eyes. The road, instead of being overgrown with weeds and wild plants, often turned to mud beneath their feet. The sunsets were what frightened Phyllis. Each evening, the west sky would fade to shadows; the sun would sink like a burning, blood orange ball of fury. It hung large and low in the sky, so gigantic, at times, Phyllis felt she could reach out, touch its round spheres, and turn into the failing light. Each sunset seemed longer than the last as if there was a hidden message the light attempted to convey and fought just a bit harder each night for her to discover the meaning.

      Phyllis said nothing of this to her sister because at long last Ilieus’s nightmares appeared to take a break.  She slept, fitfully, but at least without the terrible episodes that left her flailing and screaming. In fact, a sort of life started to return to her pale features, which took on the hues of a child touched by sunlight and honored by nature. It may have been nature or the combination of herbs she was given, but she began to thrive. Phyllis, on the other hand, grew as wild as ever, no longer bothering to tame her free spirit. As similar as the two looked, they were completely different, as Ilieus was calm, prim, and proper, while Phyllis was impatient, impulsive, and unruly. Each morning when the two awoke, Phyllis would walk around, exploring the morning dew, while Ilieus fixed her hair, complained about her wrinkled clothes, and chewed mint leaves.

      Thus, time flicked away, and the first hints of fall were crisping the air when the two sisters left the Rolling Hills of Ithinguard and set foot into the countryside of Igriscar. It was damp and moldering. Slabs of rock jutted out of the ground at odd angles, hiding minor drop-offs and crevices. The land sloped unevenly, and Phyllis and Ilieus found themselves breathing hard as they walked up a slight incline. “Whatever this land is,” Ilieus huffed, holding her side as she struggled to breathe, “it gives me an odd feeling.”

      “A bad feeling?” Phyllis paused mid-step, gathering her hair to one side and braiding it up off her sweating neck. She narrowed her eyes as she took in their surroundings, the fist of fear squeezing itself next to the pitter-patter of her heartbeat.

      “Yes, a bad feeling,” Ilieus confirmed, standing beside her in no hurry to resume their journey. “Look.” She pointed to the path they were following. “See how the road dips and narrows and the walls rise? It looks as if we are walking in a shallow grave.”

      “Don’t say that!” Phyllis squeaked, giving into fear despite her best intentions to remain calm and levelheaded. She glanced at the road, catching her fingers in knots in her hair as she swallowed. She felt grimy and unspeakably grumpy from their travels. Mostly, she felt lost and empty. They had no money, no weapons, and no protection of any kind. Walking into Igriscar felt as if they were walking to their deaths, and where were the horses Grandmother had promised?

      “Do you think we should go back?” Ilieus offered, sliding down to perch on the side of a flat rock that jutted out over the road.

      Phyllis cocked her head, considering. “Go back to the farm to till the soil? It’s already too late, don’t you think? If our home hasn’t been stolen, the harvest has been ruined. Do you want to go back?”

      Ilieus shook her head, loosing a few strands of her fine hair, which trailed down her face. “No, not home, but another way. I don’t want to go down there into the dark road. What could be waiting? Wild animals? Robbers?”

      “Go now before it gets dark?” Phyllis suggested, her voice lilting at the end, turning the observation into a question. “It’s better than going down at night.” But instead of making a move, she sat down on the rock beside Ilieus. “We will run out of food soon.” She shook the bag she’d been carrying. “Just the apples and some pieces of cheese and bread.”

      “Let’s eat.” Ilieus reached for the bag. “While we think on this. Better decisions are always made with a full belly.”

      A bird cawed high above, an eerie warning in the silence of the rocky land. Ilieus handed a thick slice of bread to Phyllis, topping it with a slice of pale yellow cheese. Phyllis winced as she hastily bit into the bread; the morning freshness had gone, leaving her with the hard crustiness of bread that was quickly turning stale. Her eyes darted back and forth over the landscape as she wondered whether they’d made a mistake in leaving home at all.

      They were nibbling at their bland meal, as if they could delay the choice that lay before them, when a distant thunder rippled across the rocks. There it came again, a faint pounding, not shaking the ground, but letting itself be known. Phyllis stood, shading her eyes as she peered down the road. The sun shone in her eyes, reluctant to reveal the secrets of the land. Ilieus grabbed her arm, squeezing hard enough to bruise her as she held on. “Phyllis!” Her voice was shrill. “We should hide. Now!”

      Before Phyllis could reply, Ilieus dragged her off the rock and behind it. “Lie down!” she hissed, attempting to flatten herself behind the rock.

      “But won’t hiding make us look guilty?” Phyllis protested.

      “Not if they don’t find us,” Ilieus retorted, her fingers crushing into Phyllis’s arm.

      The thunder grew louder until it turned into a multitude of horse hooves, churning the dirt and striking rocks. Rounding a bend, they came into view, a parade of colors dancing with the wind. On the back of each horse was a rider. “Aiiiiyoooo!” the one in front shouted, pointing at the hiding place where the two girls lay flat on the ground. “I’ve spotted two; let’s round them up!”
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      “They’ve seen us!” Ilieus shrieked, tugging at Phyllis and staring in slack-jawed horror at the colorful parade that raced toward them. Twenty beautiful horses galloped down the path, their brown and white spotted coats glistening in the sunlight. Their manes and tails had been braided so intricately with ribbons, it was difficult to tell where the colors ended and the horses began. Yellows, pinks, reds, violets, and emeralds streamed out behind them. The riders were a people group Phyllis could not make out because their faces were painted white with streaks of black across their foreheads, cheekbones, and lips. It was also impossible to tell whether the riders were male or female for they all wore the same garb. Their feet were shod with a sort of leather strap, winding up their bare legs to their knees. Each wore deep red tartan clothes that reached mid-thigh with tight, white jerkins across their chests. A bright yellow scarf hid the length and color of their hair as they thundered across the rocky plain.

      “We should run,” Phyllis choked out, her hands trembling as she stumbled to her feet and reached for Ilieus’s hand. “Come on!”

      Ilieus did not have to be told twice. Flinging the satchel of bread, cheese, and water skins from her, she snatched up Phyllis’s hand and set off in a reckless run across the rocky road. Retracing their footsteps, they headed back to the Rolling Hills of Ithinguard and the country they now wished they had not so impulsively left.

      “Aiiiiyoooo!” The call came again. “Capture them!”

      Phyllis couldn’t help but pivot her head back, straining to glimpse how close the odd strangers were. They rolled forward relentlessly, and the hooves of their mounts pounded across the unforgiving ground, stirring up chunks of dust and rock in the dry region.

      “Hurry!” Ilieus cried, her voice strained and close to tears as they ran down the spiraling, muddy road. Although bushes and shrubs found their way to the foot of the road and great trees scattered their leaves across the rolling hills, the land was wide open. The crest of a green hill refused to hide them, and the overgrown blades of grass, yet to be eaten by the nearby grazers, were not enough. If only their pursuers weren’t on horseback, surging forward ever closer, faster than Phyllis’s and Ilieus’s tired feet could pump down the road. If only the village wasn’t quite so many miles away, the many houses and peoples would have saved them. But it was six miles away, and Phyllis’ vision blurred before her in fright. Each gasping breath burned through her chest and her sweaty hand dropped out of Ilieus’s.

      She was ahead of her sister now, the wind rushing through her ears as a horse whinnied and reared behind her. Spinning around, she was just in time to see a rider rein in its mount. The rider gripped the bare back of the horse with powerful thighs, reached down, and in one powerful movement, snatched Ilieus up by the ruff of her dress. Ilieus gave a blood-curdling yell of pure fear; the top of her dress ripped as she was yanked into the air; her feet were still kicking as the rider unceremoniously tossed her over the back of his mount. Arms flailing, Ilieus continued to kick and scream, almost throwing herself off the back of the horse as the rider opened his black mouth and clicked out a message to the horse. The Apache horse nodded its head as if it could understand, as if it were listening, then wheeled about to return north to Igriscar.

      In that split second, Phyllis was unsure of what to do. Her legs, in their momentum, continued down the path while her eyes watched as her sister was carried, screaming and unwilling, out of her reach. Ilieus continued to thrash about on the horse, her long hair tumbling loose, and Phyllis lost sight of her as the herd turned. Particles of dust sprayed into her face, eliciting the tears she’d managed not to shed since her humdrum life turned into an adventure. She could get away and save herself because the colorful people did not appear to be interested in her. In fact, the last horse was just passing by her in a blend of brilliant colors when a rider shouted to its mount. The horse reared up in surprise, two legs kicking the air, as the rider yelled and swung his or her legs. The tail turned, and the heavy scent of manure, heat, and hair flowed into Phyllis’s nostrils, right before the horse kicked her in the head, and the world turned black.
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      Cuthan lay on his back, hands tucked behind his head, and his bright eyes were closed. The smell of incense and smoking coals drifted around him, providing a false calmness in the room. He felt the urge to run over to the lamps, bringing his nose inches from the source, where he would suck the powerful smoke into his lungs. It would tickle and burn his throat, and his eyes would stream, but he would feel better. However, it was all too likely his guards, pacing the entrance of the room, would forcibly remove him from the temple. He sighed; his charms did not work on them like they should. If he had found his ring in the North Forests, like he’d intended, this wouldn’t be an issue. Then again, he wouldn’t be in this situation in the first place. It was his destiny to return to the North, but first, he had more important business on the landmass.

      Cuthan opened an eye just a sliver to see how full the room was. It was early morning, and not many people came to the temple before the first meal. Those that did sat cross-legged or kneeled on the golden floor for there were no seats. They rocked back and forth, humming while they read or wrote. Quills made from feather and leaf pointed straight into the air, red words forming on long pieces of parchment that were made from white wood and red berries. Cuthan speculated about what they were writing, but the room was intended to be a holy place for meditation. He supposed they would be not too happy if he intruded into their space to snoop on their work. He wasn’t a spy, although in a way he was. He snapped his eyes shut as the intense gaze of a worshipper traveled over to him. The people were curious about him; he showed up in chains one day and was set free to roam the tribe’s encampment the next. A huge grin swept over his arrogant features as he thought of it. He always got his way except for the treasure hunt.

      Stretching his long, limber fingers, he sat up, cross-legged, in one swift movement. He’d learned it by studying the panthers in the North Forests; they moved faster than the eye could comprehend. Fascinated, he’d taken some time out of his return journey to study them, hoping it would prove to be a useful trick on the landmass. His sword clanked against the floor, and the melodious humming in the air paused at the intrusion and then continued as Cuthan froze, cursing the weapon. He’d been in the company of the Dezzi for weeks with no sign of the mysterious message. The incense room of the temple was his favorite haunt, but as of late, he was growing restless. How long did it take for a message to arrive? He was anxious to be off and across the country to the island of Wind Fresh to see if the words of the creatures of the North were true.

      The countryside had changed since he’d left it years ago. The air was fraught with worry and anxiety. In the villages he had passed, doors were shut in his face, trade routes guarded, and everyone carried weapons. Whether it was a knife hidden behind folds of clothes or a bow and arrow casually slung over the shoulder, they were all signs of warning; something was amiss in the Eastern World. He smirked to himself as he thought of the foolish people groups. Had none of them seen the dangers of the North Forests? They knew nothing of fear or of the perilous struggle between life and death in the wild whims of the forest. The danger was what he thrived on; it gave him zeal and made him all the more determined to accomplish his goal of leaving the world. He’d entered the woods with his cousin, Artenvox, who was three years his senior. Their fathers were brothers, born into a line of Treasure Hunters, a special breed. It was said if they found the stone that matched their eyes, they could unlock their true powers, which is why some called them “the Jeweled Ones.” They were barely a few months into the forest when his uncle and cousin were lost, and he and his father continued until the forest had spit Cuthan out without his father or his treasure.

      The one token he hadn’t lost was his innate power of charm. When people looked into his eyes, he could see their longing, sense it begging for hope. Their aura would flash until he could see the colors, and he understood beyond what they understood themselves. With his eyes, he gave them assurance, and with his mouth, he swayed them to give him what he wanted. How much more could he gain if he had full possession of his powers? What he truly wanted was knowledge and treasure. Not the kind of treasure anyone could find, precious stones and jewels, but the treasure that meant something much more. Tales of old spoke of the Five Warriors and their quest to save the Western World. They had carried such treasures worth risking life and limb to find: the Clyear of Power, the Horn of Shilmi, and five magical weapons. What would he give to have one of those? His dream was to take flight, find the mythical creatures of the wood, walk the paths of heroes of old, and find his own adventures. Which meant he had to leave the Eastern World before it ceased altogether. He’d seen the blood-red sunsets, the hints of age and death hanging in the sky. Time was limited; time was almost up. Why were the Dezzi making him wait?

      He grinned, an idea forming in his mind. Maybe the guards would follow along and stop him, but he might as well join the loungers in the throne room of the Dezzi queen. They intently sat there, watching audience after audience, and doing nothing more than eating, drinking, and stretching their limbs in front of their cold, unfeeling queen.

      Cuthan stood, careful not to let his sword scrape against the floor again. He was sure the queen would be not too happy to see him again unannounced. A bubble of mischievousness danced above his head. It would be challenge; he would charm her somehow. With one last deep breath of the sweet incense, he ran his hands over the beautiful cloth of his clothing, something else he had charmed from the Dezzi, and he left through the arched doorway of the room. He was Cuthan the Charmer. He’d get his way. They’d see.
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      Phyllis moved her head from side to side as she woke, feeling the pain seep back into her scalp. She lifted a hand to the warm cloth on her forehead, only for another hand to catch hers, gently moving it away. “Don’t move.” Ilieus’s familiar voice filled her ears. “You have a huge knot on your head. Why did you run into the horse like that?”

      Squinting her eyes, Phyllis peered up into Ilieus’s pale, peaked face. Her eyes were different; there was something strange about them, something new.

      “Where are we?” Fully open, her eyes darted around the room. Yellow cloth rose to a tented peak above her. She lay in a swinging canvas that wrapped cloth around her body yet held her securely above the ground.

      “We are with the Dezzi,” Ilieus replied, her face flushing pink with excitement. Phyllis wrinkled her brow despite the shooting pain that jumped through her head. Anticipation and hope, that’s what was shining out of Ilieus’s eyes. Phyllis struggled as the dancing spots of blackness left her vision. “They are the nomads of Igriscar,” Ilieus went on, her voice taking on a wistful longing as if she held a box of wonders she dared not open. “Grandmother arranged for us to meet with them; they are our guides to Wind Fresh, the island where Tharmaren the Wise dwells.”

      “The Dezzi?” Phyllis repeated; the word sounded foreign on her tongue. She realized she was in a tent made of yellow cloth: bright, colorful, and almost blinding. It made her head hurt as she gazed at it. Why were the colors so dazzling bright? She lay in a hammock stringed up between two poles, and there was another to the left of her, possibly where Ilieus slept. Between the two hammocks, a piece of cloth flapped in the wind, likely the entrance and exit to the tent. She couldn’t see the floor though and wondered if it were the stony ground or something else beneath them. Rugs maybe?

      “Yes.” Ilieus nodded so hard that her curls shook loose. “They are the most colorful people I’ve ever met. I must admit, Phyllis, I thought you were crazy for suggesting we run away from home on an adventure. But now…now that I’m beginning to see the beauty of the world and the people groups, you could not have been more right. I think. Whatever happens now, I’m glad we left.”

      Phyllis couldn’t help but frown; she felt confused. Much had happened while she was passed out cold, and she did not like that she was left out of things. She wriggled impatiently in the hammock, causing it to gently swing back and forth, a soothing movement that made her feel even more disconcerted. “What happened when the riders grabbed us? How long have I been out?”

      “I knew we were done for when they grabbed us. I thought they were bandits; you’ve heard the stories.” Ilieus had done her hair again; it was braided on top of her head with a white circlet of flowers on top as if she were a royal princess of the prairie. Her dress was new, long, and light blue, draping neatly around her, unlike the styles of the village folk. The dress was airy and loose at the top. It wrapped together at her waist with a silk white ribbon and flowed unfettered to her feet. She looked as if she fit in the world of colors. “I thought they had captured us for sport and to toy with us until we gave in, and I fought with every breath in my body.”

      Phyllis rolled her eyes. Ilieus fighting wasn’t of much consequence.

      “Until the rider called me by name and showed me an amulet like ours.” Her fingers unconsciously traced the clasp on her cloak. “She said they were sent by Odella the Tall to take us to their queen and give us safe passage to Wind Fresh. We rode here to their encampment and were given this tent. We are to have an audience with the queen as soon as you are able. You’ve been asleep for a day now. I thought your head was broken. I’ve been so worried.”

      “Have you been?” Phyllis arched an eyebrow, cringing as her head prodded sulkily at her for the movement. “It seems as if you’ve been enjoying the company of the Dezzi. Why do they call themselves that anyway? Seems odd.”

      “Phyllis.” Ilieus reached to pat her hand; a gesture that was intended to be assuring yet felt patronizing. “Don’t be grumpy. The Dezzi are beautiful people. Their ways are peaceful, and they honor the nature of the land. You will understand them as soon as you are able to stand. Hush now; let your head mend. I’ll make you some tea to help.”

      Feeling helpless, Phyllis allowed herself to be calmed back to sleep with the scent of lavender and honey floating around her. As she closed her eyes, a question popped into her head; a question she longed for the answer to but did not know whom to ask it. Why now? Was there more to this journey than the desire to heal Ilieus?

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sunlight. Phyllis’s eyes flicked open, and she sat up, shaking the hammock as she untangled her legs from its clutches. Swinging over the edge, she found her bare feet hitting solid ground once again, and she breathed out a sigh of relief. Her head did not scream at her, and, taking that as a positive sign, she snuck past Ilieus’s sleeping form and stepped out of the tent. It was as if she’d stepped into another land. Light danced across the plain. As far as she could see, yellow and white tents dotted the horizon. It wasn’t just a colony she’d stepped into; the Dezzi appeared to be everywhere. She’d never seen such a vast number of people in once place, and suddenly the tiny village of Haitiar seemed quite quaint in light of the bigger world surrounding her. A range of mountains faded from view in the east, almost hidden by the gentle morning mist. The low murmur of voices swept through the landscape, and the distant jingle of coins or bells tinkled endlessly around her. Yet what caught Phyllis’s eyes was the golden temple that lay in the center of it all. It was a long building, not standing taller than the surrounding tents, and two round, golden bulbs rose up. Their peaks, dazzling in the sunlight, pointed as they reached for the skies. Light danced over the temple as if the streaks of sunlight were creatures, reveling in the worship of light and life.

      Phyllis took a step forward, thinking she was free to go anywhere she chose. But as she moved, she realized her tent was in a separate encampment, surrounded by a low-lying fence. Guards, she assumed, paced back and forth, watching the land, keeping count of the coming and goings of others. Indeed, Phyllis saw they were perched at a higher elevation among the sloping hills, and watch stations were everywhere, even along the streets of stone where the children had come out to flirt with each other and the potential of danger outside.

      “Phyllis.” She heard her name called out of the sunrise. “At least get dressed before you venture out. Don’t be uncouth!”

      Phyllis sighed and turned to see Ilieus’s head peeking out of the tent. A finger beckoned, encouraging her back into hiding. “Why are you so conscious about what we look like?” Phyllis complained as she let herself be led back into the tent, only to be attacked by Ilieus’s brush.

      “Because we are meeting with the Dezzi queen today. I’ve never met a queen before.” Ilieus’s voice quavered in reply.

      “Why does the queen want to meet us?” Phyllis asked as Ilieus braided her hair around her head, weaving it like a crown, although curls sprung loose at each twist.

      Ilieus shrugged. “No one explained why. Come, you have a new dress and slippers. We should honor the Dezzi in dressing appropriately.”

      Phyllis pulled on the long green dress, feeling the crisp, smooth material swirl around her body. She straightened her shoulders as she ran her fingers over the rich materials. “It’s beautiful.” She breathed in surprise. “Are we meant to keep these clothes?”

      Ilieus smiled, traces of nervousness leaving her light eyes. “Yes. You look lovely. I wish you could see yourself.”

      Phyllis, relaxing, met her sister’s eyes and smiled back. “Whatever this queen wants with us, let’s ensure it takes us to Wind Fresh.” She reached out for Ilieus’s hand.

      Ilieus dropped her hand into Phyllis and squeezed it for reassurance. “Are you ready?”

      As the sisters walked out of the yellow tent, two guards walked forward to escort them to the temple of the queen. They wore garb much like the riders, except their faces weren’t painted in black and white, clearly showing they were male. Wordlessly they motioned for the girls to follow, and one led the way while the other followed behind.

      Leaving the encampment of the watchers, they walked downhill, following a slope of gray rock to the valley of colorful tents. Most of them were white with flaps open to allow the children to run back and forth. The children had short curly hair, which crested the top of their suntanned faces. Long arms and legs flailed across the encampment, and they wore only loincloths around their waists. They laughed and danced across the plain, shouting challenges as they attempted to outdo each other in the various games they played. The females appeared to ignore them, and although Phyllis assumed they would do what the folk of her village had done, it appeared that they, male and female alike, all had the same duties. The children ran free and wild, but different tents were grouped together for specific workers. Phyllis almost froze when she saw a great number of the Dezzi sharpening blades and practicing with arrows, knives, and swords. Others kept the herd of wild horses, and, even closer to the temple, the smell of food drifted through the air. It seemed less of a village of free people and more of a tribe where every group had their tasks: some cooked, others watched the animals, some made weapons, others watched for attacks, some raided, and others procreated. Phyllis could feel it operating around her; each group had their tasks to make life run smoothly, and they did theirs with vigorous passion and skill.

      When they reached the temple, life transitioned into something else. It may have been the music because a group of scantily-clad dancers weaved their way across the square while the wailing voice of flutes and the rhythmic beating of drums pounded across the grounds. A low wall ran around the temple, and on it, several of the naked children were perched, shouting and calling as the dancers twirled their way across the courtyard in a blur of colors. At the four corners of the temple, smoke wafted out of huge bowls of incense, and Phyllis found herself blinking as the vapor drifted into her eyes and stung her nostrils. The guards paused at the entrance of the courtyard, allowing the bizarre melodies, echoing off the stones, to embrace them.

      There were no gates, only a set of stairs that led up over the wall and back down again into the enclosure. The columns of the temple stood tall, round, and masterful, shooting high into the sky below the golden, pointed bulbs. Phyllis could almost see a mist flowing from those bulbs, a golden haze flickering across the courtyard, encouraging the brazen dancers. Painted guards claimed each column, a blend of male and females with long blades at their side that curved at the end, much like a tool used for the harvest, except they glinted wickedly. Phyllis observed them, her eyes lifting to catch the glance of one, yet it seemed as if the guard stared straight through her. She turned away with a cold shudder, sensing that the cunning, calculating gaze could see straight through her. The two nearest guards nodded, their impassive faces seeing no threat at the appearance of the two girls.

      They continued forward to the dark archway that marked the entrance of the temple, where the cool passageway to the throne room swallowed them whole. Darkness blacked out the light from the sun, and the silent, curved walls gave off the aura of a hallowed place that led downward. Phyllis felt Ilieus slip a trembling hand into hers, holding it firmly for comfort as they drifted down the halls, their slippers padding in the silence. Guards now flanked them, two in front, two behind, and two on either side, leading them toward the inner circle.

      In fact, if they could have seen it from above, the temple was shaped like a spider’s web. All passages led to one, round chamber, a sort of waiting room. And within that waiting chamber, the final doors led to the throne room, where the Dezzi queen ruled on her golden throne, surrounded by her subjects.

      When they entered, Phyllis could see why the giant bulbs stood atop each other because the throne room was full of dazzling lights that came in from those giant, shimmering bulbs. The curtain of brilliance cascaded down into the spacious room where the Dezzi queen sat on an elaborate, carved throne of ivory.

      The queen had sharp features, high cheekbones, a beaked nose, much like a raven, and straight black hair that hung just past her chin. Her face had been brushed with what looked like golden light, and her eyes were heavily lined with black ink. Her mouth was set in a firm line, and her lips had been painted black. On her head, a mountain of silk had been fashioned into a crown of cloth, wrapping itself like a snake around her cone shaped head.

      She rose as the sisters entered her presence, her golden skirts just barely sweeping the polished floor. The throne sat at the top of three wide, golden stairs, where various males and females perched, watching the queen and waiting to hear what she would say. The rest of the room was full of exotic ladies in colorful gowns, standing and sitting at leisure. Each of them wore a curved blade at their sides, some hidden behind layers of cloth, others staring at the twins as if daring them to intrude on their peace. Behind them, guards, their sex unknown, lined the walls, standing erect and proud in attendance.

      Phyllis was relieved Ilieus had insisted they dress first. Although the fabric pressing around her body was lovely, she gazed on the queen and felt woefully inadequate, much like an unwashed commoner in a place of magical beauty. She did not belong. Looking at Ilieus, she followed her lead as Ilieus gracefully bowed her head and curtsied to the queen. Phyllis almost fell over, her feet clumsy and ungraceful, uncomfortable in her skin in the presence of such richness.

      “Welcome.” The queen’s hard voice rang out across the room, commanding attention and drawing all eyes to her regal form. “Ilieus and Phyllis of Haitiar. Your coming was foretold by Odella the Tall, a friend of the Dezzi. We offer you safe passage across the wild lands of Phillondorn to Wind Fresh, where your business will be your own. Yet why now? Why have you come?”

      Phyllis sensed it was her time to answer and shifted from one foot to the other, attempting to find eloquent words to address the queen. After all, she had instigated the journey, but the questions the queen asked were the same ones she asked herself. Her head started to ache as the eyes in the room drifted toward her, waiting for an answer, uncaring what the words would be; they just wanted an answer. She cleared her throat and swallowed. The truth seemed much too intimate and too personal to convey to a hall of strangers. “My sister, Ilieus, needs to speak with the one they call Tharmaren the Wise to help with the dreams…” She trailed off lamely, unable to decipher the look the queen gave her.

      The queen took a step forward, jutting out her pointed chin, while her sharp eyes flicked from Phyllis to Ilieus, much like a snake’s tongue right before it devours its prey. “Curious,” she said. Her fingers gestured to someone hidden in shadows. “I’ve heard a rumor that Tharmaren the Wise is mute. But…you will find out yourself. Come, Ilieus of Haitiar, I would have a private word with you. Phyllis of Haitiar,” the queen’s deep voice commanded, “you are dismissed.”

      Phyllis opened her mouth to object; she had only just arrived, and already she was being tossed out like yesterday’s refuse. Ilieus sought her eyes and gave a slight nod, begging her to obey the queen and leave. A guard stepped forward and ushered Phyllis toward the door, gently touching her back as he, or possibly she, led her out. Phyllis glanced back at the illustrious throne room and the glowing golden light as she was plunged into the darkness. The doors closed behind her, leaving her feeling miserably left out and unwanted. Biting her lower lip in disappointment and anger, Phyllis balled up her fists and gritted her teeth, wishing her gaze would turn to daggers and split open the door. That would show them! With a huff of frustration, she spun around and slammed into another person lurking in the shadows.
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      “Yowl!” He gave a strangled yell and threw out his hands, grabbing at Phyllis’s waist to steady himself.

      “Oh, sorry,” Phyllis muttered, detangling herself by pushing him away as she regained her balance. “I didn’t see you there…”, but her words dropped away as she met his compelling gaze and stared in shock. Brilliant green eyes met hers, narrowed for a moment, and then a blond eyebrow lifted in the briefest hint of surprise. “Cuthan!” Phyllis cried, unable to hold back her surprise. “What…” she sputtered. “What are you doing here of all places?” She stepped back, staring up and down at him in bewilderment, ensuring it actually was him and not a figment of her imagination.

      “Me?” he dramatically placed a hand on his chest as if she dared to question his existence. “I could ask you the same.” His nimble fingers locked around her wrist, and he began to drag her down the passageway. “In fact, I will. What are you doing here? Don’t you know this a terrible idea?!”

      “Cuthan, of all people!” Phyllis couldn’t help the spurts of hysterical giggles that escaped from her mouth as Cuthan led her out into the brilliant sunshine. Her feet didn’t even resist as they weaved past the white tents out in the wild fields of Igriscar. By the time Cuthan released her, Phyllis was laughing hysterically. She collapsed in the grass, wiping tears from her eyes and hiccupping as Cuthan stood above her, his chest heaving up and down. He was ravishing, a stunning, perfect creation birthed from two Crons. Even just the sight of him forced her to catch her breath. He stood just over five and a half feet tall, her height, but his build was slim instead of muscular, lithe and graceful even.

      They’d grown up in Haitiar together as children, playing games in the pastures and amusing each other from dawn until dusk. He was the one to squeeze into tight spots and disappear. He was a nimble boy, always getting into trouble and just as expertly getting out of it again. Now he was grown-up and dressed like a prince. He wore a blue tunic with a gray shirt underneath and with his shirttails tucked neatly into his black pantaloons. His garb was clearly regal; threads of silver and gold were woven into patterns across his chest. A sword hung neatly in his belt; it had a straight edge, unlike the curved blades the Dezzi wore. It was possible the sword was for show rather than for use. At least, Phyllis hoped that was the case.

      Cuthan stared down at her with the sunlight at his back; the sun baked his yellow blond hair, which had been slicked back from his forehead. His eyes were a startling green as pure emeralds, his bone structure was fine and elegant, his lips were full and bright, and his smile was arrogant and cocky. In fact, his lips were already curled upward into what would have been a sneer on anyone else’s face, but on his, it was a beautiful, curious question that demanded an explanation. “Phyllis,” he prompted, the words tumbling from his lips like daggers. “What are you doing here?”

      Phyllis could feel all the unspoken words that had been building up within her ever since she left the hut of Grandmother. They were coming now, and she could not stop the tumultuous river from flowing out. She felt hurt from the abrupt disappearance of her father, ignored by the attention lavished upon Ilieus, and, worst of all, alone and lost. Her giggles almost turned into sobs as she realized the adventure she found herself in was not what she would have chosen, and it irked and gnawed at her. She was coming undone ever since the night she had chosen to obey the last words of Mother and ask Grandmother for help; something had happened to shift the balance. Now, the familiar face of Cuthan in the Dezzi camp, of all places, was her breaking point. “I haven’t seen you for years.” She glared up at him; her words jabbed into him as if she were poking him with her fingers. “We were ten, and you just left. Disappeared. I never expected to see you again, much less here!”

      The briefest hint of betrayal and hurt flicked behind Cuthan’s green eyes. It was gone before Phyllis could snatch it up and remark on it. Cuthan shrugged his shoulders. “I left Haitiar. What’s it to you? The problem is that you are here now. You should have stayed there; you don’t know what you are walking into.”

      “Father left.” Phyllis caught her breath, rocking back and forth in the grass. She wrapped her arms around her legs, hugging herself tightly as if to ward against the pain.

      “Left?” Cuthan peered sharply at her. “With whom?”

      “I don’t know; they had horses, and he left without saying much. Not even goodbye.” She bit her lip, glancing at Cuthan as he began to walk in circles.

      “Phyllis,” Cuthan groaned, putting his head in his hands and pacing back and forth. “You don’t even know what you are getting into.”

      “Stop saying that! You can’t blame me!” Phyllis shouted, watching him move; even his agitated pacing was as graceful as a dancer’s. “You weren’t there; you don’t know what it was like! Why are you here anyway?”

      “Do you even know what is happening?” Cuthan asked. “The Contrevails and the Realalons are amassing and soon you will have to choose a side. They don’t care about the small villages; they are easy to conquer, but out here,” he threw a hand out toward the Dezzi’s encampment, “it will be all out war.”

      Phyllis wrinkled her nose. “The Contrevails and Realalons? What are you talking about?”

      “You know nothing of this?” Cuthan wiggled his eyebrows at her before throwing his hands in the air and plopping down on the grass much closer to Phyllis than necessary. “My, you must live with your head underground. Do you know nothing of what is going on in the world?”

      Phyllis attempted to shoot him an angry look, but he propped his handsome head on his hands and grinned up at her mischievously. “Oh Phyllis, what have you done?” he tsked, shaking his head while his emerald eyes laughed at her. “You should have stayed home, right where I left you.”

      “Cuthan!” She wanted to smack the arrogance off his face, but the twinkling in his eyes wouldn’t let her. “Why don’t you speak frankly and tell me what is going on? Grandmother only hinted at dark things, and the Dezzi queen is speaking to Ilieus alone. I just want to know!”

      The smile began to slide off Cuthan’s face. “You brought Ilieus?”

      “Yes!” Phyllis snapped. “Don’t tell me you’re obsessed with her too.”

      “No.” His straight white teeth gleamed as he flashed them at Phyllis while winking out of one eye. Those uncanny eyes. Phyllis studied them; there was something behind them now. A thought. A consideration. “It’s just she must be one they want, and you just fed her to the lions.”

      Phyllis grew still. Of course, they all wanted Ilieus. “Are you going to tell me what you are doing here?” Phyllis demanded for the third time; her voice came out harsher than intended.

      “Waiting on you,” Cuthan quipped, continuing to smile. “Actually, I’m headed to Wind Fresh, but the Dezzi won’t take me. They said I had to wait; I assume for you and Ilieus. It all makes sense. Now that you’re here, I suppose we can be on our way.”

      Phyllis raised an eyebrow. “Why are you going to Wind Fresh?”

      Cuthan tried to keep the mood lighthearted by shrugging his shoulders as if he could care less where he went. Phyllis watched the charming smile that froze on his face, hiding his true feelings. “New life,” he offered. “Starting over. I don’t want to go back to Haitiar.”

      “Oh.” Phyllis threw back her head and took a deep breath. “I remember when you left seven years ago. Where did you go?”

      Cuthan shook his head, his face turning grave, his eyes lost and sad. “Father and I went to the North Forests.” His voice grew softer. “They killed him.”

      “Cuthan.” Phyllis reached out a hand, and, before she could change her mind, she touched his shoulder.  “I’m so sorry.”

      “There’s nothing you can do.” His voice drifted a bit, but he met her eyes. “I’m alone now. It’s up to me to choose, but it’s good to see a familiar face. Phyllis, it’s awful that you’re here, but, selfishly, I’m glad.”

      Phyllis leaned back, removing her hand while attempting to keep the pity out of her eyes. “Looks like we’re both in unfortunate circumstances. I suppose we have to make the best of it.”

      “Oh.” A slow smile began spreading over Cuthan’s face as the shadow of loss and pain faded. “It may be dangerous, but we’re going to have fun.”

      “That’s a wicked thing to say, Cuthan.” Phyllis felt her lips curving upward as she scolded him, a taste of nostalgia reminding her of his mischievous ways. “But we have nothing left to lose now.”

      “I don’t,” Cuthan agreed. “But you do, you still have your sister.”
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      Phyllis shrugged off the remark, but a tinge of fear began to gnaw at her thoughts. She slid her eyes over to Cuthan’s amused face and, reaching out a finger, poked his shoulder. “Tell me a story. Why did you go to the North Forests?”

      “Haven’t you heard of adventure?” Cuthan winked and sat up, crossing his legs. “Actually.” He scooted closer to her, leaning in so their crossed knees almost touched. “Since you’re here, and I know you from before...” He rolled his head from side to side. “There are some things you should know, so you don’t go joining the wrong side.”

      “Side?” Phyllis narrowed her eyes.

      “Hush!” Cuthan smirked playfully. “I’m telling you a story. Remember when we were young, and our parents would tell us stories? Especially on rainy days, after the harvest when it got cold and too wet to play outside?”

      “Of course.” Phyllis nodded, tucking a stray curl behind her ear. “How could I forget?”

      Cuthan went on, leaning closer in and dropping his voice. “They told us legends of heroic deeds and wars in worlds beyond our own and tales of ancient powers and immortals. What if those tales weren’t just fables? Did you actually think about that?”

      Phyllis wrinkled her nose and waved her hand, dismissing his absurd speculation. “No, they are just stories. What nonsense would make you think otherwise?”

      Cuthan gave a barking, mirthless laugh and arched an eyebrow. “You forget.” He wagged a finger at her. “I’ve seen the world whereas you’ve been hiding in the village of Haitiar. That’s exactly what it is: a hiding place. From what I’ve seen of the North Forests, I know there is some truth to those tales of old. In fact,” he shuddered, “I think they are true, but I’m not sure how to explain it.”

      Phyllis twitched, an unsettling feeling gnawing at her. His words sounded similar to Grandmother’s. Dangerous. They were truths she did not wish to hear, so she blocked them from her mind. “Do you have any proof?”

      Cuthan paused, as if considering how to tell her, before shaking his head. “I don’t know if there could be any proof, aside from relics and talismans. But I mean to find a relic, especially if it gives me sway over the civil war that is about to erupt across the Eastern World.”

      Phyllis peered at him. “Cuthan, are you the same Cuthan I used to know?”

      “I’ve grown up. You see, adventure has a way of doing that. My father was a quester, Treasure Hunter, you know, searching for lost treasures, symbols, and knowledge. Many things have been hidden from us, and if we know, if we possess the knowledge, we can use it to save our world. So we went to the North Forests because secrets tend to dwell among the trees. Something is there. I still remember the hints of it, and all the beasts and beings of the forest agreed with us. They can talk, you see. The North Forests are greater than anything you can imagine. I have to go back and finish what my father started, but I need a few things.”

      “What do you think is hidden in the trees?” Phyllis whispered, unsure why her heart was pounding as hard as it was. “What do you hope to find?”

      Cuthan shot his head up and looked around, but the meadow was bare, and the tents in the distance fluttered wordlessly. Even his constant guards had made their presence scare. “Tales of old spoke of power,” he murmured, deciding to tell her only part of what he searched for. “Magical powers transferred into ordinary objects. They called them Clyears, and there were seven of them. I hope to find one, and maybe, just maybe, I can put a stop to this war before it begins.”

      Phyllis stared at him in shock, unsure of what to say. “War scares me, and if we can avoid it, I would… But…a Clyear…” She trailed off as another thought came to her. The word. She knew the word. She’d heard it said before in her sister’s nightmares. She jumped up, hands shaking, and she began to pace. Was everything connected then? Were her sister’s dreams related with the war Cuthan spoke of? Was Ilieus seeing visions of what was coming and how to stop it?

      “What is it?” Cuthan rose, eyes wide with concern. “What did I say? I know it may seem…far-fetched, but…you won’t tell anyone, will you?”

      Phyllis spun to face him, clasping her hands tightly in front of her so he wouldn’t see them tremble. “Cuthan, you’re hoping to change the future. Are you also hoping to change the past and bring your father back?”

      Emotion dropped out of Cuthan’s face, and it became as impassive as a stone. “There were things he knew I’d like to ask him…but it is too late for that…”

      “Cuthan?” Phyllis asked. “Why are you going to Wind Fresh?”

      “I must be honest.” Cuthan moved closer to Phyllis to whisper. “In tales of old, they talk of the Order of the Wise.”

      “I know.” Phyllis nodded. “They are all dead and gone.”

      “No,” Cuthan whispered, “the voices of the North Forests have other words. One is still alive, and he is here in the Eastern World on the island of Wind Fresh.”

      Phyllis stared at him. “Do you have a name?”

      Cuthan nodded, surprising Phyllis that he agreed. “Yes. They call him Tharmaren the Wise.”

      Coincidence? Phyllis thought not as she reached for Cuthan’s hand and squeezed it. How could he be seeking the same Wise One she was? “Cuthan, I know something strange is happening; it’s dark and dangerous, and I don’t like it. But if there is a way to see the future and change it, if it stops the war you say is coming, if it saves Ilieus, if it saves our world, count me in.”

      “Wait…” Cuthan tugged at her hand as she pulled away. “What’s wrong with Ilieus?”

      She let go of him and shook her head. Her guard was up, and suddenly she wanted nothing more than to ensure her sister was all right. “I have to find her.”
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      “Ilieus!” Phyllis called as she flung open the colorful folds of cloth that led into their temporary, tented home. She stopped short as soon as she stepped inside, letting the yellow flap of the tent fall behind her. Two hammocks swayed in motion as if the winds from outside were filtering through the thick folds of the canvas. “Ilieus?” Phyllis whispered in concern.

      Ilieus sat cross-legged with her back to the tent entrance. Her head was bowed with her hair hanging long and loose around her. Her shoulders shook and trembled, and, for a moment, Phyllis worried she was having another episode.

      “Ilieus.” Phyllis gathered her skirts and crossed the room in a rush, throwing herself to the ground in front of Ilieus and grabbing her shoulders.

      Ilieus lifted her head, frazzled bits of hair dancing in front of her eyes. Not bothering to wipe her tears away, she gave a tiny sob and buried her head in her hands.

      “Ilieus.” Phyllis reached for her hands, attempting to move them away from her face. “What did the Dezzi queen do to you? What did she say?”

      Ilieus shook her head, allowing Phyllis to pull her hands away. “We…” she started, but her voice broke with tears. She sat up straighter and pushed her hair out of her face as she attempted to regain control. When her eyes met Phyllis’s, they were dark, swimming in tears and fear. Her face was pale again, and dark circles were beginning to appear under her eyes. Her nose was red and starting to run. She hiccuped, and her fingers trembled as she reached for Phyllis’s hands, squeezing them hard. “We are going to die…we are all going to die.”

      Phyllis took a deep breath even though her heartbeat sped up as the words of death echoed around the tent. First Cuthan, now this? “Ilieus, calm down. Just tell me what they did to you.”

      Ilieus gulped and sniffed, nodding slowly as she struggled to breathe. “They knew we were coming. How? I don’t know. But after you left the queen, they told me I was the one they were seeking and that I have the fate of the Eastern World in my mind. But I…I…I can’t remember the dreams; I don’t know what they want. I told the queen how Mother and Grandmother repressed it and why we are going to see Tharmaren the Wise.” Ilieus let go of Phyllis’s hands, lifting the edge of her dress to wipe her face. “She led me to a chamber with an enormous bowl of incense on a pedestal.” Ilieus held out her arms in a circle, imitating the shape. “She told me it was the air of clarity, and I was to stand over it and inhale. It…” She shook her head, making an unpleasant face as she brought her hand to her neck. “It burned my throat and made my eyes sting, but then…” She trailed off and dropped her eyes, beginning to tremble again. “Phyllis, I can’t see clearly, but I saw more than I’ve ever seen before. Everything is dark; there is something in the shadows, and it’s coming to destroy us all. It wants us dead; I can feel it.” Her words tumbled out faster as her voice rose higher to a level of panic. “I’ve never sensed such fierce determination, almost as if we are standing in its way. It is manipulating us; we have to find a way to stop it or the Eastern World will be gone.”

      “Gone…” Phyllis echoed, her mind reeling at Ilieus’s heavy words. She stood up and began pacing while Ilieus began to cry again.

      “I’m so frightened, Phyllis; I don’t know how to make it stop. I keep seeing the shadows over and over. I can’t close my eyes!”

      Phyllis walked back and forth for a minute more before coming to kneel in front of Ilieus again. “Cuthan is here,” she spoke in a whisper. “Remember him?”

      Ilieus tilted her head in surprise, her brow furrowing as she recalled the familiar name. At last, she nodded. “Yes. What is he doing here?”

      “He said something about a war and that we’d have to pick a side. Maybe it’s the war you are seeing; we don’t know,” she tried to explain in a logical way, hoping Ilieus was only overreacting.

      “A war?” Ilieus repeated without much interest. “Who is fighting?”

      Phyllis shrugged. “I’d never heard of them, but I’m thinking we’ve been sheltered for far too long. Cuthan is coming to Wind Fresh with us, and then he is returning to the North Forests on his quest.”

      “He’s trouble,” Ilieus said.

      “He’s grown-up now,” Phyllis offered. “You might like him.”

      Ilieus stood up, reaching out a hand for her hammock to steady her unbalanced feet. It swayed away from her as she, still fully dressed, climbed inside its secure arms. She folded her hands across her chest, hugging herself as she gazed at the bright, bold tent walls, her eyes filling with tears again. “I wish we had never come,” she said. “I wish Mother had never died, and we’d never come here. We could have been happy, just the four of us, without facing this darkness.”

      Phyllis paused and spun around to look at Ilieus. “Do you really wish that? Something terrible is happening, and you don’t want to find out what it is and stop it?”

      “No,” Ilieus replied, staring straight ahead with a look on her face Phyllis had never seen before. “I hate this. I’m tired of being afraid, and now I know the source of the fear, and it’s terrifying. I don’t want this.”

      Phyllis looked at her sister, realizing she had to be the one to make a decision. It was up to her to be the voice of reason. She walked over to Ilieus’s hammock and knelt down beside it, leaning her head against Ilieus’s shoulder. “Okay. Ilieus, you’re not alone. I may not see the dreams in my mind, but I’m just as frightened. We’re alone and far from home. Father left us, and we aren’t sure whom to trust, but we can figure this out as long as we stick together. Okay? We are going to Wind Fresh; please at least stay hopeful until Tharmaren the Wise can help us.”

      “You think he can help us?”

      “He has to.”

      “Phyllis,” Ilieus mumbled, her voice sounding drowsy. “You’re a good sister.” She turned her head to kiss the top of Phyllis‘s head. “It grows late; you should get some sleep.”

      “You too,” Phyllis agreed, “and no dreams tonight.”

      Phyllis rose, but Ilieus had already closed her eyes in exhaustion. Phyllis exhaled and gave a sigh of relief. She thought her head would burst with the amount of information she’d learned that day. She opened the tent flap to step out as the last orange lights of the sunrise faded from the sky.

      The encampment of colored tents continued before her; their colors shimmering as they bathed in the glory of the night sky. The Dezzi were slowing down, the children were in bed, their fires burned lower, and all was calm. Phyllis crossed her arms, tears springing to her eyes, and she stood alone and confused, watching the life around her shimmer. A chill wind whipped up, causing her to rub her arms together. A streak of light to the northwest lit up the sky. At first it was a beautiful beacon, plunging toward the middle of the encampment, but as it grew larger, Phyllis saw what it was. An arrow on fire was heading toward the middle of the Dezzi camp. There was only a split second between the moment Phyllis saw what it was and the impact.

      The restful atmosphere disappeared in the space of one heartbeat. A shriek ripped through the night air, and instantly the sky lit up with fiery arrows. “Attack!” someone was shouting. “We’re under attack!”
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      Screams ripped through the air, children cried at being woken, and animals broke free of their fences and ran. The fire exploded across the lower tents close to the temple, and Phyllis watched, wide-eyed in horror as the Dezzi ran; their tents ripping and burning as the arrows streaked down around them. Shapes moved in the darkness; the painted ones mounted their horses, shouting to each other. “Aiiiyyyooooo!” they called. Curved blades raised high in the air, they galloped off toward the source of those arrows. Flames continued to leap and burn everything in their tracks, but before Phyllis could move, she felt someone grab her by the shoulder. She leapt away with a scream, striking out blindly.

      “Phyllis!” Cuthan’s voice cut through the air. “We have to go now! Where is Ilieus?”

      Phyllis spun around, hurling herself back toward the tent and ripping open the flap. Ilieus was already up, eyes wide as she struggled to pull on her shoes. She had taken the time to wrap her flowing cloak around her dress, and her face was hidden in the folds of the hood. “Take this!” she flung a cloak at Phyllis and turned toward the opening.

      As they exited, two of the painted guards came running toward them. “To the horses!” they called just as a splintering crash splattered through the crackles and screams. The fire was growing, although they were too high up for the fiery arrows to reach them. A horn sounded in the distance as the charred smell of burnt cloth wafted through the air.

      “This way!” One of the guards had Phyllis by the arm and was dragging her uphill where their horses were picketed. In a blur, Phyllis glanced around for Ilieus and saw one of the other guards helping her onto a horse and mounting up behind her.

      “Where are we going?” Phyllis asked as the guard tossed her onto the back of a brown and white spotted mare.

      “Wind Fresh,” hissed the guard, but her voice was high and feminine as she mounted up behind Phyllis. She slapped the horse’s rear, and they took off, stumbling upward as the horse searched for sure footing on the uneven slope.

      Phyllis whipped around to see Cuthan behind, riding solo. Ahead, Ilieus and the guard had already reached the crest, and the horse was galloping west across the rocky land. Phyllis couldn’t help but watch as the fires continued below and the Dezzi scurried away from the madness.

      “Where will they go?” she found herself asking, her voice shaking from the sudden fury. Cuthan was right; the war was real. Who had the audacity to attack the Dezzi in plain sight? They seemed an odd but peaceful people. What enemies did they have?

      In reply, she heard nothing more than the night wind screaming around her ears and the muted thump of horse hooves against the ground.
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      Minutes danced away as Pharengon stared at the Jeweled Sword. He made a move to fasten it around his waist, but Renlages the Trazame held out his hand. “Ho now, fair is fair,” he rumbled. “You’ve seen the sword; now take the horses and bring your Crons. Then you may keep the sword.”

      Pharengon paused, reluctant to turn the treasure back over to its keeper. He reached for the box, memorizing the way the jewels sparkled on the sword. As he did so, he realized his heart was beating just as hard as if he’d been in a scrimmage, practicing his skills with one of the Horse Lords. “How did you come by this treasure?” he asked as he placed the sword back in its plain box and covered it.

      Renlages took the box from him and placed it in its hiding place, a trick of the eye Pharengon was still trying to figure out. He turned to Thangone and gave him a short nod, confirming they were of the same mind in their mission. Pharengon cursed the fact he hadn’t thought to bring a small detachment of Crons with him. His Horse Lords would be quite a distance away by now, and there was no telling how long it would take to find them, put together a group of volunteers, and return to Nungus Des-Lista. No. He scoffed the heel of his boot against the yellowed straw on the barn floor. It would take far too long. Time was wasting with this mindless chore. Half of him was tempted to take it from Renlages by force, but that was no way to gain a valuable ally.

      “The sword?” Renlages reappeared again and reached for the lantern, which Thangone handed over without delay. “I did not find it. That discovery I owe to my Father. It was not his choice.” Renlages stroked his beard as he led the way out of the barn, back into the mysteries of the night. “It all started with a Cron.” He sighed. “As all tales do.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Finn, the father of Renlages, was, of course, a Trazame. But not a very well-off one. He was no more than eighteen when he married the beautiful girl of the neighboring farm, and they headed south to secure their lands and build their life together. When his wife was large with their first child, disaster struck. A storm came, bringing such rain and wind and hail as had not been seen in centuries. The land flooded, the crops drowned, the animals died, and, thus, the first harvest was ruined. In short, Finn and his wife lost everything.

      “There was nothing for it. Finn was forced to beg and travel up and down the lands of Nungus Des-Lista, seeking food and work so he could start his lands afresh. The first child was born, frail and sick, and soon died. But his wife loved him very much despite their misfortunes and did not blame him. They worked hard the next year to secure a tiny harvest, and Finn was quick to go to town and trade, hoping for better seed in the years to come. But everyone else had fared the same, and the great celebrations of the turning of the seasons had all but dwindled to complaints dosed with weak pints of ale. The Trazames of Nungus Des-Lista were suffering, and for the first time, a terrible thought entered Finn’s head. Would he have to take his wife and search for their fortunes elsewhere?

      “It was one morning, right before Winter’s Orison, that the Cron appeared. She was a lone female, riding a great white stallion over the bleak land. He remembered her well, although she was not the first Cron he had seen. Crons were often at the trading posts, searching for supplies for their next adventure, curiosity gleaming out of their bright eyes. Nay, it was the treasure she wore on her head, a circular amulet with four prongs sticking out with a stone in the center, holding it all together. She came saying she offered a gift in exchange for food and shelter. Now, food and shelter being scarce, he was tempted to tell her to try her luck in town, but his wife laid a hand on his arm and nodded. Thus, they came to host the Cron for the rest of the winter. At first, she was wary and did not say much, and oft times she would take long walks through the frost fields. Although they barely had enough to feed themselves, it seemed the longer the Cron stayed, the more food they had.

      “In the spring, their mare had twin foals, sired from the white stallion. Their crops thrived, and the harvest was plentiful for the first time since the storm. Finn’s wife grew with child, and this time a healthy son was born. They named him Renlages. Two years passed, and, at last, the Cron, whom they had come to see as a member of their own family, said she must move on.

      “She pulled Finn aside and told him she had something for him to keep safe. It was too dangerous to take with her, but her enemies would never seek it in the peaceful farmlands of the Trazames. Finn was loath to take it because all Trazames knew to run at the slightest hint of peril. Yet she reminded him of his wealth, for his flocks were bountiful, and he’d had to hire Trazames to help manage the land. At last, he agreed, and she gave him the box, telling him one day the golden-eyed one would come for it, and he would be the King of the Horse Lords and would need it to hold sway over the people groups. Until then, it was to remain hidden.

      “Shortly after, she said goodbye and set out with naught but a walking stick and a long cloak, her shining amulet hidden in her deep hood. Every winter Finn and his family remembered, with reverence, the day she came, and on the anniversary, they held a feast and told their child of the Cron who saved their lives and blessed their farm. Alas, the years passed and though they kept watch, they never saw the Cron again until her name became a distant memory in their household. A name Renlages could only faintly recall. Odella the Tall.”
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        The forest will tell you truth.

        The trees will give you knowledge.

        In exchange for one terrible price,

        They will tell you all you wish to know.

        Why the world fades.

        Why the end is near.

        There’s something you can do

        If only you can escape.

        Beware. Be warned.

        The price you pay is death.

      

        

      

      

      Odella the Tall heard the words echoing through her mind long before they came. She knew why they were there. It was time to pay the price, the one she’d been avoiding for years. She had been the first to escape with the knowledge, and she dearly hoped she wouldn’t be the last. Her grandchildren’s journey would eventually lead them to the forest where they would find the answers to all they sought and more. The only question was: would they be able to outsmart the forest as she had? Now they came for her in the darkness, invisible until they were upon her. The last things she saw were their dark shapes and red eyes while their voices whispered the chant in her ears.

      

      
        
        
        Beware. Be warned.

        The price you pay is death.

      

        

      

      

      She heard rather than saw the knife. And then they slit her throat.
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      They rode hard through the night as if the fiery arrows were licking their heels. The horses galloped across the rough terrain, and although the stars had gone out and the moon was hidden from view, they kept their pace in the blinding darkness. Almost, Phyllis thought to herself, as if they could see in the dark. Worries tumbled through her mind as they fled. They hadn’t had time to prepare; what would they do for food? Surely they were nowhere near the Westiles Sea.

      As the hours passed, her mind calmed, and she found the panic from the attack fading into a dull memory, leaving her cold and sore from sitting in one position for so long. She slumped against the guard behind her, wondering if she should find her tongue and ask to stop. From what she knew of the Dezzi, they seemed impersonal. After all, they let a horse kick her in the head. She frowned at the reminder and touched her head; it was still sore.

      At some point, she must have nodded off, because when she opened her eyes next, it was much brighter. The guard clicked her tongue, slowing the horse to an unsettling trot. Phyllis could see Ilieus’s guard to the right doing the same. Cuthan was still riding alone, a few paces behind them. A hint of red shimmered in the east; a brief warning that inched its way across the black sky. Phyllis’s vision blurred as she watched it, hoping they were caught in one of Ilieus’s nightmares. Maybe they would wake, safe and sound in Haitiar, and laugh over how foolish they had been.

      The guard behind her sprung off the horse, the sudden movement causing Phyllis to reach for the horse’s mane for balance, twining the colorful ribbons between her fingers. The guard ran ahead; her red tartan flying behind her as she drew her sword. The horse did not slow, although Phyllis yanked on the ribbons, unsure of what danger the guard might be running into.

      A moment later the guard gave a shrill whistle, and Ilieus’s guard leaped off his mount. Gathering the colorful ribbons in his hands, he led them toward a clump of stout bushes and sapling trees to hide them from peering eyes. Phyllis, too tired to ask questions, slide from the horse to the ground, cradled her head in the crook of her arm, and passed out from exhaustion.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A wailing tune played in the distance, the low sad notes of a flute calling thrice. It could have been the call of a bird, but there was something too deep and intense about it. Flecks of sunlight peered through the leafy shades of the hedge, forcing Phyllis to forsake the land of sleep. She sat up, glad of the warmth of her cloak as a sudden chill touched her face like an icy finger. Ilieus was only a few feet away, still asleep as usual. Phyllis rose, her slippered feet rustling the corners of a bed of dead leaves, who scattered away, mumbling hasty apologies. She tilted her head in astonishment, listening again for the voice of the leaves. “Did you hear that?” Her voice tumbled out of her mouth before she realized she had a listener.

      “Hear what?” Cuthan crept into view with a hand on his sword hilt. His pale hair was slicked back from his face, still wet from the morning dew.

      Phyllis prodded a leaf with her foot. “I thought I heard a voice.” She shook her head when silence met her ears. Even the lone flute had ceased. She walked toward Cuthan. “What’s going on? Do you know who attacked us last night?”

      Cuthan shrugged, propping his magnificent self up against a fallen log. “It was most likely the Riders. Phyllis…” He paused, considering how to phrase his next words. “You do know why the Dezzi wear so many colors and paint their faces when they ride? Don’t you?”

      “No.” Phyllis watched the treetops shaking. One thick tree waved its branches overhead, scattering more dead leaves on top of her head.

      Cuthan peered around the hedge to see where the Dezzi guards were. “It’s because they are blended,” he replied, satisfied that he could not see them.

      Phyllis’s head jerked down so fast she pulled a muscle in her neck. She froze as the pain shot down her spine; her eyes bored into Cuthan’s jaw line as he continued.

      “A time ago, the pure people groups began to persecute the Blended Ones, hunting them down, killing them, and displaying them as an abomination. They claimed the words of old scrolls demanded the people groups stay unblended because certain powers arise out of those pure, untampered bloodlines. In the days of the Five Warriors, unique powers were common among the people groups. They lived longer, could see further, run faster, and, above all, actually fight against the immortals and win. They were a better, nay, higher people group than what we have fallen to…”

      “Cuthan.” Phyllis swallowed hard. Her Grandmother’s dark words were buzzing in her head. Balling her hands into fists, she stepped forward, willing him to stop. “Why are you telling me this?” she snapped.

      “Because.” Cuthan lifted a finger to pause any action she might take. His face was emotionless, hard. The carefree attitude from the day before had disappeared with the night. “Because you are one of the Blended Ones, and I want you to be careful now that we are away from the safety of the encampment. Most of the Riders know the Dezzi are of both pure and blended bloodlines, but they harbor and protect those who are blended. The Dezzi believe the blending of two people groups can bring back those powers from days of old, and I think…” His eyes darted to where Ilieus still slept. “I think they believe Ilieus is the beginning.”

      “What do I do about that?” Phyllis snapped, bending over to shake Ilieus awake. “Hide?”

      “Phyllis.” Cuthan reached out a hand almost in concern. “I’m telling you this so you are aware. Just in case anything happens to us, you know why.”

      The dreams are real. The phrase rushed through Phyllis’s thoughts as she stood over Ilieus, a poor attempt to protect her sister from the world. “Why didn’t you bring this up yesterday?”

      “Yesterday,” Cuthan whispered, “no one was attacking us. I did not know the Riders had come this far east.”

      Ilieus sat up, stretched, and yawned, glancing from Phyllis to Cuthan. They could see the events from the past night come back to her, and the sleepy innocence turned to fright. “Are we safe?” she begged; her fingers untangled her hair as she braided it.

      Cuthan reminded silent while Phyllis filled her in, finishing with: “Cuthan is trying to warn us.” She met her sister’s eyes and held them, unsure how much of their past they should revel to Cuthan.

      Ilieus stood up, smoothing her cloak and pulling the hood up over her head. She did not appear shocked at the tales Phyllis told her, but her eyes did glaze over for a brief moment. “It is no surprise,” she said. “People like people who are like them, who will do what is expected.” She walked toward Cuthan, the leaf-carpeted ground barely crunching over her light tread. “Cuthan, I heard you returned. Thank you for bringing us this news.”

      She lifted a hand, and Cuthan, with a grin spreading across his face, took it, bent his head, and kissed it.

      Phyllis scowled and tapped her foot, wondering where the frightened Ilieus of last night had gone. Now she appeared calm and angelic. “Cuthan,” she interrupted. “Tell us more about the Riders so we know who to watch out for.”

      “Officially they call themselves ‘the Contrevails.’” Cuthan’s face lifted in a bit of a smirk. “They wear dark green, midnight black, and these strange hats…”

      Ilieus gave a start and stepped closer to Cuthan. “The hats,” she whispered. “What do those look like?”

      “They look funny.” Cuthan arched an eyebrow as he lifted his hands to mimic them. “A round dome at the top with a wide brim, but it moves in the wind.”

      “They wear floppy hats?” Ilieus turned her gaze from Cuthan and gave Phyllis a hard look.

      Phyllis lifted her eyes to meet Ilieus's and felt the fingers of dread creeping in to steal her breath.
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      That day they used the phantom fog as cover, conscious of who might be following their tracks. The horses’ hooves churned in the soft ground, kicking up flecks of mud, great globs of it sometimes striking against Phyllis’s legs. At one point, she attempted to make conversation, but her guard remained wordless and stoic. Toward evening, they paused for a rest, and Ilieus pulled Phyllis aside while the guards secured the horses and Cuthan scampered off to take in their surroundings. “Cuthan’s description of the Contrevails, did it sound familiar?” Ilieus breathed fast, her eyes wide with fright.

      Phyllis could see the fear behind them again, creeping up, making itself known. She shook her head, confused.

      Ilieus grabbed the front of her cloak and pulled her closer. “Think. When Father left, what he was wearing?”

      Phyllis’s eyes darted back and forth as she recalled the memory. It had been an odd day, and Father’s behavior was bizarre. She pulled away from Ilieus, shaking her head and wishing she could forget the memory that was lodged there. “You don’t think…” She could not say the words aloud. “No…he wouldn’t!”

      “I don’t know.” Ilieus’s voice trembled. “But we can’t tell anyone, especially Cuthan.”

      “It has to be some mistake.” Her mind was already shutting out the possibility that their own Father could be a Contrevail. “Even if it were true, he’s our Father; maybe he’s spying for our safety.”

      Ilieus dropped her gaze. “Let’s promise to never speak of this again.” Her eyes were wet with unshed tears as she fixed her gaze on a stray bush. “I can’t bear it.”

      Phyllis chewed her lower lip in frustration, hoping Cuthan was misinformed about the Contrevails.

      “Ilieus. Phyllis. Come eat,” called one of the guards.

      “That’s the last thing I want to do,” Phyllis muttered under her breath.

      Ilieus simply looped her arm in Phyllis’s and pulled her over to the gray rocks where the two Dezzi guards sat. The three horses were tied to a tree, but Cuthan was nowhere to be seen.

      The sisters sat down across from the guards who handed them meat swaddled in flat green leaves the size of their hands. “Eat,” the female ordered. Her face was still painted, but occasionally black and white flecks fell, like dust, from her face.

      Phyllis picked up the leaf of food and shuddered as she looked down at the wobbly, pink mass. “Is this raw?” She looked up in horror, holding the slab of meat out and away from her face.

      The other guard nodded. “Eat, no time to build a fire.”

      Phyllis blanched while Ilieus gagged and dropped the leaf as if it were poison. “I can’t.” Phyllis waved her hand. “We can’t eat raw meat!”

      The two guards exchanged mirthless glances and then shrugged. “If you won’t eat, you won’t eat,” the female said.

      “What are your names?” Ilieus asked after an awkward pause. “You know ours; it’s unfair for us not to know yours.”

      “I am called Khalil,” the female answered, swallowing a strip of raw meat whole.

      Ilieus choked and turned away, covering her mouth with her hands.

      “Lilhak,” the male replied.

      Phyllis squinted. “Are you related?”

      Khalil nodded. “Brother and sister. It is customary in our family line for everyone to have the same name.”

      “Curious,” Phyllis remarked, “but spelled and said differently.”

      Khalil nodded again, but Lilhak appeared disinterested.

      Ilieus recovered from her brief nauseous stint and turned back to address the guards. “Are you blended?” she boldly blurted out.

      The guards exchanged glances, reading each other's minds, before standing up. “Get some rest,” Khalil commanded.

      Phyllis looked at Ilieus as they walked away. “Raw meat and the same name? How odd.”

      Ilieus shrugged and stood as Cuthan came striding into camp. He winked at them. “Another week of riding like this, and we’ll be in Phillondorn.”

      “What does it matter?” Ilieus pulled the hood of her cloak over her face. “As long as we arrive in Wind Fresh.”

      When Phyllis closed her eyes that night, she heard the flute again, playing a mournful melody. It made her ache, and she hugged herself tightly, wondering for whom or for what the song played. Who were they mourning? Who was she mourning?

      Cuthan shook them awake at dawn before the morning fog had time to clear away. Phyllis rose, reaching for Ilieus’s hand as she pulled her cloak around her exposed neck. Cuthan's green eyes danced like emeralds in the dim light.

      “What is it?” Ilieus rubbed sleep from her tried eyes.

      Cuthan winked and held a finger to his lips, and then he reached for Ilieus's hand to lead her through the fog. Ilieus turned back to grab Phyllis.

      Their camp lay in the tall reeds of the west, which gave them scant covering in the foothills of Igriscar. Phyllis expected to see the crest of some vast mountain range, rising above them full of mystery, but there was none.

      They crept through islands of fog that moved at their touch, wet clouds of nothingness chilling their very bones. Tall reeds brushed against their legs, reaching up to poke at their waists, lest they pass through.

      Phyllis squeezed Ilieus's hand as the clamminess threatened to steal her breath. Her cloak dragged on the ground, hindering movement, and a deep, gnawing sense of hunger made her feel lightheaded. She muttered curses under her breath against the Dezzi and their raw meat.

      “Look!” Cuthan’s muffled voice floated back to her as they drew up short.

      It was hard to tell where they stood, the middle of the reeds perhaps, with the clouds all around them, whispering secrets. Winking in and out of view were miniature white and yellow lights, their spots of color bright and intense. There were hundreds of them, continuing on into the fog and dancing around each other in circles of bliss.

      Ilieus gasped in awe. “What are they?” she cried, joy cascading across her face like a child seeing the sun for the first time.

      Phyllis was surprised to hear the genuine joy in her voice, but even she felt worries drip away as the lights danced higher above them. “They are beautiful,” she heard herself say.

      Cuthan looked over his shoulder at them, his bright gaze resting a moment on Ilieus’s upturned face. Her hood had fallen back, and her long, light braid of hair was tumbling loose. He lifted a hand to curl a fine strand around his finger, releasing it when Ilieus did not appear to notice.

      “I don’t know their names.” Cuthan’s voice was warm with reverence. “The lights of the fog I suppose. They always appear here where the clouds come down to visit.”

      “You have been here before?” Ilieus held out a hand, inviting a light to come rest upon it.

      “Many times,” Cuthan said, continuing to watch her. “They are one of the many glories of the Eastern World.”

      “What else have you seen?” Ilieus moved closer to him, although never taking her eyes away from the lights.

      “I don’t know if you would believe me if I told you. Phyllis didn’t.” Cuthan gave Phyllis a teasing grin.

      “Yes, I did,” Phyllis retorted, narrowing her eyes at the way Cuthan and Ilieus admired each other. Despite accusing him of being trouble, now she was charmed by him and he, possibly, by her. It always happened. People met Phyllis but looked straight through her to admire her sister, the beautiful one, the broken one. The one who held pieces of the future in her mind; the one who had brought them into this mess in the first place.

      “Time to go.” Khalil’s sharp voice floated through the fog, causing Phyllis to jump.

      “I didn’t know you were here!” she exclaimed.

      Cuthan and Ilieus tore their eyes away from the lights as the three horses materialized out of the fog.

      “We are your guards,” Khalil replied. “We always know where you are.”

      Lilhak sat mutely on his horse, waiting for Ilieus to join him.

      “Did you enjoy your meal of raw meat last night?” Cuthan laughed as he ran to mount his horse.

      “What?” Phyllis paused. “You knew about that?” She watched Cuthan’s expression as he settled on the back of the tall, spotted mare.

      “It’s a test; I hope you passed.” Cuthan smirked.

      Phyllis looked up at Khalil, who reached a hand down to help her up on the horse's back. “Was it a test?”

      Khalil nodded. “First test. You are not ready.”

      “Oh.” Phyllis felt a twitch of hunger again. “When’s the second test?”

      Khalil shook her head. “If you knew, it would not be a test.”
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      The land changed as Ilieus and Phyllis continued their journey with Cuthan and the Dezzi. They entered the wild lands of Phillondorn, where the pastures stretched far and wide and the farmlands were scattered away from each other. Herds of wild horses ran hither and thither, holding their own against the meat eaters of the land. Groves of great trees sprung up near wide pools of shining water, beckoning weary travelers and wandering nomads to swim in their watery graves. The air took on the scent of rain and water, heavy and light all at the same time. A wetness hung in the air above them, and the fog at night was thick and harsh.

      Khalil and Lilhak finally washed the paint from their faces, displaying their true identities. They were both tall, a blend of Tider and something else. Khalil had black hair she had cut short; it hung straight to her ears and was held back from her round face with a bright yellow scarf. Her skin had an odd hue from the paint, making it hard to tell exactly what people group she belonged to. Her brother, on the other hand, had long blond hair; his face was young and round, and his eyes were calculating but calm. He was shy and much more of a listener than a talker, even though Khalil herself did not speak much.

      “You will learn to fight,” Khalil announced one evening, drawing her sword and facing Phyllis and Ilieus. Cuthan was tying up his horse and attempting to sneak off, but Khalil pointed her sword at him. “Cuthan, you will help.”

      “Oh,” Cuthan sighed and pulled out his sheathed blade. He swept his arms out and bowed as a charming grin slide over his face. “But clearly, Khalil, you are superior with the sword, I would be so lucky to learn from you.”

      Khalil kept her face emotionless. “Then learn you shall.” She gave a nod before reaching out a hand to her brother. “Lilhak, your sword.”

      Thus began what Phyllis call the second test: lessons with the blade.

      “Swords are heavy,” Ilieus complained. “My arms are tired.”

      “In war,” Khalil quipped, “one cannot stop because one’s arms are tried.”

      Ilieus sighed, Cuthan mocked, and Phyllis found herself actually wanting to learn how to fight.

      “First,” Khalil told them, “you must watch and learn.” She motioned to her brother, and they took up a stance in front of each other. “Watch our feet. Watch our blades. Anticipate. Guess what your attacker is going to do next. Expect the unexpected.” Her voice was deft, high, and with a bit of a lisp at the end. When Phyllis listened to her talk, she could almost see the round words dancing out of her mouth, soft and full of curves and squiggly lines. Her p’s popped, her s’s squiggled, and her t’s ticked. She was fully in control, telling them how to stand, when to raise their sword, and how to parry blows. She breathed life into their swordplay, encouraging one moment and shouting in frustration the next.

      “Ilieus,” she called. “You have to attack; you have to gain the upper hand. Do not defend. Parry and attack. Strike first. End this!”

      When at last they collapsed, arms shaking after their lesson, Khalil squatted down beside them and stared them in the eye. “When you fight,” she told them, lifting her sword and turning the blade over in her hands. “You fight for your life. You fight for your freedom. You fight for others. Do not let them down. Or we all die.”

      Her words rolled together, sliding into a song.

      That night, as they drifted off to sleep, Phyllis, lying near Ilieus for warmth, whispered, “Is it odd to ride with Lilhak? One who does not speak at all?”

      Ilieus shrugged. “He speaks,” she whispered back, “sometimes.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Khalil put Cuthan in charge of hunting for food during the day; after all, he was an expert in living off the land. Cuthan took to riding alone, and when he returned to camp, they were too exhausted to talk. As autumn deepened in Phillondorn, the chill grew, and they took to building small fires at night and roasting whatever small game they could find. They passed farmers in their fields, drawn wagons with goods for trade, and individuals on horseback. None were friendly enough to stop or say words to them; everyone passed, minding their own business, conscious of the restlessness across the Eastern World. Phyllis and Ilieus took to sleeping back-to-back, fighting against the cold and focusing on staying warm. One morning the sunrise burned straight through the fog, and Phyllis woke to a heady, tantalizing smell.

      Khalil was watering the horses and glanced up as Phyllis rose. “We walk now,” she said in greeting.

      “Why?” Phyllis asked.

      “The Herb Gardens are ahead,” she replied.

      Phyllis walked over to where Cuthan stood, smoothing back his impeccable hair with bits of morning dew. “What are the Herb Gardens?” she asked. Cuthan generally could be counted on for full explanations, which were not forthcoming from Khalil.

      “Eh.” He grinned at her; his smile forever sending her mind through frantic somersaults. The more time she spent around him, the more she realized there was something odd about his smiles, different from when they were children. There was something behind them now, and she wasn’t sure exactly what it was: devious perhaps, teasing, or maybe even a facade. “Come, we will see.”

      Ilieus joined them, and the three of them walked together while Khalil led the way with her mount and Lilhak followed behind with the other two horses. Above them, the harsh cry of ravens calling to each other could be heard while bluebirds sung sweetly as they flitted across the sky. Phyllis was more conscious of the scents accosting her nose. The sharp tang of mint hung in the air, blending with the calming sensations of lavender and the spicy scents of rosemary. At one point, the rich scents of cinnamon drifted through the air, leaving her longing for a cup of warm milk, a drink to warm the soul when the cold crept in and forced them indoors.

      “The Herb Gardens are miles of herbs,” Cuthan explained, sauntering between Phyllis and Ilieus. “No one knows who planted them or who tends them, but here they are for the taking—growing, blooming, dying, and coming back to complete the cycle of life.”

      Indeed, a sea of green rippled as far as the eye could see. Great bushes of herbed leaves grew around the entrance to the garden, and one dirt road, wide enough for horses, lead the way through. Other paths snaked out from the main one, and Phyllis was tempted to follow them as they entered the Herb Garden. One of the horses snatched at the leaves of a bush, chomping them in its square teeth as Khalil urged it forward.

      A sharp, chill wind began to blow, forcing Phyllis and Ilieus to pull their cloaks tighter around them. The sensations of herbs rippled through their nostrils, almost stinging them with their potency. “I have to gather,” Ilieus whispered, burying her face in select plants before pulling leaves and tasting them.

      “Let me help.” Cuthan joined her. “What do you need?”

      The two of them wove their way through the garden while Phyllis swallowed hard, once again feeling alone and left out. She hurried forward to catch up with Khalil just as a shrill scream echoed over the garden. She jerked her face upward, staring at the blank sky, before realizing it was most likely a bird swooping down on its prey, adding to the endless cycle of life and death. As she looked up, she missed her footing and tripped on her cloak, falling over into a clump of herb bushes. White blossoms smashed into her face. She was just beginning to wonder why herbs would be blooming at that time of year, right before winter fell, when she saw it.

      Tucked between the large leaves of several bushes was an oblong stone. It was black with a hidden mass sparkling just below the surface. She could see something shiny moving beneath it, and dull white spots appeared and faded like the stone was breathing. As if under a spell, Phyllis reached out to touch it, surprised when her hand contacted warmth. She ran her fingers over the bumpy surface as an odd feeling of nostalgia came over her. It was like the first time she’d touched Ilieus and shared her dreams; her sight changed as she was cast into a vision.

      She was flying; great wings the length of a towering tree stretched around her. Below her was a sea; its waves throwing themselves against cliffs like battering rams. She wheeled and turned, feeling the wind caress her back. She took a deep breath and felt the tickle of fire before it exploded from her mouth, painting a picture in the sky and burning away the wisps of clouds that dared cross her path. Ahead rose a black and grey forest, and just over a crest, lay her deepest desire.

      The scene blasted through her thoughts, so fast and instantaneous she missed it. All she recalled from the nanoseconds of that moment was a brief flash of euphoria.

      “Phyllis?” Cuthan’s voice called, just when she thought he hadn’t been paying attention. “Are you all right?”

      “Fine!” Phyllis choked out. She didn’t know why she did it, but she felt an overwhelming urge to keep the rock. She picked it up, dropping it into the folds of her cloak; it gave off a pleasant hum as she touched its warmth.

      The next second, Cuthan’s hand was on her arm, helping her to her feet. “Did you find something?” He glanced from her face to the ground, an eyebrow quirked.

      “No.” Phyllis blurted out, not sure why she lied. “I just tripped. I’m fine.” Yet her fingers stroked the stone, and she smiled as it hummed to her.
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      Phyllis woke with a start. Something was wrong. Her head throbbed like it was being stabbed with the sharp end of a stick. Vivid pictures twirled through her spent mind. She had dreamed of fire that came from the sky. Not on the feathers of pointed arrows, but from creatures that flew in the night, their great wings shutting out the stars and their ragged voices, hoarse and low, calling to one another in their own powerful language. Phyllis threw her head back, her eyes rolling back and forth as she searched the sky, but it was empty. The starlight shone wan above the sleeping travelers, shedding a thin luster that let her see mist and shadows. A black winged-beast fluttered across the sky, and she gasped, a hand flying to her mouth before she recognized it was only a bat. It gave a high-pitched whine as it continued out of sight, hunting the invisible creatures of the night.

      Sighing with relief, although still shaking because of the cold and the traces of the dream, Phyllis leaned over to check on Ilieus. As she touched her shoulder, Ilieus fell over on her back, frozen. One hand was lifted up as if plucking an apple from a tree. Her cloak had fallen away, and the fingers lay curled, exposed to the cold. Ilieus’s face was a mask of petrified surprise; her eyes were round and unseeing, and her mouth was slack and drooling. “Ilieus!” Phyllis moaned, recoiling as her skin came into contact with her sister’s; it felt as if she touched ice. Holding her breath, she bent her head to Ilieus’s chest. It was there; the soft thump that told her Ilieus would still be fine.

      “Ilieus,” Phyllis whimpered, cradling her sister’s head in her lap.

      A chill wind blew in the darkness, and a flock of bats flew overhead, shrieking out their eerie song. Phyllis gave a start when she heard the thin, reedy voice of a flute playing again— a slow, long tune that sounded as if it exuded from her very heart.

      “Are you okay?” The sudden voice spoke from the darkness as if it had been there all along.

      Phyllis squeaked in surprised, but it was only Cuthan, gliding out of the blackness. He came to squat in front of her, reaching out a hand to touch Ilieus’s frozen, uplifted one.

      “Don’t,” Phyllis snapped, slapping Cuthan’s hand away. “She had another episode.”

      “Is she…” Cuthan’s voice broke, and he straightened up. “Is she always like this?”

      “Yes.” Phyllis wiped scattered tears from her face before the wind froze them there. “You see why we need help!” She cradled her sister closer, sheltering her from dark dreams.

      “I do.” Cuthan paused as Khalil walked into view, leading one of the horses.

      “Time to go,” Khalil announced.

      “Now?” Phyllis raised her eyebrows, shaking her head as her dark hair tumbled into her face. “It’s the middle of the night, and Ilieus had an episode. She can’t travel like this!”

      “There is something out there.” Khalil’s voice was low and wary.

      Cuthan stretched. “We can stay here, hidden and quiet; they won’t find us,” he offered.

      Khalil shifted from one foot to the other. “It is better to outride them. If we let them pass, we may overtake them during the day.”

      “What about Ilieus?” Phyllis protested.

      “Lilhak will take care of her.” Khalil gestured into the darkness.

      “I’m not leaving her.” Phyllis wrapped both hands around Ilieus’s prone body.

      “I did not suggest that,” Khalil said.

      Ilieus’s body gave a sudden jolt, and she came to life, gasping for air like one pulled out of the drowning waters of death. Her eyes were shut tight; her breath was ragged and hissing. Her arms flailed about her body, pushing Phyllis away as she sat up, opened her eyes, and began to scream in terror. Her shrill voice ripped through the air, shattering their hidden cover of darkness. It echoed in the distance, alerting nearby lurkers of their position.

      Lilhak ran up to them, dragging the other two horses behind him as Ilieus’s screams died away. “We have to go!” He waved his arms as he reached for Ilieus.

      She gazed up at him as if she didn’t know him. “Help,” she whispered, her voice strained from the scream.

      In one fluid movement, he lifted her onto his horse, swung up behind her, and galloped off into the darkness.

      “It is time. Go,” Khalil commanded Cuthan, holding out a hand to Phyllis.

      “Wait!” Phyllis cried, half rising.

      An arrow shattered the grove, sinking into the tree behind Phyllis’s head. Khalil’s horse whinnied and reared in surprise, and Cuthan threw himself to the ground, avoiding two more arrows that flew through the air. Phyllis froze in shock and horror as Khalil drew her curved blade, throwing herself behind a tree to avoid the arrows. Cuthan slithered on his belly toward the horses as another arrow slammed into a tree branch, raining dried, dead leaves down on their heads.

      Phyllis could feel the rock she’d picked up earlier humming in concern. She had to move, her life depended on it. Unsure where the will came from, she rose and ran toward the tree Khalil was behind and the panicked horses. As she reached for Khalil’s outstretched hand, the pounding of horse hooves exploded behind her, and she felt herself pushed away. The words “Run!” were shouted at her, and the jarring ring of metal and iron striking was the last thing she heard as her feet took flight.
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      Cuthan lay low over the horse, digging his heels into its sides as he twined his fingers through the ribboned mane. He tore across the countryside, bushes and forest on one side, as he ducked in and out of open lands and back into the safe cover of the forest. He couldn’t tell if they were still chasing him, or, when they saw he clearly was a Cron, they had given up. Curses. This is what he got for traveling with the Blended Ones, hunted down as if he were one of them. He tried not to let the guilt change his course of action; after all, the Dezzi queen was right not to trust him of all people. Sometimes he was Cuthan the Charmer; most of the time he was Cuthan the Adventurer, but right now, he was Cuthan the Spy.

      Part one of his plan was already in motion; his next goal was to overtake Lilhak and Ilieus, and, due to his kind attentions, she would trust him. Part of him was tempted to return for Phyllis; she’d done nothing to deserve this treatment, nothing but be his best friend from childhood. He snorted, repressing those fond memories. He had a much bigger purpose that his Father had made clear when he told Cuthan of their family history. They were the Jeweled Ones, Treasure Hunters, and he had a map to help them find legendary treasure from tales of old. Since the first mission had failed, Cuthan had moved on to the second one, guided by the knowledge that the Dezzi were sending a message to Wind Fresh. A message that would unlock the key to finding the next treasure; only Cuthan had been surprised to discover the message was locked inside of Ilieus’s dreams.

      From there, it was simple to guess what the Dezzi would do next. They would send the twins to Wind Fresh, making it clear they intended to use Phyllis as a decoy along the way, leaving her to the Riders if they attacked. Poor Phyllis, little did she know that she had walked into a trap. He’d done his best to warn her. She was too innocent and naive to be out in the wild lands. He hoped she would be resourceful because he doubted she would have understood had he explained his role in the deception. She would never forgive him.

      His mount moved out of a hedge of trees, and he saw them in the distant darkness, Ilieus and her Dezzi guard, thundering toward the sea. She wasn’t aware that she wasn’t free. No one was genuinely interested in helping each other in the Eastern World. It was all a game. Who had the most to gain? Who was the cleverest at ousting their enemies? His fingers brushed his sword hilt; the answer was the only reason he was still alive.
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      Phyllis ran without giving thought to her destination. Brambles and trails of ivy sought to entrap her fleet feet as she fled. There was only a scant covering of trees. Dawn was coming when she paused, hiccuping and almost sobbing as she bent over, attempting to catch her breath. Great birds flew through the air above her—crying, warning, and shrieking—but she didn’t know where she was or where her companions were. The arrows of the night seemed to have disappeared, and she lifted a hand to steady herself against the thick trunk of a dead tree. Its leaves were gone, and it held out drooping branches, as frozen in place as Ilieus had been a few hours prior. The morning mist hovered just above her head, watching her like an overcautious mother hen guarding its chicks. For some reason, she could still hear the flute, much farther away and muted as if it were being played underground. She spun around, searching for a sign to tell her which way to go.

      What had she been thinking, running off like that? They were all lost now except for, perhaps, Ilieus. Phyllis took a deep breath to calm the rising panic; how Ilieus would worry when she discovered Phyllis wasn’t there. To avoid the upsetting thoughts, Phyllis turned to look west, still holding onto the tree like a crutch. That’s when she saw him.

      He stood a few paces away, close enough to overtake her if she ran, but too far to swipe at her with his weapon. Phyllis noticed, with relief, that he did not have a bow and arrow. His left hand held a long sword, pointed to the ground, a sign that he meant no harm, while his right was held out, his flat palm facing her in warning. He stood a full head and shoulders taller than her, and she couldn’t help but notice the broadness of his chest. Her gaze traveled from his brown tunic and jerkin to the black belt around his waist, which held the sheath for his sword. His feet were shod with black boots, and his fur billowed out behind him. Even in the dim light, she could tell his clothes were old and ill-fitting; his fur appearing to be the nicest item he had. His face was beardless and surprisingly young; Phyllis figured he could not be much older than herself. Chestnut hair hung in waves, dancing across his high forehead, but it was his eyes, the color of dark honey, that made Phyllis find it hard to breathe. They were kind and honest while he continued to stand with his hand out as if trying not to frighten a deer.

      “Do you hear it?” His voice was deep, and his accent was thick.

      “Hear what?” Phyllis’s voice caught in her throat, taken aback by the question. Having a conversation with a strange male in the wood near dawn was the very last scenario she’d ever expected to find herself in. Her gaze drifted from his eyes to his naked blade and back again.

      “The flute.” His eyes never left her face. “In the distance, can you hear it?”

      Phyllis’s nostrils flared in surprise. “You hear it? I thought I was the only one who did.”

      “Nay, ‘tis the death song; it plays for those who have had someone close to them die.”

      Phyllis took a step backward, scanning the woods for an escape.

      “I’m sorry.” He examined her, considering. “I didn’t mean to frighten you. Look.” He lifted his sword and slid it into his scabbard. “I don’t know you. You could be a spy, an innocent, or one of the blended. Whoever you are, I don’t want to know.” He took a slow step forward. “Now.” He lowered his hand. “I don’t mean you harm, but at times like these, I can’t know who you are. So don’t tell me; just let me know how I can help you.”

      Phyllis took another step backward, grasping at a tree branch as if it would protect her. The golden eyes followed her; they were dark and intense. “You can’t help me,” she whispered.

      He laughed gruffly as he swept locks of hair out of his eyes. “‘Tis good you say that; it means you don’t know who I am.” He took a step closer.

      “Who are you?” Her eyes scanned him from head to toe and came to rest on his intense eyes. She forgot to step backward.

      “I can’t tell you.” A small smile played around his lips for a second. “Remember, I can’t know about you, and you can’t know about me.”

      “I see.” Phyllis nodded; a wave of tiredness threatened to overwhelm her. “In case we are…enemies?”

      “That’s right.” He took another step toward her.

      “Not even a name?” Phyllis asked. He was tall and rugged. Why was her heart beating so fast?

      “Especially not a name.” He did smile then; a smile that stayed on his lips but did not reach his eyes. Now he was just a step away, his warm aura enveloping the air. “You are in the wild lands of Phillondorn; it’s not safe here, especially alone. My horse is nearby. Where do you need to go?”

      He smelled like the wild lands, of mist and fog with hints of herbs. If she moved, if she took one step, she would be in his arms.

      “Where do you need to go?” He asked again, reaching out a hand before changing his mind and dropping it.

      “The sea.” Phyllis heard her voice, although she wasn’t sure how her tongue was moving. “I need to get to the Westiles Sea.”

      “Good.” He did not move, just studied her, considering. “It’s a day’s ride or so.” He walked away from her, scouting the area, a cautious hand dropping to his sword hilt. “We should go before the light reveals all.” He moved back, nearer to her, and cocked his head to the side. “Who are you?” he whispered, causing locks of his uncut hair to fall across his forehead. “Don’t answer that.” He reached out a hand, spreading his long fingers toward her. She could see the lines on his palms and the tips of his calloused fingers.

      Phyllis hesitated as worries for Ilieus, Cuthan, Khalil, and Lilhak jostled through her mind. Where were they now? Were they okay? Would they make it? Should she stay where she was or continue the journey with this handsome stranger? There was no guarantee they would meet again at the end, but the goal was always to get to Wind Fresh. She looked down, twisting her fingers as she struggled with indecision, wondering why she wasn’t more afraid. When she looked up, the golden eyes were waiting.

      “Okay,” she said, putting her hand in his.

      He held tight and pulled her through the trees out into the open. Letting go of her hand, he lifted his fingers to his mouth and gave a shrill whistle. It was only mere seconds when, out of the fog, a pure white horse leaped. Its white mane fluttered as it obediently trotted up to the male who held out of his hand, whispering under his breath. There were no reins on the horse nor a saddle; it seemed as if it had been dreamed up out of the mist.

      “You ride?” The male glanced back at Phyllis as he stroked the horse’s nose.

      She nodded, enchanted. “A little.”

      “Good.” He twined his long fingers through the horse’s mane and swung up on its bare back. Reaching down, he grasped Phyllis’s arm and pulled her up in front of him. Wrapping his arms around her, he clucked to the horse. “Hold tight,” he whispered, his breath tickling her ears. The horse leaped into a gallop. “We are going to join my tribe,” the male warned her.

      Phyllis, watching the landscape flash by, considered whether she had made the right choice. They rode with the sunrise at their back, sending streaks of light to burn off the mist and displaying the endless horizon of the wild lands. Phyllis had never seen a sky quite so big and wide; it was as if they were traveling to world’s end. She hoped against hope that Cuthan and Ilieus would be at the Sea, waiting for her. Just when she was beginning to relax in the arms of the nameless male, she saw the riders of his tribe.

      They lifted their hands when they saw them, fists pumping the air. The male let go of the horse’s mane to signal back to them. There were hundreds of them, armed to the teeth with sword, knives, bows, and arrows. Phyllis’s heart sank in dread as she saw what they were wearing. Dark green. Midnight black. And most of them wore floppy hats on their heads.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            32

          

          

      

    

    







            The Edge of the World

          

        

      

    

    
      Firelight danced across her face, and Phyllis threw her head back, watching the starry sky twinkle into view. It may have been the trick of the eye, but she thought she saw a circle of stars spin and twist, like the snorting Crons, as they wheeled around the fire. A fiddle played a longing tune, thrust into the silence, heedless of the desire of some for rest and sleep. She caught sight of the shadow behind her and instantly knew it was him. Jerking her head back down, she shifted on the flattened grass underneath her. Already her cheeks were warming and glowing, even though she wasn’t sure he sought at her at all. She took another sip of the strange liquid they had given her; it burned her throat and warmed her belly. Her fingertips were cold; the tops of them numbing as the nightfall chill seeped its way through every bone.

      The shadow drew nearer, and the rider who had borne her there came into view. She felt the warmth of a blanket settle around her shoulders, and suddenly he was squatting in front of her, reaching out his long, limber fingers to cup her hands. “Stay warm tonight, eh,” he said in his thick accent. The way he drew his vowels was long and deep as if he paused to think about each word he said. The firelight highlighted the honey in his golden eyes, deep-set in his strong face. His brows were bushy yet his face was still clean-shaven, despite his disheveled hair. His gaze met hers, and something flickered behind those unreadable eyes.

      “Thank you,” Phyllis mumbled, almost unable to find her voice. She sank, mesmerized underneath his gaze, forgetting about Grandmother’s strange words, the Dezzi, Cuthan, Ilieus, and her own lost home. Even the sounds of horses grazing and the Crons laughing and dancing melted away in the halo of his aura. She forgot to breathe as he lifted one hand; his rough fingers slid across her neck, lifting her chin. His very touch sent silvery shudders down her spine.

      Just as she opened her mouth to address the tension she could feel mounting between them, he brought his lips to hers. His mouth felt warm and tender. His hand stroked her neck in such a gentle manner that it made her uncertain whether he was a rough rider of Phillondorn. When he broke contact and pulled back, his eyes were soft and his voice was husky. “Pardon me.” He dropped his hands to his side. “I forget myself.”

      But Phyllis still had her eyes closed, relishing the aftertaste of his lips against hers. When she opened her eyes, she found they were wet and he was frozen in place. She reached out a hand to pull him back toward her, yet she changed her mind halfway there and dropped her hand. “There is nothing to forgive,” she whispered, tasting the bite of cold air that washed away the momentary warmth.

      He stood tall, his frame shutting out the firelight as he reached a hand out to her. “All the same, I should have had more self-control.”

      She wanted to tell him, to show him, but her tongue felt like lead and her body would not respond. Instead she stood and followed him to the cove he’d made for her to sleep in. He covered her with the blanket and smiled at her, the smile that did not touch his eyes. “Sleep well.” His hand stroked her hair, and then he was gone.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Phyllis awoke in a haze, her eyes still closed and her body encircled in warmth. A lazy smile played about her lips as if she were still in that dream of the night before. Yawning and stretching like a sea urchin, she opened her eyes and sat up with a start, the warm blanket she’d been tucked into slipping from her shoulders. As it fell, it gave off the faint odor of evergreen and pine needles. It smelled like him, and she resisted the urge to lift up the blanket again and inhale. Standing up, she fastened her cloak around her neck and tucked her wavy hair into her hood. As she stepped out to join the Riders, she found herself alone.

      Swallowing hard with disappointment, she spun in small circles to be sure. The grassy knoll they had camped on with the hundreds of riders was empty. The fire a few feet away had been put out and wasn’t even smoldering; it was if no one had been there at all. Puzzled, Phyllis bent down to pick up the blanket, folding it with shaking fingers as she watched the bleak landscape. Yesterday had happened, hadn’t it? She touched her lips to be sure; the memories were there, yet how could they leave without a word? How could he leave? Despite herself, Phyllis felt tears of frustration well up in her eyes. In a storm of fury, she threw the blanket it on the ground with a huff. Then, thinking better of it, she picked it up. It was her only proof. Maybe she could find him and give it back.

      The stone in her cloak pulsed, and she took it out. It was hot to the touch, like she had pulled it from a dying fire. The white spots on the stone were much brighter; they were attracted to the heat and waking up. Phyllis slipped it back inside the deep folds of her cloak, unsure if she should have taken it in the first place. That was the least of her worries. As she straightened on the hill, fighting disappointment and attempting to determine which way to go, she heard a sound. It was like the wind, but much louder, like subdued thunder rising and falling over hilltops. Could that be what she wanted? Blanket in hand, like a protective shield, she marched boldly across the wild lands. Reeds and long strands of yellow grass rose up almost as high as her waist. She struggled through them for a time until she happened upon a flattened path, clearly beaten down by horse hooves.

      The sound grew closer as she climbed a hill and gave a sharp gasp at what lay on the other side. The hill rolled downward into a muddy, sandy land that spread north and south as far as the eye could see before disappearing into a tremendous body of pale water. Waves churned and foamed as they rolled up on the shore, changed their minds, and disappeared back into the distance. Phyllis froze, staring in dismay. How was she supposed to cross? There were no signs of a ferry. Frustrated to tears again, Phyllis folded her arm around her waist, wondering what to do.

      “Phyllis?” a familiar voice called. “Is that you?”

      Phyllis spun around, her heart in her throat. Running down the flattened path toward her was Ilieus, her long hair flying loose and her eyes bright. She had gathered the skirts in her hands, allowing herself to run faster than the lone male behind her.

      “Ilieus!” Phyllis shouted with relief and joy. Dropping the blanket, she ran back down the path, arms outstretched to throw them around Ilieus.

      Ilieus hugged her tight, breathing hard. “I’m glad you’re safe.”

      “Oh, Ilieus.” Phyllis pulled back, forcing down her thankful tears. “I’m happy to see you alive. Where are Lilhak and Khalil?”

      Cuthan, the lone male behind Ilieus, came bounding up, his face drawn. “We lost them,” he said, reaching out a hand to touch Phyllis’s shoulder.

      Ilieus pushed him away, frowning. “We did not lose them!” She snapped, glaring at Cuthan.

      Cuthan’s shoulders fell. “They stayed behind.” His green eyes sought Phyllis’s, begging her to believe him. “I fear the worst.”

      “Oh.” Phyllis glanced from Cuthan to Ilieus, getting the gnawing sense they weren’t telling her everything. Yet Ilieus’s outburst made her hesitant to question them further. “What do we do now?”

      “We wait for the ferry.” Cuthan pointed down to the shore.

      The three of them walked down the hill together as the sunlight cut through the gray clouds, an omen of success.

      Ilieus slipped her hand into Phyllis’s and squeezed tight. “We’re almost there.”

      “Phyllis.” Cuthan touched her shoulder. “How did you get here?”

      Phyllis turned to look back, remembering she had dropped the blanket. She wanted to go fetch it, but that would look suspicious. “Does it matter?” She shrugged. “I’m here now.”
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      The Riders of Phillondorn swept over the rolling green meadows, south toward Nungus Des-Lista. As they did, a worry grew in Pharengon’s chest. Ever since he had returned to lead his volunteers south to take up guard at the house of Renlages the Trazame, he’d noticed how the number of his Riders swelled. They were flocking to him now, the Crons and Tiders of the landmass, desperate for a leader to help them recover their lost properties and family. More than that, they wanted a leader to take them to glory, fame, and fortune. The feeling of injustice sat heavy on them, and even the Riders were bold enough to discuss the Blended Ones and the wrong they brought on the world. Some claimed they were the very reason the world was heavy with age. Parents died young. Fewer children were born. The Blended Ones were the curse that was destroying the Eastern World.

      Just that morning, scouts had reported a sighting of the Dezzi, the tribe that tended to stay in the far east, marking their boundaries and interfering with none. Two had been captured and traveled with the Riders until the time came to interrogate them. It was wise to be cautious across the land; one never knew when allies could turn into enemies and enemies to allies. The Riders were anxious to go to Contres, grip the Contrevails by their throats, and rip out their influence. Pharengon was loathe to believe a mere island would pressure the people groups of the Eastern World. After all, it was disconnected and would take half a day’s ride in a ship to arrive there. It had already been long months since his forces had gone to spy, and, like an itch that can’t be scratched, the thought danced in turmoil in his mind.

      He ought to send scouts; maybe he even ought to go to Contres himself and see what they were up against. He knew he needed large numbers and leverage if he were to be the one to end the uprising of the Contrevails. The fact of it was, the Purebloods weren’t entirely wrong about the Blended Ones, and he knew it. He sighed. The female he’d found on the moors the night before was likely one of the Blended Ones. He could see it in her looks: the features of a Cron with the dark tones and coloring of a Tider. He was fascinated by the strange, magnetic pull she had on him, but it was best he left her where he did. If she woke and took a few steps, she’d find the Westiles Sea, waiting at her beck and call. He would be no more than a mystery of the night, a guardian sent to protect her on her journey. However, anyone foolish enough to travel alone did not need protection; it was only by chance he’d happened upon her. His musings were interrupted by Thangone shouting, “Pharengon! Come break this up!”

      During a brief pause to water their horses, the Riders had formed a circle with the leaders in front, working themselves up into a brawl. One of the newcomers was off his horse, marching back and forth in the wetlands near a pond, his boots squelching in the mud with each step he took. He waved his green-covered arms. He was a Cron and quite red in the face from bellowing. Behind him stood a Tider with his arms crossed, nodding briefly at each word that was spoken.

      “Haven’t you had enough?” The Cron held his hands with his palms up. “Enough of riding across the lands, searching for mysteries to uncover? What are you doing with your time? With your lives? You have cast out the females and children, tossing them to an unknown island to wait while you dawdle in the landmass. Doing what? Haven’t you had enough?”

      “Aye!” called several of the Riders, nodding as they motioned their horses forward. Some still hung back, curious about the proposal this Cron was making.

      “Don’t you want action? I say enough of this running up and down the coast. We aren’t the watchers to protect the world; we are the army. We should be out there fighting for the right to live in peace and to come and go as we please without the Contrevails taking everything from us. Aren’t you ready to take action?”

      There were many more “ayes” this time with stronger grunts.

      “I propose we cease this endless ride in the landmass and take the fight to the Contrevails. We’ll go to their island and ambush them where they stand. Who’s with me?”

      “Aye!” they yelled much louder this time, and several Riders raised their hands in salute.

      One of the older Crons swung off his mount and stepped forward, facing the Cron with a scowl on his face. “Gourd the Loud, what claims do you have on leading this army of Riders? You are new to our company, but you know Lord Pharengon is our leader.”

      Gourd the Loud gaffed, but it was the Tider who stepped forward. “We may be new to your company, but in the weeks we’ve been here, we’ve seen how effective the rule of Lord Pharengon and Lord Thangone is. They are young and naive. We are seasoned and have seen much of the world; we’ll take the army from here while Lord Pharengon is still growing up.”

      The Riders erupted into loud and violent arguments. Some took up for Lord Pharengon, while others agreed with Gourd the Loud and his companies. Furious at the insults and embarrassed at the lack of control he had over his Rider, Pharengon spurred his white horse to the middle of the circle, shouting as he went. “Order, order in the ranks!” he cried, holding up a fist. “I would address these claims launched against my rule!”

      The voices quieted into discontented murmurs.

      “Now!” Pharengon couldn’t help the anger that ran through his voice, yet it kept it from shaking. “You are free Crons and Tiders, as you have always been. You know this, and yet you have volunteered to ride under my rule. As is the case with the Horse Lords, we always have a leader, but should you mutiny and cease your allegiance, I cannot stop you. Those of you who want to ride to Contres and take out the Contrevails, go. But I warn you: it is too early. The time is not right. You will surely fail. I beg of you to stay; stay with me while I bring the treasures of our fathers to light while I uncover the mysteries hidden from us so that we might go forth in triumph and win. I beg of you, do not do this now.”

      “You act like a Trazame, afraid of the unknown!” Gourd the Loud bellowed. “Come!” He turned to address the Riders. “Who will ride with me and Antharn the Tider? Who will ride and take back what the Contrevails have stolen from us?

      The shouts from the Riders were unanimous as Gourd the Loud and Antharn the Tider mounted up and turned toward the northwest. “We ride for victory; we ride to crush this uprising before it ends. We will act because no one else will!”

      Pharengon crossed his arms, a sinking feeling of dread overcoming him as he watched three-quarters of his army ride off on a fool’s errand. As he watched them, he knew with certainty the Contrevails were not the reason why the world was in turmoil. It was something else, some other influence that led them. He thought of the woods and shivered.
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      Cold seeped through the cocked quarried stones of the castle in Wind Fresh. It had been built on a whim, providing the islanders a cause to rally around, a monument to their independent status. It served as proof that they, in fact, could do anything they set their minds to, and united they were stronger, faster, and better. Yet once the last stone had been put into place and the last ship from the mainland set sail, the islanders were as lost and confused as before, only this time with a castle to stare at from time to time.

      Tharmaren the Wise shook his head at their folly and shivered in the bottom of the keep. These would be the dungeons if the islanders had a reason for dungeons at all. As it was, they were dark, empty passageways. They were unused, as much of the castle was, and exactly as Tharmaren the Wise had hoped for. It was a place others would be reluctant to visit; they would be disinclined to venture down where webs of fright and mystery threatened peace and sanctuary. After all, the castle was a physical reminder of protection. Should the day come when the island was threatened, there was a spiraling castle that would hold and protect them all. Tharmaren paused before an iron grating, covered in driftwood to form a solid door. Placing his torch in the holder beside the door, he felt in his long, woolen robes for the key.

      Words called to him. Knowledge beckoned with an irresistible pull like a babbling stream rushing to a waterfall, seeking its source. It destroyed his life, and there was none he could tell, not a word escaped his lips. Knowledge was the burden that sat heavy on his mind, pressing down against his brain until sometimes he felt he couldn’t breathe and was forced to release it. The intensive pressure clamped down on his body, filling his mind like a person drinking from a fountain, unable to pull away. The arms of knowledge held him there taut and unable to resist. His body, his mind, and his soul were on the edge of exploding, and he had to, nay, he was forced to, release the pressure any way he could. His secrets marked the beginning of an impending riot. If the others knew what he knew, the world would be lost, the people groups would no longer see rhythm or reason, and the immortals would flee to the other side. Nothing would be left to stay the balance and to keep them there, and so he kept quiet.

      Reaching for a piece of dried parchment, he wet his quill, the sharp edges flicking dots of reddish ink across the page before he could begin. The feather of an Xctas held his hand steady as he wrote, and the mysteries of the world stirred to life beneath his fingers, blinking sleepily like newborns awakened before their time. Words slanted below his fingertips and thoughts and regrets drifted away.

      It had not been his intention to turn his life into one of solitude and longevity. His son was still young when the immortals found and imprisoned him as a threat for knowing far too much. Ever since then, he had waited in silence, listening to tales the world told and hungering to be reunited with his bloodline. But it was not to be. Determining the kingdom in the clouds was not enough of a prison, they further exiled him to the Eastern World.

      The Mermis had left him standing on the island with nothing. They were the half-mortals and had been kind enough to give him facts. He asked them tales of the Western World, and they told him all they knew, while he sat silently; the knowledge was a seed growing inside of him. They mistrusted him, and each time he attempted to talk, their dark-eyed leader threatened to take out his tongue.

      “You are our prisoner, and we are your escort to exile,” she told him. “You may only ask questions, which we will choose to answer or not. When we speak to you, nod your head or close your eyes; we do not want to hear your point of view.”

      And he marveled at how one so young could become so ruthless. She did not know who he was; he was a name and a threat passed to her from her grandfather, King Vincsir. Yet as she told him of the Western World and all that had taken place since before her birth, he realized he spoke to his very own bloodline. Indeed, a great-grandchild of his, and for the first time, he began to hope.

      As he sat musing deep underground, he heard a voice calling his name. Brushing the dense fog of knowledge from his mind, he continued to write, pouring it down across pages he scattered to dry.

      His assistant came to collect him, a pale boy the islanders had found unwanted, unloved, and uncared for, floating on the edge of the Westiles Sea. Tharmaren had taken and raised him, but the child remained pale, skinny, and sickly looking. The wind and the waves had not been kind to him. His fine, white-blond hair lay plastered in colorless wisps to his smashed in face. Even his nose, which should have poked out, was stretched across the landscape of his face, and his lips were thin and white. Nonetheless, he was a quiet, faithful lad of few words. He refused to learn or read or even grow much, but intuitively he knew what Tharmaren needed and followed him like a lost puppy. They called him Tihither, but Tharmaren never called him anything at all because Tharmaren had lost his speech. He discovered the tantalizing curse of the Mermis, except they forgot to limit his writing, and from the quill, his words followed freely.

      His assistant led him up out of the dungeons, and when he reached the top, he thought his fading vision showed him double. The two females had the same faces. They were the same, yet different, as they stood waiting. A blended people group, he was sure, but both had the same height and length in their bones. A regal aura surrounded the two females. One was lighter and fairer; her hair was braided in an intricate crown on the top of her head. A dress as light as sea foam fitted tightly at the top but flowed in ruffled ripples down to her feet like the cascading waves of Oceanic. Her eyes were large; they were set in a pale face of one who had seen too much fear. Something gnawed at her and ailed her, and as he gazed at her, he realized she did not know it yet, but she saw what he saw. The other female showed her age more clearly; her skin was darker from sun exposure, and a wild, stubborn aura surrounded her. Even then she did not stand still, hoping from one foot to the other, either annoyed or frustrated with waiting. Her eyes were hopeful instead of frightened, but they were both too young, not even past their eighteenth year he dared to guess.

      A male Cron stood a pace behind them as if he did not want to be seen. He looked like a lithe, mysterious Cron born out of sunshine with his light blond hair and regal garb. There was almost an invisible circle of light around his head, but his eyes were bright orbs. They were emerald and darted across the high, stone walls of the empty castle, his eyes winking without moving. He was a Charmer, likely around the same age as the blended females.

      Tharmaren folded his hands in front of his withered body. He knew what he must look like: an old feeble Cron who had lived longer than he ought. His once blue eyes were tired as he looked at the three in front of him. It was time to talk.
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      Phyllis was disappointed. Not with Wind Fresh. It was calm and magnificent; it was unlike anything she’d dared imagine in her life. Nay, it exceeded her dreams, but Tharmaren the Wise was small, slight, stooped, and much closer to the doors of death than wise in the ways of life. He appeared as if he slept with his eyes wide open, and, as the Dezzi queen had mentioned, he was mute. At least, that’s what Miri the Keeper had told them when they explained why they were there.

      “Come to see Tharmaren the Wise? Can’t imagine why. He can’t talk, and his assistant is just as bad. You may look at him if you like; I’ll call him up.” She was kind and lively with bright brown eyes and a mop of curly brown hair. She wore a white bonnet and white apron while a white and black striped tiger paced, growling around her legs. He rested at her feet only when she told it to hush.

      “Are you alone here?” Phyllis ventured as they waited for Tharmaren the Wise, standing in the entrance of the castle grounds.

      The gates were wide open, letting the damp, cold air from the island rush and tumble inside. The archway was high and made with bleached white stones. Inside, the ground below them was made of a darker shade, hiding away from the light. Miri the Keeper had appeared as they walked in; one hand stroked the head of her fearsome tiger as it padded beside her. She didn’t appear to mind the cold as she stood watching them in her thin frock.

      “This is the Castle of Lost Ones,” Miri stated. “Of course we are alone here.”

      They waited. Cuthan paced behind them, opening his mouth to say something and closing it again as if his mind were ever changing. Spinning around, he eyed the way they had just come, his eyes already planning an escape. The castle was perched on a slight hill in the center of the island with trails of sand and rock winding their way up the castle steps and inside. Endless white turrets reached their rounded peaks to the sky, and the round bulbs on the highest ones were curiously similar to the temple of the Dezzi.

      “Who are the Lost Ones?” Cuthan paused mid-step and glanced at Miri.

      She dropped her eyes to watch the fluid motion of her fingers across the tiger’s head. “We all are. You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t.”

      Ilieus reached out a hand to grab Phyllis’s arm and shook her head, afraid of where more questions would lead. They stood in an awkward silence until an ugly Cron limped into view followed by the old, old male who had to be Tharmaren the Wise.

      He slowly gazed at them, his eyes taking in everything. Phyllis had the nagging feeling he could see her thoughts just as clearly as he could see her standing in front of him. She swallowed hard, questioning whether Grandmother had guided them correctly. Words failed her. Had they come so far only to stand in an old empty castle with two odd Crons, a full-grown tiger, and a mute?

      Long moments passed as no one said anything. It was so quiet, Phyllis could hear the voices of the waves, capturing secrets and confining them to a watery grave.

      At last, Tharmaren the Wise stepped forward; both withered hands clutching his staff. He lifted one, blue and green veins pulsing, as he gestured to his assistant. Shifting his gaze toward Miri the Keeper, he lifted bushy eyebrows that hid his dark eyes. His hair was thin and hung in silver strands to his waist like the half-light of a waning moon. His thick beard was just as long as his hair and rich as creamy milk from a cow’s udder. His mouth was hidden somewhere under that expanse, but his fingers were long like the claws of an Xctas.

      Miri stepped toward the three strangers, still stroking the fur of her dangerous cat. “This is Tharmaren the Wise and his assistant, Tihither the Cron. I am Miri the Keeper. Pardon my forgetfulness; we do not have many visitors here.” She looked back to Tharmaren the Wise to gauge her next question. “And…you may be?”

      Phyllis’s heart sank as they stood there in the silence, unwilling to take the initiative to speak. It didn’t matter who they were, help did not appear to be forthcoming.

      Tharmaren the Wise made another motion to Miri who frowned and shrugged her shoulders. Seconds later, there was a resounding boom as a door somewhere in the castle was flung open. It banged irritably at the rough treatment, and the clatter of footsteps running toward them echoed across the stone floor. “Miri!” a male in full armor he shouted as he charged toward them. “You didn’t tell me we had guests…”

      His words trailed off as he skittered to a stop as if struck by an invisible obstacle. His deep blue eyes slid past Ilieus and Phyllis to gape at Cuthan in honest surprise. The male was a Cron with a fine bone structure, much like Cuthan’s. His eyes were sapphires instead of emeralds, and his fine hair was chestnut brown and fell in waves past his shoulders. He wore a green tunic, which poked out from under his silver suit of armor, and tucked into his arms was a helmet with a red feather.

      “By the blazes! It’s Cuthan the Charmer!” he gasped, looking from Miri the Keeper to Tharmaren the Wise back to Cuthan the Charmer. “I thought you were dead!”

      Cuthan stepped forward, his face mirroring the Crons’s in awe and befuddlement. “Artenvox? I thought you were dead!”

      The two Crons circled each other, eyes narrowing, until Cuthan smiled, his charm splitting the tension in the air like a lightning bolt on a summer day. The Cron called Artenvox threw back his head, his long hair dancing away from his body. A rich, deep roar of laughter escaped his throat as he leaped forward to trap Cuthan in a hug. “Ah, this day could not get any better! Welcome!” he boomed, booted feet dancing back and forth as he skipped in place.

      “I must hear your tale.” Cuthan grabbed his arm, an arrogant smile lighting his face. “Let’s go talk.”

      “Ah.” Artenvox wagged his finger, and a sapphire ring caught some of the afternoon light and winked. “No. No. No. Not before formalities.” He clicked his heels together and stood to attention. “My fair ladies.” He bowed to Ilieus and Phyllis. “Welcome to the Castle of the Lost Ones ruled by Tharmaren the Wise and his assistant, Tihither the Cron. My lady, Miri the Keeper, knows all the ins and outs of the castle; she will show you to your rooms and take you to the banquet hall where we will talk business. I assume that’s why you came.” He skillfully ignored the dirty look Miri the Keeper gave him. Tihither the Cron stared at his feet while Tharmaren the Wise straightened, barely giving off the slightest hint of irritation. “I am Artenvox the Curious, at your service. Cuthan, please introduce your beautiful friends.” He grinned and mischievously winked a sparkling eye at Phyllis and Ilieus.

      Phyllis frowned in confusion. Cuthan and Artenvox looked too much alike, almost as if they were brothers, but she’d never heard Cuthan mention his name before.

      Cuthan placed a hand on the sisters’ shoulders. “This is Ilieus and Phyllis of Haitiar; we grew up together, but they have come to see Tharmaren the Wise.”

      Artenvox snorted. “But of course,” he muttered, “everyone comes to see Tharmaren the Wise. Did one of you bring his voice? He is much in need of it.”

      “Aye,” Miri interrupted. “If one of you would just pop his voice back in, we can all have a real conversation.”

      Tihither straightened up for the first time and pointed an accusing finger at Ilieus. “It is her. She will translate.”

      “How?” Ilieus protested.

      “What?” Miri and Artenvox blurted out at the same time.

      “Come.” Tihither beckoned, even though his voice was thin, high, and without authority. “It is written.”

      Ilieus stepped forward, and Phyllis moved to go with her, but Tihither glanced at Tharmaren the Wise. “Just her,” he muttered, his gaze falling to the castle floor.

      Ilieus walked up to Tharmaren the Wise and took his offered arm. Using his staff, Tharmaren the Wise set a course deeper into the castle, and they disappeared with Tihither limping behind them like a lost child.

      Phyllis, frustrated that she was left out again, turned in annoyance to Cuthan and Artenvox, who were grinning at each other as if they’d just found gold. Miri the Keeper was consumed with her tiger, and Phyllis groaned. “Is anyone going to explain?” she asked.

      “What do you want to know?” Artenvox glided closer to her, winking in a manner quite similar to Cuthan.

      Phyllis pointed at Cuthan. “How do you know each other?”

      “Ah, that.” Artenvox chuckled. “He’s my cousin, of course. We went on adventures together, but I haven’t seen this rascal since the North Forests.”

      Cuthan ran his fingers through his fine hairs, changing the conversation. “How did you end up here?” The tone of his voice was brisk, the friendliness fading away.

      “Likely the same reason you ended up here.” Artenvox marched in circles, causing a pattern of echoes to trickle through the castle. “To speak to Tharmaren the Wise, of course. Imagine my joy in discovering we’d been right all along!” He threw out his arms. “And my frustration when I realized he could not talk. He doesn’t even write in our language. I’ve been studying here, trying to figure it out while everything has gotten much worse in the Eastern World. Tell me, Cuthan, how did you make it here? I’ve heard the Riders have taken over.”

      Phyllis stiffened. The Riders. The golden eyes danced before her, and she could almost feel the flicker of warmth from the fire and his touch. Who was he? Where was he now? Her heart thumped in shame as she realized, desperately, that she wanted to see him again.

      “They are everywhere.” Cuthan paced back and forth in front of the open gates. “Openly persecuting the Blended Ones. We were attacked twice on our way.” He shuddered.

      “Blended Ones.” Artenvox peered at Phyllis, blinking his deep blue eyes as he took in her appearance. “Are you one of them?” he asked her.

      “Rude!” Cuthan stepped in-between Phyllis and Artenvox as if to protect her from words. “You can’t ask her that!”

      “Because she is.” Artenvox put his hands on his hips, staring intently at Phyllis. “Because both of them are. Ah…I see…” He walked up to Phyllis and held out a hand. “I am at your service; you must know everyone here on Wind Fresh fights for the Blended Ones.”

      “Thank you?” Phyllis took his hand, feeling deeply embarrassed. She wasn’t used to being put on the spot. Besides, why did anyone need to fight for her?

      “No need,” Artenvox replied. “I love a good fight. In fact, I’ve been missing it while I am stuck here in Wind Fresh. I’m looking forward to getting back. Cuthan, are you coming with me? I just need Tharmaren the Wise to start talking.”

      Miri, who was sitting on the floor and lounging against her tiger while it licked its paws, looked up for a brief moment. “Maybe he will when you stop talking.”

      “Ah.” Artenvox spun toward Miri, throwing a hand to his heart. “Miri, my lady, you wound me. How can you say such things?”

      “It’s true.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Come to the banquet hall now; the stew is ready, and the others will be hungry.”

      “Who else lives here?” Phyllis found her voice again.

      “You’ve met everyone that lives here,” Artenvox replied. “Everyone else comes and goes. After all, there are battles to fight and people to protect.”

      “One question.” Cuthan fell in step with Artenvox as they followed Miri deeper into the castle. “Why is this called the Castle of the Lost Ones?”

      “Did you have to ask?” Artenvox complained. “I don’t blame you; it’s the first question I asked when I came here. It’s where all the orphans come to find a home. Miri’s parents were lost at Sea. Tihither was found on the shore. My parents are dead, and, Cuthan, think about it. Why are you here?”

      Phyllis shuddered at Artenvox’s explanation, but she knew it to be true. As they followed the wide passageways deeper into the cold castle, she heard the flute of the dead start its funeral song again.
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      Cuthan paused in the passageway and watched Phyllis and Miri disappear into the Banquet Hall, taking their voices with them. He turned slowly, careful to avoid meeting the shining blue gaze of his cousin. In one graceful move, he shot out his arm, his fingers grasping Artenvox’s bare throat. As they closed around his straining windpipe. “Really, cousin?” he gasped. “Don’t you want to hear my story first?”

      Cuthan met his gaze then and saw the mockery behind those jeweled eyes. Fury overwhelmed him, and, snatching his hand away, he hurled his cousin against the stone wall. Despite what he hoped, Artenvox’s body smacking against the wall and his forced groan did not bring relief. Spinning around, Cuthan stomped toward the courtyard. “How dare you!” he hissed, throwing words back at his cousin. “It’s been three years. THREE YEARS! And you never came to find me. You’ve been here enjoying the life of leisure while I suffered! How dare you!” He spit anger like a serpent, fury rolling off his back in waves so intense they were almost visible.

      Artenvox’s carefree attitude disappeared as his picked himself up and ran to catch up with Cuthan. He followed guiltily behind, cursing himself for not listening and not asking more questions when he left the forest. “Like I said,” he offered apologetically, “I thought you were dead. Father was. I assumed the forest was not willing to spare two lives. They gave me a hard enough time. I was half mad when I escaped.”

      Cuthan glanced over his shoulder, and the worry in his cousin’s face made him pause. “What happened after they took us? What did they tell you?”

      Artenvox stepped out into the courtyard, the winds of the night ruffling his wild hair. He leaned against the wall and propped one leg up. “The creatures told me the world is ending, and only the Horse Lords can save it. But they need the help of one from the Order of the Wise, who holds the secrets of the world in his mind.” He shrugged helplessly. “It took some time, but I found him, and he’s a mute. I’ve been stuck waiting for the translator to arrive, and I suppose that’s who you brought, which means we are a team, working together as we should be.”

      Cuthan perched on the ledge of a step, glancing at his cousin. “Huh. Working together. Is that what you call it? Your excuses mean nothing. You found your treasure. What now?”

      Artenvox twirled the sapphire ring on his finger. “Yes, I found it. But all will be lost if we don’t stop this darkness that is killing our lands. There were will no more treasure hunts if we are dead.”

      “True,” Cuthan grunted.

      There was silence for a while as the Jeweled Ones listened to the waves stroking the shore. A salty tang hung in the air, and lights from the islanders drifted across the island as doors were closed and homes locked up against the chill night air.

      “Tell me,” Cuthan spoke up again, his voice almost blending with the waves. “How did you escape?”

      Artenvox grimaced. “They told me to run and then started the countdown.”

      “Ah, and then they chased you.” Cuthan nodded knowingly.

      “Yes.” Artenvox ruffled his hair, frowning at the memory. “Sometimes I dream they are still chasing me. How did you escape?”

      Cuthan looked up; his emerald gaze locking in on his cousin’s sapphire eyes. “They let me go.” He emphasized each word, waiting for Artenvox’s reaction.

      Emotions moved swiftly over Artenvox’s face: wonder, confusion, anger, frustration, and, finally, the emotion most commonly known to Crons—curiosity. “Why? Why you?”

      “They told me to go to the Dezzi because they would have a message. I took my time, but so I did, and now I am here.”

      There was another silence; this one was a bit more uncomfortable than the last. It was Artenvox who broke it. “You know we have to go back.”

      “I do.” Cuthan nodded.

      “I both dread and long for it,” Artenvox admitted. “Every time I run, I hear them calling. They want me to escape, but more than anything, they want me back, and I want to be there with them.”

      “As do I,” Cuthan agreed.

      “Do you think we are cursed? To desire something so beautiful, dangerous, and unattainable?”

      Cuthan turned his face to the waters of the deep; a smirk spread across his face as he realized the bitter anger he had toward his cousin was beginning to dissipate. His two-faced, old self was creeping up again. He stood, walked toward Artenvox, and held out a hand as a sign of peace between the two. “Who said it’s unattainable?”

      Artenvox took his hand, shook it, and winked.
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      Tharmaren the Wise shuffled down the hall with the pale one on his shoulder. She did not say anything; she just held his arm politely, her eyes exploring the damp castle as they descended. Tihither paused to light the torches as they continued down to the dungeons, where the evening mist frosted over the cells. It was a bad place to keep parchment; the wet and cold were dangerous to his work, even though Tihither built shelves out of waterproof wood. The same wood used to build ships and boats across the island.

      The girl gasped in surprise as Tharmaren turned the key to his chambers, and they swept into the warmth. A fire was starting to die out on the hearth, and Tihither scampered over to relight it, bending over and puffing on the smoke before dropping another log on top.

      Tharmaren motioned for Ilieus to sit. She looked confused for a moment before sitting on a log, which was now a makeshift chair. The only other seat was behind the table Tharmaren wrote on. He sat his staff down and leaned heavily over his books, slowly flipping through pieces of parchment. The words, he hoped, were strange to the girl. Although as she watched him, he had the vague feeling they had met before, almost like they had walked together in another life. She watched him steadily, waiting. At last, he handed her a piece of rolled parchment that was old and thin. He motioned for her to read it while he sat down. Waiting. He had waited this long. Why not wait a bit longer? Especially now.

      She took the parchment and held it up just as Tihither walked over with a lit candle, a flame fluttering inside a glass container with a hole at the top. Tharmaren often knocked over candles, and to keep the wax and flame from spoiling his work, Tihither made him covered candle holders.

      She read the words quickly. She glanced up at Tharmaren and bit her lip before she looked down to read them again. Then she rose, held out her hands, and spoke. He sighed with relief. She did know the words, even if she had not spoken that tongue before. She said them. Again. She repeated them, moving her hands until they touched his face. Her fingers were cold and shaking, unlike her voice. It belted out, and he saw the visions locked in her memory dancing. They unfolded themselves one by one, revealing their true meaning to him, a meaning he had learned long ago. But what startled him and made him pull away from her cold fingers was what the memories told him about her.

      Locked inside her mind were visions of the past, present, and future that he never expected to see again. They were things he thought only he knew; wisdom revealed to him during his search for knowledge in the Western World before he lost his son and grandson. Within her visions was the power to sway the drift of the world and its eventual death and decay. A power lay dormant within her, but the source of it gave him pause, and he backed away, fear surfacing in his eyes.

      Confused by his sudden withdrawal, the pale one stopped and dropped her hands, glancing from him to the parchment. Her shoulders slumped, and her face fell. She was tired of not knowing, tired of her dreams, and tired from the journey. It weighed heavily upon her, and Tharmaren’s eyes clouded over as he watched. He waved his hand impatiently, motioning to Tihither to translate his unsaid thoughts.

      “He says to stop. Something…” Tihither faltered, glancing at Tharmaren, “…has happened. Go to dinner. Come back tomorrow.”

      “No,” the girl responded, sitting down again. “I will wait.”

      She folded her hands in her lap and looked down at the parchment again.

      Tharmaren began to tremble as he watched her. He wondered how he could allow her to help him if he couldn’t even help her.
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      Phyllis woke to the crackling of fire in the great hall. It was grimy and windowless with stone walls climbing at least a dozen feet, if not more, toward the unlit candelabrums hanging from the ceiling. Phyllis could picture the hall in her head the way it was meant to be: full of light and laughter with the smell of roasted duck and herbed vegetables drifting through the castle, inviting the inhabitants to come dine. As if fueling her thoughts, she heard the faint whispers of that lonesome flute playing again.

      Startled, she sat up, the mountain of blankets falling away. A rush of chill crept in as she stood, involuntarily pulling her cloak tightly around herself. As it brushed against her thighs, the stone in her pocket hummed, and she jumped at the vibrations. Glancing around the room, she sought the exit, noting that Artenvox and Cuthan were nowhere to be seen, but their host, Miri, and her fearsome tiger were both sprawled out in front of the fire, fast asleep. As her eyes swept toward the door, she noticed Ilieus, who slept beside her, shifting. She turned to her sister, who normally was one to sleep late, in the pointless attempt to hide from her dreams. “What are you doing up?” Phyllis whispered.

      The evening before, Ilieus had finally come upstairs, alone and quiet. She shook her head at Phyllis and told her it would take some time to understand Tharmaren the Wise and learn from him. Phyllis sensed something else had happened, but Ilieus would say nothing more.

      “I have questions.” Ilieus braided her hair around her head, moving so quickly that she left uneven strands hanging out. “Tharmaren the Wise has answers. I am going down to talk to him.”

      “Can I come with you?” Phyllis offered, hoping to appease her curiosity regarding the Wise One.

      Dropping her eyes, Ilieus shook her head. “You were already getting up for another reason I assume. Go, explore the castle,” she encouraged. “I’ll find you when I know more.” Tucking the ends of her braid into a crown on top of her head, she folded the blankets they’d slept underneath.

      Questions rose to her tongue, but Phyllis simply nodded. As much as she wanted to explore the hidden twists and turns of the castle, she wanted a taste of sunlight and to examine her secret stone alone.

      The twins walked to the archway of the great hall where Ilieus turned right, further into the Castle of the Lost Ones, while Phyllis turned left, back toward the outside. She watched her sister’s quiet footsteps pad away for a moment, shaking away an uncanny moment. Ilieus looked no better; she was still pale, frightened, and soft-spoken.

      Phyllis turned her mind to other matters. Ensuring no one was watching, she pulled the stone out of her pocket and walked toward the open doors where sunlight spilled in, warming the cold stones she padded across. Her eyes were drawn to the landscape where she could see the paved path winding down toward the shore. The Westiles Sea lay before her; the foamy waves rushed back and forth in front of the shore where a ship was pulling up. She watched it, perplexed. It looked much like the ship that had brought them there the day before.

      When the word “ferry” had been spoken, she’d thought at first it would be a small boat. She’d seen them before; they were small, round tubs used to catch fish in the middle of a pond. But the ship that pulled up to the shore was larger than a house and rose magnificently above the sparkling waters. A name was lettered in gold on the starboard side: “Fleeting Lalons.” The Shipmaster himself was one they called “Captain Winther.” He was, presumably, a middle-aged Cron with white-blond hair and a bushy white beard. Even though he wasn’t old enough to have white hair. He had a deep voice that bellowed across the waters, giving orders to his mangy crew of mostly Crons. If there were Blended Ones in his crew, they did quite well mixing in. The crew kept much to themselves, focusing on the ropes, pulleys, and off-white canvases of the ship. They had smaller boats they used to ferry their passengers to and from the ship and ropes they let down for them to hold onto as they climbed in and out. Phyllis liked the crew, even though they were loud and boisterous. But what she found more curious was the fact that they all had eyes the exact same color: sea blue.

      A sharp snap brought her thoughts back to the present. Looking away from the shore, she glanced down at the stone, which was now glowing. A crack materialized over its surface, and her eyes grew larger as she watched it split open. There was something inside, moving just beneath the surface. In awe, she sat the stone down in the sunlight and backed away. A gooey, whitish liquid poured out of it, and she sat still, staring. So, it wasn’t a stone after all; it was an egg that was hatching. Kneeling down on all fours, she inspected it. What was inside? She’d seen eggs hatching before; the fluffy yellow heads of baby chicks peeked out to scream at the world for food and the larger, wilder birds struggled across pastures with their young. Over near the ponds, the ducks were proud of their young but left their nests too often to hunt for food, too preoccupied with feeding themselves to keep their nests warm. But…she watched slowly. She’d never seen the liquid spill out before.

      The thing gave a tiny cry as it struggled inside the egg, causing more miniature cracks to ripple across the surface. Phyllis could hear claws scratching as it forced its way out, breaking the protective barrier of its small life. As the shell fell away, she caught a glimpse of bright red that was as glossy as freshly spilled blood. A few seconds more and the creature burst out of the shell with a high-pitched squawk, flicking liquid into the air as it hovered over the ruined pieces of its former home, which were already fading into dust.

      It was a lizard-like creature with miniature horns on its head. It displayed a flat snout with green and red scales while its tiny, pink, forked tongue flickered in and out. Its lidded, yellow eyes opened to stare at Phyllis. It stretched translucent wings, beating weakly against the air, as it sank to the stone courtyard, curling its gray talons to grip the ground. A long, shiny, red tail curled around its two back legs. The beast opened its mouth and hissed at Phyllis.

      She gawked, unsure of what it was. Her mind raced through old stories, thinking back on the magical creatures described in them. The yellow eyes of the reptile watched her patiently while its tail switched impatiently. Was it a Wyvern? They were evil, fire-breathing creatures of old, but in most of the tales, they had two legs instead of four. She wondered if the creature before her was a Blended One, and she laughed inwardly at her own folly. The beast moved closer to her with an impatient hiss while she held out a finger, hesitating before touching it. It nuzzled her finger with its snout and snorted. It was a baby and, likely, hungry. She reached out a hand, encouraging the creature to come to her. It squeaked and nipped at her fingers while sunlight caught the ruby red scales and flickered across them.

      Miri had a white tiger; she, at least, could have a baby Wyvern. Still, her heart warmed in anticipation as she wondered what the creature would do and how the others would react to it. How would she feed it?

      Glancing back at the castle, an idea came to her. On the beach, she’d noticed little silver fish swimming in small pockets of water; maybe the baby Wyvern would eat those. The beast hopped into her open palm, and she gingerly cupped it in her hands and slowly lifted it. It actually let her, only giving a small, high-pitched complaint as she moved forward over the rough ground. It wouldn’t take long to reach the shore.

      By the time she reached the beach, her fingers were scratched from the creature’s claws and tiny teeth. Setting it down in the sand, she plunged her fingers into a pool of water while the silver fish scattered. She cupped them patiently, waiting while the fish swam around her fingers until they became used to them and moved in to nip the tips of her fingers. She caught one and gingerly lifted it in the palm of her hand. She turned to the beast, who hopped impatiently from side to side as it watched her out of its lidded eyes. It nosed its way toward the pool of fish and observed them, its eyes moving back and forth. In one swift motion, like a frog, it spit out its forked tongue and snatched up a silver fish, lifting its head to swallow it down. Then it turned to look at Phyllis, seeking her opinion. She dropped the tiny fish that had been floating in the palm of her hand. “Fine, fish for yourself,” she told the creature. The beast made a small chirping sound and moved back to watch the fish before making another surprisingly fast move.

      Phyllis watched it for a time until a movement down on the shore caught her attention. A small boat pulled up, and two Crons crawled out. She was close enough to see them stumble onto the beach, their long, brown cloaks billowing behind them. Swords poked out from their waists. One had chestnut hair; the other’s was the color of wheat. They were both males and kept their hands firmly on their sword hilts as they surveyed the island. The light-haired one said something and pointed to the castle. His friend nodded, and the two walked forward, their black boots making deep holes in the sand. The one with the chestnut hair glanced around, his eyes narrowing as he took in his surroundings.

      Phyllis shivered as she recognized the chestnut-haired male. It was the same Rider of Phillondorn that had borne her safely to the shore. What was he doing here? He was a Contrevail! They were enemies. Realizing he hadn’t seen her yet, she ducked her head and, hands trembling, reached for her tiny beast. She had to warn the others in the castle before the males reached it.
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      Phyllis realized her mistake as she ran up the steps toward the courtyard. The heavy gates stood open, and she ducked behind them to hide just as she saw Miri walking forward with her white tiger to greet the two Crons. Willing the tiny beast not to make a sound, Phyllis peered through a crack in the door to observe how Miri handled the strangers.

      Miri paused with both hands on her hips, but a spot of color had come to her face. “You’re here again so soon? What’s wrong?”

      Phyllis was startled. How did Miri know the strangers? Was she on their side? Grandmother said this would be a safe place.

      “Yes,” the chestnut-haired male spoke, gesturing with his hands. “There is trouble in the landmass. I need to speak with Tharmaren the Wise, and then I need you, Miri.”

      Miri dropped her arms and cocked her head, reaching out a hand to rest it on her tiger’s head. “Why?”

      The male stepped closer to her, dropping his voice. “I’ll explain later, but the army has made a terrible decision.”

      She held his gaze for a moment, and her next words surprised Phyllis. “Maybe it is you who made the mistake of having an army.”

      “Miri!” The blond-haired Cron exclaimed, lifting a hand as if to ward off her unkind words.

      Ignoring him, Miri continued. “Besides, Tharmaren the Wise is busy. We have visitors, and one of them is supposed to help him speak.”

      Phyllis could not see their faces, but the chestnut-haired male straightened up and stepped back, a hand dropping to his sword hilt. “Visitors? Who are they?”

      “Two sisters and Artenvox’s cousin.”

      “Cousin?” The two males exchanged glances before the chestnut-haired one commanded, “Take us to them.”

      Miri shrugged. “There is no need. Artenvox always knows when we have visitors. He will come soon.”

      “Miri,” the blond-haired one said. “What do you think of this cousin? Do you like him as much as you like Artenvox?”

      Miri crossed her arms and turned away, looking down the passageway before she answered the question. “I do not like him,” she muttered defensively, almost too low for Phyllis, hidden behind the door, to hear.

      “Miri, you are a Cron, and you may speak frankly,” the darker-haired male said. “What other reason is there for you to stay here? Trapped on an island?”

      “The voices,” Miri turned back to him. “Pharengon, you must come listen to the voices with me.”

      The dark-haired one, called Pharengon, may have had more to say, but he was interrupted by Artenvox and Cuthan bursting into the courtyard, coming from somewhere within the castle. Artenvox paused and grinned, throwing out his hand and bowing. “Lord Pharengon and Lord Thangone, welcome back. We did not expect to see you again so soon.” He quirked an eyebrow in Miri’s direction. She shook her head at him. “Come to the hall; we can talk there.” Artenvox stood upright and turned to lead them farther in.

      As they followed him, Phyllis heard Artenvox introducing Cuthan as his long-lost cousin. Their voices disappeared into the castle walls, and she was left alone with her thoughts. She dropped her gaze to the creature in her hands as if seeking guidance, but it had curled itself up and was fast asleep. A wave of regret and jealousy washed over her, and she realized she was once again an outsider. She’d thought that coming to the castle and finding the Wise One, who would help Ilieus, would be enough. Now she was beginning to realize there was no going back to the life she’d once had. It was all over; she and Ilieus would have to begin again, maybe even here, so she had to know what the strangers were talking about. How could the strange males be allies? They were Riders; they wore the colors. Did the others not know?

      At last, she let curiosity get the better of her. Leaving her hiding place, she tiptoed down the castle stairs toward the banquet hall. Voices echoed off the stone; she could pick out Cuthan’s smooth voice and the almost too excited laughter of Artenvox. She shook her head at their mannerisms. Peeking through the door, she could see the fire flickering in the hearth, casting shadows on the walls. Taking a deep breath, she stepped over the threshold.

      Cuthan slouched lazily at the head of the table; his emerald eyes were wide and mocking as he smirked. Artenvox occupied the chair next to Cuthan, at least one of his feet did. He stood, one foot on the chair, with his hands resting on his knee. Every now and then, he twirled the sapphire ring on his finger and glanced across the table at the honey-eyed Rider of Phillondorn and his wheat-haired friend. The two riders sat, their long legs extending under the table. They’d removed their long cloaks, exposing their green tunics. Miri stood by the fire as is distancing herself from the company. She was the only one who did not look up as Phyllis walked in.

      Cuthan grinned at her, his eyes reassuring but laughing at the same time. “Phyllis,” he drawled, “kind of you to join us.”

      The way his eyes twinkled at her made Phyllis wonder if he’d known she was hiding behind the door all along. “What’s…” Phyllis paused; the golden-eyes widened in surprise as they fell on her. “What’s going on?” she finished in a rush.

      Artenvox spread his arms toward the two strange males. “My lady Phyllis, let me introduce you to my old friends.” He motioned toward the blond-headed Cron. “This is Thangone of Nungus Des-Lista and Pharengon the Horse Lord of Phillondorn. And this.” He turned to the two Crons. “Is Phyllis of Haitiar.”

      Cuthan was still staring at Phyllis. He stood suddenly, knocking his chair over. It thudded to the ground as he continued to stare. Phyllis could feel her face turning red under his gaze. It took a moment before she realized no one was looking at her; they were staring at the beast in her hands. Its wings were now folded on its back, and its tailed wrapped around its red and green scales. It had tucked its head in, almost hiding its tiny horns as it slept.

      “What is that?” Cuthan whispered in awe.

      “Oh.” Phyllis held out the creature to show them, furrowing her brow. “I’m not quite sure; I think it’s a Wyvern.”

      “No.” Artenvox’s boots clanged across the stone floor as he walked toward her. He cupped his hands underneath hers, his sharp eyes studying the creature’s body. “It’s a dranagin.” He spun around to Cuthan. “A live dranagin,” he whispered, dropping his hands and backing away.

      Phyllis shook her head slightly; she hadn’t heard that word before. “What’s that?” Confused, she looked from Artenvox to Cuthan.

      “They are much like Wyverns,” Artenvox explained. “They have great wings and breathe fire, but old tales say they grow to be much larger, and some say they can speak to us.”

      “Where did you find it?” Cuthan leaned across the table, his eyes dancing.

      Phyllis bit her lip, letting her eyes slide over to the strangers. Lord Pharengon. Lord Thangone. She dropped her eyes, knowing she did not want to explain to Cuthan where she found the stone nor how she met the Horse Lord. “How do you know each other?” She directed the question to Artenvox.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Pharengon studied the female Cron, Phyllis, as Artenvox launched in his tale of how he escaped from the North Forests and ran into the Horse Lords. She was quite lovely, with dark, wild hair and those eyes that captivated him, although she looked uncomfortable as Artenvox spoke. Again, he thought back to the day he’d met her. He’d found himself frustrated with his uncanny attraction to her. Now he realized the fact that she traveled with the Treasure Hunters upset him, and he wished they would disappear.

      He distrusted Artenvox, especially since he’d convinced Miri the Keeper to leave the company of the Horse Lords and assist him with his endless quest. He knew Miri, who cared for no one except herself and her tiger, had a deep affection for the misguided Treasure Hunter. He often thought the sapphire ring was responsible for that seduction, and now the eyes of the cousin, Cuthan, carried their own secret power. The Treasure Hunters were playing a game; they brought those alongside to help them, but ultimately they would be the only winners. It was true; they did bring knowledge, and he needed their help, but there would be a time when he would intentionally end his relationship with them. He only worried it was too late for Phyllis; from all appearances, she trusted Cuthan. As he thought about it, an idea crossed his mind that might allow him to rid himself of the Treasure Hunters.

      “Lord Pharengon,” Artenvox’s voice pulled him out of his musings. “You came to request our assistance?”

      He found it irksome how every word out of Artenvox’s mouth sounded like a joke. He straightened, wiping the frown off his face. “My army has gone to Contres to confront the Contrevails. It is a grave mistake, but they may be the distraction we need. I am going to the island to confront Kronter. I need to know what we are up against and what their end goal is. Honestly, I could use all of you in this quest, especially if it gives us leverage over the Contrevails.”

      “Why?” Miri questioned as she fed sticks to the fire.

      “What good will it do?” Artenvox added. “The world is ending, conquering the Contrevails won’t help anything.”

      Even Cuthan leaned forward, rubbing his hands together as the tension in the room grew.

      Pharengon took a deep breath, restraining the words he wanted to use with the Treasure Hunters. “It is an opportunity we have to take advantage of. I will not let the folly of my army be in vain. We have never had the opportunity to spy on the Contrevails before; knowledge will be what wins the war.”

      “He is right,” a new voice spoke from the door.

      Pharengon’s head jerked around, and he stared as if he’d seen a ghost. A replica of Phyllis stood in the doorway. She was pale and fairer; her eyes were large, round, and unfocused as they stared at the fire. “Knowledge will help you save the world and win the war.”

      “Ilieus?” Phyllis stood and hurried to her side, her face contorted with worry. “Is that what Tharmaren the Wise told you?”

      Pharengon watched the two sisters, and the pieces of the puzzle began to fit together. Once again, the Treasure Hunters were behind this. Apparently, they had found the messenger who would restore Tharmaren’s voice, brought her and her sister here, and were waiting for, as Artenvox once put it, the key to turn the lock.

      The one called Ilieus shook her head and snapped out of her trance. Her eyes focused, and she glanced at everyone in the room in surprise. When her eyes met Pharengon’s, she nodded and a slight smile touched her lips.

      “I am sorry.” She placed a hand on Phyllis’s shoulder. “Did I speak? I came to tell you that Tharmaren the Wise needs time.”

      “Time?” Artenvox demanded, the mocking laughter in his voice gone. “Time is just what we don’t have. When will he be able to talk?”

      Ilieus shook her head as she looked at him. “Soon.”
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      Soon?” Cuthan scoffed. “What does that mean? How are we supposed to do anything if we don’t know what to do?” He stood and began to pace the room, crossing and uncrossing his arms in frustration. “Our lives are at risk, and this Order of the Wise nonsense tells us nothing. Artenvox, how long have you been here, waiting?”

      Artenvox frowned as he reached out a hand to appease Cuthan. “Too long.”

      Pharengon spoke up, the even tones of his deep voice relieving the sour mood in the air. “This is why I suggest you come with me to the islands. At least you will have something to do while you wait.”

      Ilieus took a seat next to Phyllis, exclaiming in surprise as Phyllis showed her the sleeping dranagin. She turned to the Horse Lords and, after they had been introduced, asked, “What role do you play in keeping the peace in the Eastern World?”

      The golden-eyed Horse Lord raised an eyebrow, impressed at her question. Phyllis looked down in her lap, stroking the scales of the beast, feeling insignificant once more.

      “Ah,” Artenvox intercepted Ilieus’s question. “I suppose I should begin at the beginning since we are all here now.”

      “I wasn’t aware we were waiting for anyone to arrive,” Miri murmured under her breath. She had put vegetables and meat into a pot and was now lifting containers of herbs and mixing them in.

      Artenvox ignored her comment. “Lord Pharengon and Lord Thangone are the Horse Lords of Phillondorn. Lord Pharengon commands a great army of riders who will help us save the Eastern World from being torn apart by the Contrevails. I had the good fortune to run into him and Lord Thangone when I escaped from the North Forests.”

      Phyllis arched her eyebrows, wondering why Artenvox assumed they all were allies. Why did he include her and Ilieus in his sweeping generalization of people who would save the Eastern World? Yes, she wanted to live, but it should not be up to her to save the world.

      Pharengon held out his hands, stopping Artenvox. “It is true, but I must point out, we still don’t know what the Contrevails’ end goal is. We know they are recruiting, going as far as taking people directly from their homes. They have made the island, Contres, their base, and it is only a mere day’s journey by ship from here. We don’t know their numbers, but if their castle is as vast as this one, there is no knowing how many of them there are. If we are outnumbered, we’ll need something more to keep them at bay. That is why I must go to glean as much information as I can.”

      Artenvox grinned and rubbed his hands together, his sapphire ring catching in the firelight and glistening. “We need something powerful.”

      “Artenvox,” Thangone spoke firmly, “this is not another one of your treasure hunts.”

      “I have a question,” Ilieus turned toward the Horse Lords. “Are the Dezzi your enemies or allies?”

      “Why do you ask?” Thangone furrowed his brow, glancing at Pharengon.

      Ilieus twisted her fingers in her lap. “We were attacked on our way here,” her voice dropped. “I believe it was because we traveled with the Dezzi.”

      Phyllis could tell it was an uncomfortable subject. Miri bent further over her pot of soup, Cuthan scowled, Artenvox crossed his arms, and the Horse Lords shifted in their seats. “The Dezzi are…” Pharengon paused, searching for the right words. “Difficult to explain. They come and go as they please, choosing their battles only if they see a benefit. I am curious to know how they came to help you.”

      Grandmother, Phyllis thought. This was all happening because of Grandmother. When she had been alone in the woods, after they had been attacked, it had been easy to be captivated by the Horse Lord. Now, in the daylight, surrounded by the others, she felt unsure of whom to trust. Even Cuthan, her childhood friend, had a funny look on his face whenever Artenvox began to speak. She had a feeling that, although they were cousins, there was some unresolved business between the two.

      “In short,” Thangone finished. “The Dezzi are neutral. We all know they are Blended Ones, but whether they will fight with us is a question we are unable to answer.”

      “Cuthan.” Artenvox turned to his cousin. “You spent quite some time with the Dezzi. Were you able to charm them?”

      Cuthan’s scowl grew deeper. “No,” he replied, refusing to go into further detail. He had done what the Dezzi requested. Now he was on his own.

      “Are you a charmer?” Pharengon asked coolly.

      Artenvox leaned forward, dropping his voice. “We are Treasure Hunters after all; it runs in the family bloodline. We all have hints of power, and at times they awaken and pull at us, stronger than others. Our powers.” He motioned toward Cuthan and himself. “Awoke when we went to the North Forests.”

      Phyllis fidgeted again. Artenvox was starting to frighten her. She was relieved when she felt Ilieus grab her hand under the table.

      “We have the ability to influence the way others perceive us with our eyes. It’s a small thing.” He twisted his sapphire ring again. “But it helps in a tight spot.”

      “Cuthan?” Ilieus’ voice almost sounded hurt. “You are a Charmer.”

      Cuthan winked at her, his eyes dancing for a moment. “Aye, as Artenvox said, it is a small thing.”

      “If that is the case, I would appreciate your services.” Pharengon looked pointedly at Artenvox and Cuthan.

      “Yes, yes,” Artenvox replied hastily. “I suppose I owe you a debt of gratitude.”

      “No.” Pharengon shook his dark head. “You owe me nothing.”

      “Aha!” Artenvox exclaimed as an idea leaped into his head. “We should make a pact, since we, the Lost Ones, are all here.”

      Phyllis squeezed Ilieus’ hand under the table, she wasn’t sure what would be expected of them, but she was sure it was something she did not want to do. Part of her wanted to scoop up the dranagin, grab her sister, and run out the door. But it had been her idea to come here, so now she had to deal with the consequences.
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      Tharmaren the Wise sat in his self-made dungeon, staring into the fire. He had sent his assistant away. He needed to be alone and understand the fear that held him captive. He could see the words even when he closed his eyes. At first, he’d thought they pertained to the future of the world as a whole, but now, as tales of the decay of the Eastern World drifted to his ears and the voices of the Jeweled Ones told their tale, he saw it differently. The words were meant for the Eastern World. The prophecies were echoes, words spoken by another, drifting to his ears because he knew how to listen. He suspected others heard the voices, particularly Miri the Keeper, who often came to sit with him and listen to voices under the water. She was fascinated by them, even though she did not know what they meant. He had already translated them:

      

      
        
        
        The forest will tell you the truth.

        The trees will give you knowledge.

        In exchange for one terrible price,

        They will tell you all you wish to know.

        The truth and why the world fades.

        The end of the world is near.

        There’s something you can do

        If only you can escape.

        Beware. Be warned.

        The price you pay is death.

      

        

      

      

      The Lost Ones wanted him to talk, yet he was reluctant to begin. They would pester him with questions, seeking answers they did not understand. They were young and foolish, if only they knew their salvation would be their death. They might save the world, but in doing so, they would rip themselves apart. How could he allow that to happen when they came to him for help?

      Eleven days he had delayed while the Lost Ones paced the castle and argued among themselves. The pale one, Ilieus, came to see him each morning before the first meal, hope bleeding out of her eyes. Every time he looked at her, he saw her for what she truly was. She would never understand the weight of what she was asking until it was too late.

      The Treasure Hunters were growing antsy; they had gone near the source of truth and had met the Truth Tellers face-to-face. It was their questions he was the most reluctant to answer; they were far too curious for their own good. They assumed knowledge was the key to unlocking power when it actually was the path to death. The voices had told them as much, yet they ignored them.

      The Horse Lords were pure in their intentions. They wanted to bring peace, stop the persecution of the Blended Ones, and return the balance of life to the Eastern World. If he helped them and if he told them the truth, they would die. If he withheld what he knew, they would die. He decided he would give them the riddle, and if they solved it, their deaths would be by their own hands and not on his conscious.

      He stood, reaching for his walking stick and moving toward the fire. Even its heat taunted him because, within the flame, he saw words drifting and dancing between sparks. He saw a hill, black with ash and, beyond it, the source that was draining the life force of the Eastern World. The scroll he held in his trembling hand dropped into the eager flames, and the words disappeared as they were eaten, leaving nothing but the memory impressed in his mind.

      When the pale one came to visit that evening, he was ready.

      She knocked twice before entering; a question was in her eyes as she sat before him. Waiting. Her eyes noticed the fire, burning low, and the scraps of torn parchment scattered over the hearth. Furrowing her brow, she turned to him and pointed, but he only shook his head and once again handed her the scroll. The words latched onto her memory, eager to be spoken aloud, even though he saw the fear of rejection shining in her eyes. Again, she read the words, performing the ritual. The candles in the room lit up as she spoke while the fire burned lower, determined to keep the secrets of the deep to itself. He saw the words rise and swirl around her head, caught in the circular winds of a storm. When she lifted her hands, they rose and when she dropped them, they fell. Abruptly she stood, her voice becoming stronger as the words rang out like a bell. He saw them rush out from between her lips, seeking to be heard and understood. They rose above her head, churning until he thought the cloud would burst through the walls and destroy the very foundations of the castle. When she stood and reached for him, the words magnified her as if she were a giant stepping forward to crush him. As her hands touched his face, he saw the words turn like a faucet and pour into his mouth, shrieking as they filled his body with sound.

      She collapsed, her fingers twitching, and her eyes closed as the words dissipated. As if hearing the all-clear bell, the fire began to burn brighter. At first, he thought she’d fainted, but she opened her mouth and whispered, “Did it work?”

      Yes. She could not hear him. He simply thought the word. He tried again, moving his mouth this time. “Yes.” Thank you.

      “Thank you.” There. He’s said it.

      She smiled a genuine smile that lit up her pale features like the sun coming out after the rain. “You’re welcome. Now, will you help me?”

      He nodded. Unused to speech. “Yes.” He would have to practice. “Dinner.” He wasn’t used to sentences. He needed to drink. “Let’s. Go. To. Dinner.” His voice cracked.

      Still smiling, she stood, reaching out a hand for him. He saw it behind her eyes then. Hope.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The Lost Ones sat at the table impatient and expectant, watching Tharmaren the Wise eat and drink draughts of cool, clear water. He took a few spoonfuls of soup, watching them through thin eyelids. Tihither bent his flat face low over his bowl, blowing on his soup before inhaling it. Ilieus, across from him, sat up prim and proper, ladylike, pretending to eat but really watching Tharmaren, anticipating his next words. Her sister, Phyllis, sat next to her, scowling into her soup and clearly agitated, even though she tried to hide it. Beside her, Miri was feeding great slabs of meat to her tiger, who lay under the table. The Horse Lords were there with the treasure they had found in Nungus Des-Lista. They were restless, tired of waiting for action. The Jeweled Ones sat side by side, their motions as beautiful as a dancer’s as they dipped their spoons into their soup and brought it to their lips, moving in sync to some unheard music. Emerald. Sapphire. One of them even had the sapphire ring. They were dangerously close, but they were not close enough. They were Crons through and through—curious, mischievous, and restless. Tharmaren could see questions piling up on their heads, tumbling across each other in haste to spill out of their mouths. He remembered being young with a mind bursting with questions. Knowledge might be powerful, but it took everything and more.

      He put down his spoon and folded his hands, leaning back in the wooden chair. It was time to talk. “You are all quite young,” he started. The words rolled out of his mouth like they should. “I know.” He stroked his beard. It helped the words flow. “You have many questions.”

      “Yes.” Cuthan leaned forward, his emerald eyes following Tharmaren. “How do we save the Eastern World?”

      Tharmaren’s chest hurt suddenly like there was an air bubble inside. It took him a few moments to realize it was a fit of silent laughter. The young ones were foolish enough to believe in impossibilities. They were the ones the world needed. He took deep breaths for several minutes until the laughter stilled and disappeared.

      If only they knew, they weren’t saving the world. Only the One could save the Four Worlds, but they didn’t need to know that. Did they? They only needed to know what to do with the lives they had; the rest of the dark, uncertain future would take its course. He blinked and held up a finger. “Let me start over.” His words were slow and methodical. “With a tale. In the beginning, the Four Worlds were created. But the Creator was distracted, and he let the last of his sparks fall, forcing the Changers to appear.” He leaned forward, looking each of them in the eye as a shadow was cast over the banquet hall. “Changers are true immortals. They never die. Which is why you must ask yourselves: if you were given endless years of life, what would you do? If you could live forever, had to live forever, what would you do? The answer to that question is why the Four Worlds are in danger. In the back of our minds, we know this, and we seek power to ensure our safety. That is what you are facing now: an uprising based on who holds the most power now and who will hold the most power in the future. It is no lie the powers have often fallen with the Purebloods. Crons. Tiders. Trazames. Ezincks. Even immortals refrain from twisting their bloodlines.”

      Ilieus froze beside him while her sister straightened and crossed her arms, frustrated and furious at the topic. They were Blended Ones; that much was clear to him from the first moment he’d seen them.

      “Here in the Eastern World,” he went on, fixing his eyes on the Blended Ones. “It is said the Blended Ones weaken the bloodlines. There is no more power left among them, and the Purebloods should redeem the lost power source. But the Purebloods don’t know that power rises strongest in the Blended Ones. You must convince the Eastern World of that fact if you are to survive the war.” He leaned forward as his voice dropped, allowing the popping of the fire to drown out all other noise for small spaces of time. “It is foretold the Blended Ones will arise and rule the Eastern World. Yet for the prophecies to come true, you must go to the North Forests and seek the Clyear of Power. The immortals dropped it here to keep the Worlds from falling into greater folly. Seek and you shall find. And the key to end the war and rule this land shall be yours. But…” He lifted up a finger. “You must give your allegiance to the one who carries the Jeweled Sword. He will be your King.”

      “So, it’s true.” Cuthan stood, knocking over his chair, not waiting for Tharmaren’s tale to end. His face was flushed as he leaned forward. “You are the last of the Order of the Wise, and the Clyear of Power is real.”

      Tharmaren sat quite still, his eyes glazing over. “No, my grandson was the last of the Order of the Wise.” Folding his hands over his staff, he sighed. “Do you not believe everything you are told? There is more truth in life than you are aware of. You shut your mind to words you do not understand; that is the root of all corruption in this land and the reason why the Wise are now gone. This is why the foolish war between the Purebloods and Blended Ones has started. You call yourselves the Contrevails and Realalons, but I tell you, one day you must believe in the stories. One day you must hold tight to the knowledge that is given you. Seek and you will find.”

      They were silent. They did not understand his words. They weren’t listening. How could he explain more to them? It was as if they were lost on a foggy mountain, having never seen the sunlight, and as much as he warned them, they continued to run forward over the edge of a cliff. Over and over they shouted and fell. Surprised they had not listened. Surprised they failed and died.

      “We went to the North Forests,” Artenvox offered, his long hair swishing behind his head as he spoke. “We found nothing but death.”

      Tharmaren looked at him, the visions almost blurring his sight, striving to get out. “Have you found a stone?” he asked.

      Phyllis visibility jumped, and his eyes bore into her.

      “A stone?” he asked. “A green stone?”

      She sat back with a sigh of relief yet still fidgeted with something under the table.

      They looked at him, seeing him for who he was. Old. Full of nonsensical words. They did not understand. But the words still flickered in his mind. He will come when he is young. He will wield the Jeweled Sword. He will dissolve the Green Stone. They knew nothing of this. Tharmaren the Wise rose. He had told them all he was supposed to. They would figure out the rest. They had to. Or die.

      “Wait,” one of the Jeweled Ones said. “We have more questions.”

      He reached for his staff, and Tihither scuttled alongside him.

      “There will always be questions,” he replied. “I have told you what you need to know.”

      The other sister, the bold one, stood. She gave him a look he hadn’t quite seen before. “What about Ilieus?” she demanded. “What about the visions?”

      “Find the Clyear of Power,” he muttered. “It will all go away.” Then he paused, lifting a scroll from his robes and setting it down in front of Ilieus.

      He could feel the tension in the air, disappointment sharp and poignant. It did not affect him as he moved out of the room to return to the dungeons. Let them be disappointed. If they saw what he saw and if they knew what he knew, hope would be lost and they would realize there was nothing more to fight for. Let them hope. Let them win. Let them live. The Eastern World was right about the Blended Ones. They were ones to be afraid of; they should all be destroyed, not because of their lack of power, but because of it. In the end, the Blended Ones would be able to wield a power similar to the immortals if only they learned how to unlock the hidden powers in their minds. The One was a Blended One. Where was he?
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      “Phyllis,” a deep voice called her name. Startled, she almost dropped the dranagin as she set it on the stone steps of the castle courtyard. It chirped at her, stretching its wings as it peered down the long stairs, unsure whether it should go ahead or wait for her.

      “Pharengon,” she breathed as the honey-colored eyes caught hers. She smiled, feeling her heartbeat speed up as he moved toward her. His light-haired companion, Thangone, moved on down the stairs, giving them a chance to talk privately.

      “I am sorry we did not have the opportunity to talk sooner,” he apologized, stopping a few feet away from her. The sun was just beginning to rise, and it captured the flecks of gold in his eyes.

      She bit her lip, shifting her eyes over to the dranagin before holding his gaze once again. “Are you leaving now?”

      He nodded. “Yes. Since the Treasure Hunters refuse to come with us, we should.” He sighed. “We have delayed long enough; I need to rectify this situation before it becomes much worse.”

      The night before, after Tharmaren had left the room, Ilieus refused to show the scroll to anyone. She had taken a look and announced they needed to go to the North Forests as soon as possible. Artenvox argued the ferry wouldn’t return for two days, and Pharengon, frustrated, decided he and Thangone would go ahead and leave for Contres. He was disappointed that the Treasure Hunters weren’t coming with him, but if Ilieus and Phyllis were intent on going to the North Forests, they would need the Jeweled Ones to navigate.

      “I’m sorry,” she offered, unsure of what to say. She wanted to move closer and inhale his scent; there was something about him that made her feel safe and sure of herself.

      “Don’t be.” He shrugged his shoulders as if there weren’t much she could do. He pointed his chin toward the dranagin. “What have you decided to name it?”

      “Oh.” She clasped her hands together. “I don’t know. Such a great beast deserves a fearsome name. What do you think?”

      Pharengon took a step forward and squatted in front of the creature. “What about Roturk? It translates to Red One in the common tongue.”

      “Roturk,” Phyllis repeated. She reached out a finger to stroke the dranagin’s red scales. “Roturk. I like it.”

      He smiled at her again, but his eyes were sad. “Phyllis.” He reached out a hand. “I’m glad we are not enemies, although I wish you were not mixed up in this, especially with the Treasure Hunters. Why did you come here?”

      Phyllis stood tall, crossing her arms over her chest to protect herself. “Why does everyone say that?” The friendliness in her voice was gone; it was replaced with frustration. “I just want my sister to get better. Now it has turned into a dangerous quest, and I don’t know what else to do. I have no say in this.”

      He reached out then and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Phyllis, you always have a choice.”

      “It doesn’t seem that way.” She shook her head. “I went to Grandmother for help, and she told me to come here. I come here, and they tell me to go to the North Forests.”

      Pharengon grimaced. He could not help but doubt their quest. The woods were savage, and he would hate to see Phyllis running out of them bloody, mad, and half-naked, the way Artenvox had. He dropped his hand to his sword hilt; he was at war with what he needed to do and what he wanted to do.

      “Do you truly want to go there?” he asked instead.

      “Ilieus wants to go, and so I will. I must admit, I am curious.” She tucked a stray curl behind her ear as her eyes watched his fingers wrap around his blade. She gasped. “Your sword!”

      He dropped the hilt, startled. “What is it?”

      She moved closer to him, reaching for the hilt as he brushed his cloak back. In the sunlight, the jewels began to shine on the hilt, and she reached a trembling hand to touch it. “Is this…” She paused, eyes darting from his face back to the sword. “Is this the Jeweled Sword Tharmaren the Wise spoke of last night?”

      He stiffened. His secret was obvious now, and he speculated whether that would change how she saw him. “It is,” he whispered.

      She gazed up at him, eyes wide, before her gaze returned to the sword. “It has the symbol,” she whispered, her fingers reaching out to trace the jewel at the top of the hilt. It was an emerald encircled by four points the spread out like a compass. She stared up at him in awe, and he felt the spell of unfamiliarity break.

      “I must go,” Pharengon announced, feeling uncomfortable with her surprise and obvious admiration. This was exactly what he feared when others discovered he was the king-to-be. “Phyllis, be careful with the Treasure Hunters.”

      She stood straight, her eyes narrowing. “What do you mean? I grew up with Cuthan; surely there is nothing to fear.”

      He took a step away from her, watching her gaze return to the sword. “No, I question what they will do when they finally get what they want. Sometimes power changes people.”

      He turned to go; he could see Thangone at the bottom of the hill, waiting for him.

      “Will I see you again?” her voice drifted to him, unsure and shy.

      He turned back, and a strong desire to embrace her almost overcame him. “Phyllis of Haitiar, I certainly hope so.” Then he turned and hastened to the shore.
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      They left the next morning while the waves rose high against the wet shores of Wind Fresh. Captain Winther was waiting as promised; his ship teetered a distance from the shore, rising and following with the waves. Black clouds covered the skies, shutting out the lights, and rain poured down without ceasing.

      Phyllis walked beside Ilieus with her hood up and her head down to avoid the bitter rains. She’d put Roturk into a basket Miri had provided and held it close to her chest, her arms wrapped protectively around it. The dranagin didn’t seem to mind the rain; he had his head out and was watching it with interest, sticking out his tongue to taste the odd liquid from the sky. His scales were a shiny, liquid red and glistened as the rain fell on them.

      Artenvox led the way, head held high as he wore his full suit of armor. The rain clanged against it unevenly, complaining about its inability to penetrate past the thick walls of armor.

      “Are you sure we should be boarding a ship in this weather?” Ilieus asked, her teeth chattering as she spoke.

      “Of course,” Cuthan’s smooth voice floated up from behind. “Besides, you said it was urgent.”

      Phyllis could almost see the smirk on his face, and a part of her wanted to turn and slap some sense into his carefree attitude. Miri the Keeper had packed bundles of food for their journey to the North Forests and elected to stay behind. No amount of persuasion or charming by Artenvox and Cuthan would help.

      “Someone has to look out for the Lost Ones,” she’d objected.

      “But you’ll be alone!” Artenvox complained, scratching his head.

      “Not alone.” Miri pointed at her tiger, Amos. “The islanders come and go, as always. Now leave.”

      As if encouraging them, Captain Winther’s ship had appeared, and now they found themselves dodging raindrops on their way to join the captain and his crew. A tiny shack perched near the beach. It was a pitiful shelter that might collapse if the waves surged up high enough on the white beach. The sand no longer sparkled in the sunlight; it turned gray and slide even further into the sea that was turning green with rage. A dinghy had been pulled far up on the shore, trapped in the mud and sand. It was secure even though the arms of the waves rushed around it, tempting it to come out to sea to play with them.

      Cuthan skipped down to the shore as the twins hurried to stand under the shelter. Even though his blond hair was dripping, he did not seem to mind the wet and cold. He carried a pack that had his fur cloak inside and food for the next month, although they were likely soaked through by now. His rich royal clothing was sticking to his body, showing off his slim features, as he marched to the waves. There was a grin on his smug face and a light shining through his green eyes. He gave a sigh of relief as he watched Captain Winther’s ship bobbing in the wake of the storm. Adventure was his again. No longer was he forced to languish in the lands down south; the North Forests were once again his path. He could almost taste adventure: the mysterious voices of the forests, the tang of evergreen and pinecones, and the uncertainty waiting around every corner. He was back, he was coming for it all, and this time the forest would not withhold its secrets from him. He was going to discover everything, once and for all.

      Glancing back under his long eyelashes, he observed Ilieus. She held all the clues, visions of things to come, in her mind; she would know their next steps. At least, that’s what she said the scroll would tell her, the scroll that no one could read but her. He sighed and spread his arms wide. It didn’t matter at all; he was going back to the forests, and maybe he would actually find what he was looking for.

      He blinked as he glanced at Phyllis. He didn’t understand her. At first, she seemed to want the same things he wanted. She’d shown an interest in his tale, yet now she wanted to protect her sister. Plus, she was hiding something, aside from the baby dranagin. He peeked at the little red thing again. It would grow up to be a dangerous monster. Did she know that? No, something had happened in Phillondorn when they were separated. Of course, he had not told her what really happened to Khalil and Lilhak; he supposed it was only fair she should withhold information from him. Artenvox’s sapphire ring glinted, and he narrowed his eyes at it. Artenvox had an unfair advantage; there was something stirring in the ring. Artenvox did not know how to use it to its full potential, but if he found out how to unleash his power of charm, the world would become quite dangerous for Cuthan.

      Captain Winther stood just outside the hut but far enough under the cover to be safe from the downpour. The wind blew into his face, and his white beard was dripping with water. A short pipe poked out from his mouth and he stood with his burly, hairy arms crossed over his broad chest. He wore a white shirt, and a sea green tunic over it. His jerkin barely reached his knees, and he wore a flat, brown hat on his head. Gray circles curled up from his pipe as he watched the four from his uncanny blue eyes. “Going somewhere?” he grunted. He was a gruff, short Cron, yet none would dare cross him. His slipshod belt had two knives and a long sword in it, and he carried a length of rope on his person at all times.

      “Ah, yes, in fact.” Artenvox stomped up to him, his boots squelching in the wetness. “The North Forests.” He winked as he grinned, his eyes dancing with mischief. “Back to the North Forests for Cuthan and me. Remember?” His chestnut hair hung in limp rattails on his head, and suddenly he looked less like an adventurous Cron and more like a curious boy.

      “Nasty weather for this.” Cuthan marched away from the shore toward Captain Winther. “Is your crew all shipshape?”

      Captain Winther only grunted as he attempted and failed to peer down his nose at Cuthan. He took a few more puffs from his pipe and shrugged. “Weather has never stopped us before.”

      “Good.” Cuthan rubbed his hands together. “Let’s be off then.”

      Captain Winther tapped his pipe a few more times before placing it in a pouch. He waved to his crew members who were inside of the small tavern, stuffing their bellies with warm food and drink before returning to the bone-chilling, relentless forces of the sea. They pushed the dinghy out into the waves where it bobbed for a moment, its sides tilting dangerously close to the swelling waves. But at last, it righted itself, allowing Ilieus and Phyllis to wade out and climb inside with Artenvox and Cuthan.

      The massive ship rocked far above their heads, and as they approached, Phyllis could hear the sailors singing the song of the sea. It helped them keep pace as they maintained the ship, each to their station like a delicate dancer.

      Captain Winther held up two fingers. “Two days,” he grunted. “We will be in the north.”

      “Well then, no below decks for us,” Cuthan countered, crossing his arms.

      Captain Winther shrugged and walked away. He bellowed to his crew, “Raise the anchor. Let loose the sail. We move with the wind today!”

      The ship shuddered and groaned as it moved forward while rain lashed fiercely on its deck. Ilieus moved closer to Phyllis. “Let’s go below decks, at least we’ll be dry,” she offered.

      Phyllis glared at her, at first feeling annoyed with the suggestion, but it faded away as she looked at her sister. Perhaps Ilieus would finally reveal the secrets of the scroll. As they moved toward the hold, Captain Winther strode up to them. “Eh.” He pointed. “Take my cabin.”

      “Thank you,” Ilieus breathed, reaching out to shake his hand, but the Captain brushed past her, guiding them to the cabin where he flung open the door.

      It was a dark, dank room with an oil lamp burning on a table shoved into a corner. At least, that’s what it looked like to Phyllis. She was curious about the devices on the ship. Instead of candles, they had a base full of oil with a thick wick made out of some kind of whitish material she’d never seen. They had a glass vase over them and burned for long hours without flickering. The table had two chairs nailed down so it wouldn’t move with the pitching of the waves. The narrow bed was also nailed down, barely a foot from the table. Various ornaments hung from the ceiling, swinging as the ship moved back and forth. Phyllis had to hold on to the walls to keep her footing before she collapsed into the chair across from Ilieus.

      Ilieus’s face was pale again as she fiddled with the folds of her cloak before she pulled out the scroll. Phyllis took the opportunity to check on Roturk who was wide awake and chattering in his basket, the water and waves keeping him lively.

      “Will you tell me?” She turned to Ilieus. “What is written on the scroll?”

      Ilieus paused, wavering between fear and desire. Her long fingers caressed the parchment as she laid it on the table and slowly unrolled it. “You want to know what it says?” she confirmed.

      “Of course.” Phyllis nodded, surprised at how cautious Ilieus was acting.

      “You know, Phyllis, I am learning how to control my visions.”

      “You can see your visions now?” Phyllis leaned forward, excited. “How come you didn’t tell me?” she reprimanded.

      “Control.” Ilieus correct Phyllis, bitting her lip. “It’s tricky. I don’t see the dark shapes anymore, and I can push them away if I concentrate. But I don’t know exactly what it is I’m supposed to know aside from what is written on this scroll. Everything else he said I either do not need to know or it will be revealed in time.”

      “Tell me.” Phyllis reached out a hand to grasp her sister’s. “You know you can tell me these things.”

      Ilieus smiled, attempting to dissipate the tension in the cabin, even though her eyes were tried. “I know it’s just…” she trailed off. She straightened up and spread out the scroll. “I know you can’t read it, but this scroll,” she stroked the ink lovingly, “is the key to finding the Clyear of Power and everything else we need to ensure the safety of future Blended Ones.”

      “I don’t understand.” Phyllis paused, attempting to organize her thoughts. “I don’t understand why people hate the Blended Ones. What have we ever done to show we are dangerous? Why are they trying to get rid of us?”

      “I think there is more than the eye can see,” Ilieus offered. “Listen to this:

      

      
        
        
        “The eyes of the jeweled ones will see it first,

        Hidden in the boughs in the forests of the north

        Among the evergreen where the midlands dance.

        Beware the blended, exiled ones.

        Past the death the Marshswamps brings,

        Hidden in rock the sunlight dares not part,

        Beyond the green havens of the creatures of the wood,

        Neither friend nor foe guards the keep,

        A horse of silver and winged with power,

        Keeping watch over the end of days.

        There you seek, and you shall find

        All you dream and fear and more.

        The death and life of all awaits.

        Seek, and ye shall find.

        Find, and ye shall perish.

        Perish, and ye shall live.”

      

        

      

      

      “Say it again.” Phyllis furrowed her brow.

      Ilieus slowly repeated the words of the scroll. “Don’t you see?!” She looked eagerly at Phyllis. “It’s the treasure map. It tells us how to find the Clyear.”

      Phyllis shook her head. “No…I don’t quite see…not yet at least. I don’t understand it and what it means. But you do?” She looked to her sister, searching her light eyes for answers.

      Ilieus began to roll up the scroll, smoothing out the wrinkles as she did. “Yes, I understand some of it, but it will be revealed as we continue to travel. Take it line-by-line. ‘The eyes of the jeweled ones.’ Did you not see Cuthan and Artenvox? Did you not look into their eyes?”

      “Emeralds and sapphires, they are the jeweled ones?”

      “But of course.” Ilieus nodded. “And ‘the forests of the north’ are the North Forests. The rest is yet a mystery to me, but it will become clear.”

      Phyllis looked down at Roturk, who was beginning to grow used to the rocking of the ship and curled up for an afternoon nap. “But what of your visions? How does it help? Will you never have an episode again?”

      Ilieus focused on rolling up the scroll, hiding her eyes from Phyllis’ daring stare. “We will see,” she whispered, shaking her head.

      Phyllis opened her mouth to say more, but she changed her mind when she saw the guarded look on Ilieus’s face. Instead, she reached down a hand to touch the dranagin’s back. Its scales had been soft at first, but they grew solid as the dranagin grew bigger. Now they were hard and slippery to the touch, reminding her of the liquid from crushed grapes as she ran her hands over them. What was waiting for them in the North Forests? Cuthan had been silent about his time there. She squinted hard as she tried to remember what the tales of old said about the North Forests, and shuddered.
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      The rain continued long into the night, driving them northwest. Although Captain Winther did his best to keep the ship on course, the storm was relentless. On the second day of their journey by ship, Cuthan and Artenvox stood side by side on the deck, holding onto the rails as the ship pitched back and forth. “Ah.” Artenvox shook his dark head, and his eyes were looking down, watching the sea. “Have you heard the voices under the waves? Have they sung for you?”

      Cuthan’s emerald eyes moved back and forth, scanning the horizon. Black clouds hung like saucers in the sky toward the west, moving toward them like a monster capturing its prey. “No. Their demons sang for me though. We got caught by a River Ravone. Have you seen one?”

      Artenvox leaned over and propped his elbows on the railing. “No, in Midlands?”

      “Just west of them. They were strange creatures of a sort; you would have liked to fight them.” A slow smile started on the corner of Cuthan’s smug mouth. “It prefers mind games to physical violence, as you do.”

      “As do you!” Artenvox retorted, standing a bit taller. “I’ll slay first, ask questions later. Tell me what else you saw. After all, you were there far longer than I.”

      Cuthan smoothed his wet hair back. “The mountains.” He dropped his voice. “I want to go back to be sure, but I believe Ezincks live there.”

      Artenvox’s head snapped up, his mouth took the shape of an “o,” and his eyes went wide. He spun to face Cuthan head on. “Ezincks? Are you sure?”

      “I know.” Cuthan ducked his head. “They are rumored to be extinct, but I believe so.”

      “Do you know what that means?” Artenvox’s voice leaped in excitement. “If they are truly alive, we have the Four People Groups in this world, just like in tales of old.” His fingers twitched as he spoke, dancing across the air, dodging raindrops. “I’ve always wanted to learn from them the secrets of the forest. What if they still hold the same lore as they did in the tales? Can you imagine?!” He squeezed Cuthan’s shoulder in his excitement.

      “I know. I know. I know!” Cuthan’s eyes sparkled for a moment. “But calm down, we have to stay focused on finding this power source first, and then we can discover…”

      His words trailed off as the ship gave a shuddering quake and came to a complete stop.

      “Ciiiiii,” an unfortunate sailor screamed as he was thrown overboard in the sudden halt.

      “What was that?” a voice shouted as the crew came running to look over the side of the ship.

      “Who threw anchor?”

      “I didn’t?”

      “Did you do that?”

      “Did you hear that?”

      “What was it?”

      “Captain!”

      “Orders?”

      Confused voices jolted through the air, even the rain seemed to halt as the ship shuddered and groaned. Captain Winther appeared at the helm. His deep voice bellowed over the noise as he took control of the wheel. “Attention! To yer stations shipmates! Prepare for battle!”

      “Aye Captain!” the sailors shouted as they ran to their various stations. Rope flew through the air as the sailors muttered in rhythm under their breathes. “Heave. Ho. Heave. Ho.”

      The ship began to move again as the sails were fully let out, and little by little, the ship began to pick up speed. Meanwhile, Captain Winther continued to bellow out orders; his white beard was shaking as he moved back and forth, spinning the wheel as he forced his ship to cut a path through the waves.

      “Hurry!” voices called across the deck.

      Cuthan and Artenvox turned to watch them, taking in the excited tension in the air. In one fluid motion, they looked at each other, their eyes mirroring the same thought. Like twins, they spun, turning from the deck to look down at the Sea, hands dropping to their sword hilts as they paused. Turning their jeweled eyes to the swirling waters, they saw a surge of foamy waves. As if releasing the built-up anticipation, the black clouds covering the heavens opened and released a torrent of rain upon them.

      “We need rope!” Artenvox shouted, drawing his sword.

      Cuthan moved his hand away from his sword. “What do we need rope for?” The deck tilted as he leaped across it, dodging sails and whipping up a thick coil of rope.

      “Cuthan!” he heard his name screamed. Phyllis was running toward him. “What’s wrong?”

      He grinned as he hauled up the length of rope and shook his head. She’d been wild, curious, and adventurous with him when they were children, but now her spunkiness had been replaced with something else. She was determined, not at reckless as he’d hoped, but she was catching on. He found himself thankful that she had not been lost to the Riders in Phillondorn after all. He draped the rope over his shoulder and shook his head urgently. “Hurry! Get back to the Captain’s cabin and stay there with Ilieus. Here!” He picked up another coil of rope and tossed it to her. “It may get rough out here; take this in case you need to tie yourself down so you don’t get thrown from the ship!” He couldn’t help but wink at her. They had only been on the ship for a day, and already another adventure was buzzing around him.

      “Okay.” She nodded as she picked up the rope that had tumbled down around her feet. She moved nimbly over the deck, but Cuthan didn’t stay to watch.

      He dashed back over to the side of the ship where Artenvox stood, his mouth open in horror as he pointed. Cuthan did not have time to reach the edge before the mischievous grin dropped from his face. He gazed up at the slimy, round, dark head of a monstrous sea serpent. It rose above the waves and continued to climb, its thick body spreading like an umbrella over the rain. It rose, wrapping its long coils around the ship, as the unending body quivered and tightened.

      “Take aim!” Captain Winther was shouting. Around him, sailors were shouting and pulling harpoons through the dashing rain. “Ready!”

      The face of the monster rose above the ship, and it opened its lipless mouth. The smooth head was twice as long as Cuthan’s body. He found himself barely breathing as Captain Winther ordered, “Fire,” and the ship snapped.

      A crack split the air, almost deafening the ears of those who were near it. Sailors ducked as wood shattered and flew, breaking the ship into pieces. With a yell, the burly Crons let loose with a volley of harpoons, striking against the rough skin of the sea serpent. It surged forward and opened its mouth, hissing, to reveal two long, curved, yellow fangs, glinting from the roof of its mouth. Golden scales stood up on its back as its body curved over the ship, and it turned clear gray eyes, round as pearls, to stare at the sailors that dared accost it. Roaring it turned and unwrapped its coils before diving head first into the middle of the ship.

      “Abandon ship!”

      “Jump!”

      “Swim!”

      Cuthan watched the ship shatter. The wood underneath his feet broke, and he fell backward, watching the black and gold scales of the serpent ripple away. The sea churned around the nimble body of the serpent and the floating blocks of the ship. Cuthan looked up as he fell, shaking his head in disbelief. They had only just started; how could they possibly be failing now? His arms swung out, grasping for something solid to break his fall. Seconds later, his body slammed into the water with such force that he almost screamed. With the wind knocked out of him, he accidentally breathed in while he was under water. His head surfaced above water, and he coughed, spitting the tangy seawater from his mouth. Around him the ship was in chaos, the last of the sea serpent was still disappearing under water, unending the floating pieces of the ship with its tail.

      Cuthan gasped as he bobbed in the water, shaking water out of his eyes in time to see the crew members swimming for the remaining three boats that were intact. They were still shouting, and a number of them were cursing as they swam. Some were still pulling ropes with three-pronged arrows attached. He counted them slowly as they floated in the cold waters. Captain Winther was holding on to his ship’s wheel and bellowing orders. The last of the sea serpent had disappeared but hadn’t risen up yet. If it did…Cuthan shook his head and began to swim toward the nearest boat.

      The sails floated ominously in the water as barrels and bits of driftwood bobbed.

      “Ah.” Artenvox had already climbed aboard one of the vessels. “Come on then.”

      “What a mess.” Cuthan grabbed Artenvox’s arm as he scrambled aboard, landing face down in the boat among others legs.

      As he sat up, he found himself across from a meaty sailor with a scowl set deep in his rugged face. He was using a piece of wood as an oar, powerfully pulling it through the waters.

      “Aim for the islands!” Captain Winther was shouting. “There should be several scattered around here to the west.”

      Cuthan turned to Artenvox and bent his head, whispering. “Will the islands have ships? We need a ship to get back to landmass.”

      “Ah.” Artenvox shrugged. “How should I know? I haven’t been to any other island aside from Wind Fresh.”

      Even as they rowed forward in their boats, the elements fought against them. The rain continued to pour down in a white dash, hitting so hard the droplets hurt. The waves complained as they rose as high as ten feet in the air, only to come hurtling down, tossing pieces of the ships, chairs, bedding, food, barrels of ale, maps, scrolls, and logs in its wake.

      Ilieus was sobbing; her own scroll was lost at sea. Phyllis was too frightened for tears, yet she felt some other emotion taking over, blinding her to the fear that shook her body. They were going to die, cut off by the storms of the sea and that hideous monster. She was enraged. It was too soon, and there was nothing she could do to outrun the storm and the creature. Perhaps…perhaps if she had a sword or a bow, she could stop the creature. If she controlled the elements, she would stand up in the boat and order the wind and the waves to pause and let them escape before it continued its wailing temper tantrum. All the same, the waters turned an inky black, and the boat she was in tipped dangerously with the next influx of waves, almost capsizing into the deep. She grabbed a hold of the edge while the rain punished her fingers. She glared at Ilieus. There was no use for tears, crying would do them no good. Reaching down into her lap with her free hand, she felt for her tiny dranagin. Roturk wasn’t there. She felt around in a panic, attempting to peer into the rain. She’d had him when she climbed aboard; surely he wasn’t down there in the waves, drowning.

      A shadow hung over the blackening sky, and a hiss of anger roared over the wind and the crashing waves. The sea serpent reared its head again; this time the flattened horns on its head stood up as well as its golden mane of scales. It dived and resurfaced closer to them; it was so close they could see the blueish shimmer of its hard scales in the dim light. Phyllis had a sharp intake of breath; she had never seen a creature so fearsome or so beautiful. Its body snaked its way between the boats while the sailors roared and shouted, loosening harpoons as best they could, but the lack of height and speed rendered them useless. The sea serpent blasted through them like toys, tipping two of the boats over, just for fun, with its rattling tail. Opening its mouth, it bared its yellow fangs, two of them the size of Phyllis’s face. Phyllis recoiled in horror when she saw what it was after. It must have smelled it as soon as they set sail, even though it was only a babe, it wasn’t dangerous.

      “No!” Phyllis screamed as she leaped out of the boat, swimming against the wind and waves as she saw the sea serpent dive. The ruby scales of Roturk shimmered right before the sea serpent pounced.
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      Perhaps the serpent controlled the sea because the waves became as small as babes, silent and lapping like sorry puppies, looking for a way to win back the hearts of those it wronged. The rain stopped, and the clouds faded, leaving a clear horizon. The sky was pink with longing as the sun began its descent, light stretching out across the blue-green sea, touching its glistening surface with a blessing. The shipwrecked crew floated on the ends of torn boats; some holding on to barrels as they drifted toward the nearest island, an outcropping of trees welcoming them to its shady boughs.

      The sunset held as they struggled towards the shore, counting their numbers, realizing a few of them were still missing. The waters became shallow as they reached the bay, floating into the waiting arms of the island. White sands rose to meet them, quickly fading into the palms trees and wild grasses that lined the shore. The mood was tense, furious, and grumpy, but Captain Winther always had his head.

      “The water should be fresh!” he called. “We’ll make a fire and hunt for food in shifts. Everyone stays here tonight; we look for help in the morning.”

      All said and done, there were only about twenty of them, mostly burly Crons who set to work as quickly as they could. Ilieus and Phyllis lay flat on their backs, side by side on the beach, catching their breaths. Phyllis felt like her insides had been twisted, and she leaned forward to spit into the waters, even though she was parched and hungry. She glanced to where she thought Cuthan and Artenvox would be. Of course, they were helping to search for dry wood on the coast and to find anything to start a fire with. The buzz in the air was thick with unsaid words of anger and grief.

      Phyllis balled her hands into fists. She was to blame for this. If she had not brought the dranagin on board, they would all be safely sailing and close to reaching the landmass and the North Forests. She closed her eyes as the dazzling colors of the sunset became muted. Exhaustion took over, and she slept.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was warm when she woke; the weather was calm and balmy, the perfect beauty after the storm. Before she opened her eyes, she could hear the fire singing over the wood, a song in a separate language known only to the fire itself. Creatures from the sea were cooking over it, fish of some sort. She could smell their bones and scales roasting and burning into brittle ash. Opening her eyes, she looked up at a blue sky where hazy white clouds drifted above it. She smiled, almost thinking she was back with the Dezzi, but the broad leaves of a palm tree made her sit up. Sand stuck to her cloak as she rose, so she attempted to brush it off.

      Cuthan walked over, carrying a platter of wood with slabs of fish on it. “I know it’s not much.” He squatted down. His voice was gentle with a hint of begging. “But eat.” He held it out to her, his bright eyes sneaking toward the palm trees that hid the rest of the island.

      Phyllis paused, and she reached for a slab of fish meat. “Cuthan.” She looked at the twinkle in his eyes. “What are you up to?”

      “Nothing.” He grinned and winked, handing her the entire platter of wood.

      Phyllis looked down at the fish and thought of Roturk. Where was he? Had he survived the assault by the sea monster? She missed his chirps of hunger in the morning and his impatient nips when he didn’t get enough food.

      Cuthan stood, his clothes still waterlogged and ripped. “Want to go for a walk?”

      “What?” Phyllis spit out a mouthful of fish. It tasted slimy and warm, much like she imagined an eel would taste.

      “Captain Winther and his crew are going to search for a ship. He told us to stay in small groups. A large group could spook the inhabitants of the island, if there are any. So I’m thinking we should do our own scouting.”

      “Why?”

      “Hunt a bit, find better food, and figure out where we are?”

      Phyllis leaned over to wake up Ilieus, who sat up and glared at them. She calmed down as she remembered and reached over to help herself to some fish, not even bothering to fix her hair. Phyllis explained where they were off to, but Ilieus shook her head. “Go without me.”

      “No.” Phyllis fixed Ilieus with a look. “Please let’s stay together in case things go awry.”

      Artenvox, having lost his armor in the shipwreck, joined them after scarfing down his own meal of fish. The four walked up the sloping hill to the trees, stumbling in the banks of deep sand. The cool shade of the palm trees blocked out the sunlight, and they shuffled through tall, white grasses. The palm trees quickly faded, displaying the wide-open expanse of land.

      “Wow,” Artenvox breathed as they looked at the island spread before them. Hills of green rippled across the islands with a golden path winding inland. Palm trees still danced across the lush lands, and in the distance, the tips of a castle sparkled in the sunlight.

      “Shall we?” Cuthan stepped forward onto the golden road.

      It was soft, almost springy, and Cuthan wondered if he could touch the top of a palm tree if he jumped high enough. Round, hairy, brown balls hung from them. A kind of blossom of poisonous fruit perhaps?

      “It’s beautiful here.” Phyllis threw her head back in the sunshine, astonished with how different the island was from the landmass. In the islands, it was as if the slow death of the Eastern World did not exist. Perhaps they were immune from it.

      Ilieus pointed. Her face was pale and her eyes were wide. “There is something about this place though…”

      Cuthan raised an eyebrow. “Come now, we are just out for a morning walk. Everyone loves adventures; besides, we’ve never been to the castle before so that’s where we’re going.”

      “Are you sure that’s wise?” Ilieus muttered.

      “Ah.” Artenvox laughed. “Adventure is never wise.”

      “Ilieus.” Cuthan moved to walk beside her. “You don’t have to be all doom and gloom; we are off on an adventure. Who knows what can happen next?”

      Ilieus frowned. “We are supposed to be in the North Forests. Something is hindering our passage.”

      They ignored her as they followed the golden road, winding through hills and curves into the heart of the island. Tall white and green grasses lined the path with wild flowers; their pale purples and yellow faces peeked at them. They waved in the gentle sea breeze, dancing to their own inner tune. Palm trees rose up in the fields, their broad leaves casting shade wherever they stood.

      “I could wrap myself in one of those.” Cuthan pointed. “And sleep like the Dezzi in their hammocks.”

      “Ah, the Dezzi.” Artenvox shook his long locks. “Would that I could have met them.”

      “Their queen.” Cuthan grinned. “Is quite serious, but she would like you much better than she liked me.”

      The two chuckled and slapped each other’s shoulders playfully.

      “But think,” Ilieus interrupted. “Where do you think we are? What other islands are inhabited aside from Wind Fresh?”

      “Plenty,” Cuthan replied. “Just look at a map. There are dozens of islands scattered across the Westiles Sea.”

      “I know.” Ilieus reached out, grabbing Cuthan’s arm and halting their progress. “But which ones are inhabited?”

      “Wait.” Artenvox spun around to look at them and then froze. “Ilieus, you may have a point. I’ve been down the Westiles Sea before with Captain Winther and his crew. Most of the islands are uninhabited because they are too small to live on. It’s too much work, especially with the storms. There’s nowhere to go when the sea decides to have its say.”

      “What are you saying?” Phyllis interrupted, pinpricks of doubt forming in her mind.

      “Here.” Cuthan pointed to a person headed their way. “Let’s ask him.”

      It was a lone farmer, shuffling down the road and pushing an empty wheelbarrow. A smokeless pipe drooped out of the left corner of his mouth, bouncing with every step. He chewed on the end, mumbling curses and complaints regarding the lack of tobacco. He was a short Cron, but the way he hunched over his wheelbarrow and the dragging lurch of his steps made him appear shorter. Self-care was clearly of no importance to him. His poor attempt to grow a beard left straggly hairs dripping from his chin. Rags, which were more holes than anything else, flapped around his thin body, and as the four drew closer, they were taken aback by the distinct smell of manure.

      He paused as they walked up to him, dropping the end of his wheelbarrow with a thump on the golden road. He jerked the pipe out of his mouth. “Aye, what do ye ‘ave ‘ere?”

      Cuthan crossed his arms and grinned. “Say, we got attacked by a sea serpent and are a little lost. Would you tell us what island we’ve arrived on?”

      “Aye, strangers are ye?” The farmer stuck his pipe back in his mouth and stared at them out of his pale blue eyes, taking in their torn clothing and lack of weapons. “First.” He stuck a finger in the air. “What are ye goin’ ta give me fer in-fer-ma-tion?” He stumbled over the last word; it was much too big and long for him, but it made him feel important.

      “What do you want?” Artenvox folded his arms across his chest and raised his chin.

      The farmer chewed on the end of his pipe and eyed the four as he considered. “For starters…” He coughed and spat a wad of brown liquid onto the polished surface of the golden road. “Ye ken get rid o’ ‘em.”

      “Who?” Artenvox raised an eyebrow.

      The farmer jerked a thumb backward toward the middle of the island. “Dem. Ye know.” He shook his head; the wide-brimmed straw hat he wore flopped in the wind. Phyllis noticed it had a hole on the top, letting the sunlight in to burn the thin hairs left on his head. “I’m a-gettin’ a poorer an’ poorer dez days. Ever since dey came.”

      “Wait.” Cuthan waved his hand. “What are you talking about? Where are we?”

      The farmer wagged his finger, picking up the ends of his wheelbarrow. “See now, I can’t be doing talks with the like of ye. Ye don’t even ken where ye are.”

      “Hold on.” Cuthan held out a hand to stop the wheelbarrow’s progress. “What do you want from us?”

      Setting down his wheelbarrow, the farmer considered them. “Naw, nothin’ but to keep me own food. Ye see, all I know is, dey need a lot ‘o food over yonder. Got a lot ‘o mouths to feed and eat up all the grown plants in me land. An ta think, dey don’t gimme anything for it.”

      “The Contrevails?” Artenvox asked boldly. “This is their island, isn’t it?”

      “Now, now.” The farmer raised a dirty hand, visibly shaking. “I’m all fer the Contrevails. But…some things day do just don’ make sense. We had more here, a-fore dey showed up,” he complained. His eyes turned shifty as he looked at them, and he grabbed the handles of his wheelbarrow. “Spies are ye?”

      “We’re not spies,” Phyllis hissed, afraid of the very word.

      “Get off this island.” The farmer peered back over his shoulder at them as he marched away. “When dey come, just the noise of de marchin’ sends yer blood a-chillin’. I’ve seen ‘em.” He waved uncertainly back at the castle in the distance. “Thousands of ‘em getting ready fer war. Something ‘ta be proud of at least, but leave a-fore yer one of dem!”

      He hurried away, shuffling off the road into the wild grasses.

      Ilieus spoke first. “We are on Contres.”

      Phyllis swallowed hard. “We should go back to the shore. Before they find us.”

      “Wait.” Cuthan reached out to grab her arm before she could run away. “Where’s your sense of adventure? Don’t you see we have to go to the castle now and gather as much ‘in-fer-ma-tion’ as possible,” he suggested, mocking the farmer’s accent. “We’re spies after all, and if we have the opportunity to find out something that could help the Realalons, why wouldn’t we?”

      Phyllis yanked her arm away from Cuthan. “Because something terrible could happen to us. They are dangerous, and here we are, lost at sea and running straight into their hands. What if they capture us?”

      Cuthan just smirked while Artenvox held up his sapphire ring. “If worse comes to worst, we will charm them.” He grinned as well, and at that moment, the two of them looked like twin jewels.

      Phyllis turned in a huff to Ilieus, who stood with her hands dangling by her side. Her eyes were dark as she looked at Phyllis as if begging for forgiveness. “We should go. Cuthan and Artenvox are right. We accomplish nothing sitting on the shore, even though that’s what I would prefer.” Her shoulders sagged. “But we are part of this, we should do something.”

      “We are doing something,” Phyllis argued, taking a step toward the shore. “We are going to the North Forests to hunt for some fable.”

      Ilieus looked down at her hands. “It’s not a fable.”

      “Look, Phyllis.” Cuthan raised his hands, giving in. “If you don’t want to come, fine, but we’re still going.”

      “We’ll just pretend to be islanders,” Artenvox agreed. “How hard is it? It’s not like we’ll meet anyone we know.”

      Phyllis huffed and placed her hands on her hips. “How come when the Horse Lords suggested we come here and spy on the Contrevails, you rejected it? But now that we are here, you think it’s a good idea?”

      Cuthan grinned. “Don’t you see? It’s different. We didn’t intend to come, but now that we are here, we should make the most of this opportunity. Maybe we’ll even meet the Horse Lords again.” He pretended to mount a horse and ride off down the road, laughing as he mocked them.

      Phyllis watched him with growing irritation, refusing to agree with him. “We need to focus on leaving.”

      Ilieus stepped forward. “We have to find a ship. Let’s blend with the people here until we find one. Then we can leave and continue our quest.”

      The golden path took them beyond the fields until they could see the island laid out before them. Huts of wood and straw dotted the landscape. Reeds of tall bamboo shoots began to appear, and the air smelled faintly of rice and rain, the dampness from the Westiles Sea creeping inland. Farmers worked hard in their fields; families of them toiled under the rays of the sun. The children wore hats made of palm trees and were suntanned and grubby. The full-grown Crons were in rags while their younger children chased pigs through the lands. Once a full-grown tortoise crawled across the road, large enough for Cuthan to sit like a king on its shell. It was past mid-afternoon when they reached the center of the island and the castle rose like a monster, towering over the square where booths were set up. A low murmur of voices hummed through the air; otherwise, it was eerily quiet. The typical boisterous voices and rambunctiousness of children and animals at play was lost on the town.

      Phyllis couldn’t help but stare at the islanders. Most of them were short Crons, but they were skinny and suntanned with large hungry eyes. Like the farmer, their appearance was dirty, their hair stood up straight in the air from sweat and water. Dirt and shaft from the fruits and vegetables they farmed covered any visible skin, and the dust from the road covered their feet and legs. Most of them wore shoes, unlike the farmer, but they were coated over with a fine layer of dust. In fact, the Crons seemed quite out of place with the rich appearance of the island. Ilieus reached out to grab Phyllis’s shoulder and leaned in, whispering into her ear. “They have it.”

      Phyllis turned so fast she almost knocked Ilieus off her feet. “The Clyear?” she squeaked, her heart pounding despite her insistence that it was a fable.

      Ilieus shook her head, her eyes glazing over as she stared past Phyllis. “I can’t see what it is, but it is powerful.”

      The blast of a trumpet interrupted the peaceful market, and the sound of horse hooves drew near. The quiet murmur in the town square faded into silence as the islanders backed away, waiting. Into the square came a wagon drawn by brown horses. Two Crons sat high above the ground in gray jerkins with gold fringes around the ends, swishing as they moved. They had long swords by their sides, and the first one swung down, tossing a bag of coins high in the air and laughing as the islanders moved forward, swayed by the sound of money. The other Cron tied the reins to a pole and motioned to a child to bring the horses water as if they had come from the end of a long journey instead of the castle that was a short distance away. Minutes later, five more foot soldiers jogged into the square and took up a post, each one effectively blocking the entrance and exits of the square.

      One by one the well-dressed soldiers marched to each booth and took their share of vegetables and meats, grown and dried by the islanders. Ignoring the outstretched hands, waiting, nay, begging for something in exchange for their goods, the soldiers loaded up their wagon. With a crack, they jump abroad and, turning the laden wagon around, headed up the road back toward the castle. The foot soldiers waited a beat before following them up the road. The square was silent again, save for the quiet weeping. But it was Ilieus who gathered her skirts in her hand and took off, running up the path toward the castle.
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      Wait!” Phyllis shouted in anger, hurling herself after Ilieus. “What are you doing?”

      Cuthan and Artenvox glanced at each other, shrugged their shoulders, and ran after the twins.

      When they caught up with her, Ilieus was hiding in the tall bushes across from the golden gates of the castle. Guards were milling about, busy unloading the wagons. Ilieus kept biting her lower lip; her face was pale as she watched them. As Phyllis crept up beside her, she pointed anxiously. “I thought…” Her voice dropped away.

      “What?” Phyllis whispered back, barely daring to breathe. “What’s wrong?”

      “Just…look.” Ilieus shook her head.

      Phyllis peered out, watching the golden road that continued beyond the castle gates, which happened to be wide open but loomed high above them. Soldiers walked back and forth; there were two groups of them. One group dressed in gray with silver fringes, while the others wore dark green tunics, midnight black trousers, and floppy hats on their heads. Phyllis gasped, covering her mouth with her hands in case they could hear her. She thought that dress meant they were Contrevails, yet the Riders of Phillondorn wore the same garb, and apparently they were allies of the Realalons. What was going on? Did they swear allegiance to the same leader?

      Ilieus’s fingers gripping her arms brought her back. Phyllis shuddered, remembering Ilieus knew nothing about her encounter with the Riders of Phillondorn.

      “I thought I saw Father,” Ilieus said, motioning toward the guards.

      Phyllis could see how she thought that. Their uniform was royal, familiar, and the last thing they had seen their father wear. They were a mix of tall Crons and short Crons, stocky and strong, but the Tiders all wore the gray garb.

      “What are they preparing for? We should find out,” Cuthan whispered, peering over their shoulders.

      “Do you notice anything strange?” Phyllis glanced up at him.

      Cuthan’s mischievous grin slid off his face as he saw the anxiety behind Phyllis’s eyes. Attempting to placate her, he shook his head. “No, but you do.”

      “I’m not going to make any assumptions,” Phyllis replied. What did she know of the workings of the world? Perhaps she was wrong. But something irked her.

      “Whatever they have, it’s in there,” Artenvox piped up. “We should go in and find out what it is.”

      “No.” Ilieus held up her hand, staying him with a glare. “Do you see how many there are? We are safer watching from here.”

      “We aren’t safe at all,” Phyllis countered, crossing her arms.

      They sat in a strained silence for minutes, watching the soldiers and guards work. Cuthan stretched. “If we are returning to the shore, we should do so now before it grows dark,” he suggested.

      “Traitor!” A cry split the air from beyond the golden gates. “Traitors to the throne, capture them!” the voice bellowed.

      Despite themselves, the four leaned forward, peering through the underbrush to see what caused the ruckus.

      “Realalons live forever!” the voice shouted back.

      A roar of voices and the sound of metal striking metal resounded across the golden courtyard. Swords flashed through the air and shouts of rage echoed.

      “Ooh.” Cuthan scrambled closer to the action. “This must be Pharengon’s army. I suppose they decided to attack after all.”

      Artenvox followed him. “We should use the distraction to slip inside the castle.”

      More voices joined the outrage while the horrific smack of fists and metal against flesh tainted the air. Crons and Tiders—falling, groaning, and shouting in victory—moved forward.

      Phyllis reached for Ilieus, numbed by the appalling sounds from inside the castle. Cuthan and Artenvox had disappeared beyond the walls, but the twins looked at each other, their eyes mirroring each other.

      “We should go back.” Ilieus blinked rapidly, her eyes swimming.

      “Are…are you crying?” Phyllis reached for her, hands trembling.

      “How can I not?” Ilieus stood, her fingers twining around Phyllis’s. “This is madness; they are killing each other behind the gates. We should go. I’m sorry we came here.”

      They snuck away, sliding along the walls of the castle while still hearing the strikes from inside. They ducked as they heard the shouts of more soldiers running down the golden road, attracted to the sound of battle. Just as they reached the corner of the castle and right before they turned to follow the road back to the shore, they saw the shipyard. Rolling downhill, the golden road continued through the castle to the other side, spiraling steeply down to the shore. Floating in a cove was a fleet of ships, golden flags waved in the air.

      “Ships.” Phyllis stopped, staring. “That’s what we need.”

      Ilieus squeezed Phyllis’s hand tighter. “They intend to take over, don’t they?”

      The twins hesitated as the sea breeze washed over them. Phyllis stood, and she felt as if someone else was in her mind, taking over her body. In a rush, she saw the castle, the ships, and the soldiers—hundreds and hundreds of them marching in the sunlight with red blood splashing at their feet. She saw the clouds roll, and the thunder boomed from the deep as the world began to spin in circles. It danced over them, churning into a vortex, and all the wild things from the sea rose with it. It spun and twirled until it erupted. The depths of the earth rose up, smashing everything in their wake. The sea rolled like a giant until nothing was left, but its churning, foamy waves, dragging all life into its never satisfied mouth.

      Phyllis started and blinked as the blinding light came back into her eyes. Her mouth agape, she turned to Ilieus who was staring at her. “You saw it?” she gasped as a single tear rolled from one eye, curved around her cheek, and dripped off her chin.

      “Was that your vision?”

      “Yes, we shared it.” Ilieus lifted their clasped hands.

      “Is that what you always see?”

      “No. There is one vision that repeats itself over and over. White fingers…” She shuddered and trailed off.

      “What should we do?” Phyllis asked, unsure of how to comfort Ilieus.

      “We should leave.” Ilieus lifted her chin and moved toward the shore.

      Phyllis lifted her eyes to the sky, and, for a brief moment, she thought she saw a flicker of red. “Roturk,” she whispered under her breath, searching the skies.

      They rounded the corner; Ilieus was intent on reaching the shore, and Phyllis was hoping for the confirmation that her dranagin was still alive. A lone Tider dashed around the corner at the same time, slamming into them and knocking them to the ground. He rose in fury and lifted his sword, cursing under his breath.

      The sun was in their eyes as Phyllis and Ilieus lay sprawling in the dirt scattered across the golden road. Phyllis shaded her eyes and screamed as the sharp edge of the blade hurled its way toward her, only to be thrown away at the last moment. She sat up as the shadow towered over her, blocking out the light and raised her eyes to meet the Tider standing above them in shock. “Father?” her voice dropped like a stone, and suddenly she felt cold.
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      “Phyllis? Ilieus?”

      It was their father, Antharn the Tider. His head was bare, but his hair was pulled back in a ponytail. His eyes narrowed as he stared down at his daughters.

      “You should not be here,” he bellowed, bending down to snatch up his fallen sword. The clang of metal sliding across the road rang out eerily. “You should leave. Now!”

      Phyllis stood and helped Ilieus up, feeling as if she had stepped into a dream. “Father,” she managed, her voice small because she had no strength left. “Why are you here?”

      He looked troubled as he held his sword, his eyes darting over the castle walls. “You must leave,” he said, lowering his gruff voice. “Take one of those ships and get off this accursed island before it is too late.”

      “Father?” Ilieus took a step toward him. She resembled their mother the most, which was both a blessing and a curse. “Father?” She repeated, moving closer. Tears streamed down her face. “Why did you leave?”

      “They will hunt you down.” He glared at them. “They will kill you.”

      “Who? Father?” Ilieus held out a hand as if by her touch she could appease him.

      Flinching, he backed away and then lunged as Cron flung himself around the corner. Then he yelled as he moved to attack. “Leave!” Antharn shouted once more, swinging his sword to take on the Cron.

      Phyllis stood frozen as her father fought. She could feel Ilieus’s hand on hers, trying to pull her away, but everything was closing in as it always did. Tears of confusion pressed against her eyes, and a sharp pain made her blink. A second Cron joined the first as Father became outnumbered, and Ilieus screamed, calling for her to come hide before they were taken.

      “He is protecting us.” Ilieus wept. “Why? Does he know?”

      There was a shout as Ilieus flung open a door in the side of the castle wall and peered around it. Not seeing any soldiers, she pulled Phyllis through until they were inside the castle itself, standing in a great hall.

      After the chaos, outside, the castle was quiet and dark. It smelled musty as if water seeped through its edges. Phyllis turned in the wide-open space, seeing staircases twist away into darkness and passageways leading down. She pointed to one as she brushed tears away. “Perhaps we can sneak down to the shore?”

      Ilieus was still standing at the door, watching. “Father,” she whispered.

      Phyllis placed a hand on Ilieus’s shoulder, and she felt it, like a punch to the gut, before she thought it. Father is dead. She felt numb as she met Ilieus’s gaze, and in one motion, she pulled her into a tight embrace, too frightened to shed more tears.

      Phyllis was unsure how time passed as she and Ilieus grieved, too broken even to go look at his body that was probably carelessly discarded on the golden road. It wasn’t until footsteps alerted her that others were nearby that she pulled away. In surprise, she saw Artenvox and Cuthan running toward her.

      “There you are,” Cuthan scolded. The scowl left his face as he drew nearer. “What’s wrong?”

      “There’s no time to talk, they are coming back. We should run.” Artenvox pushed past them, flinging open the door and dashing out into the hedge. He yelped as two soldiers approached wearing silver helmets. Regaining his confidence, he drew his sword and lashed out at one of the soldiers.

      “Get behind me!” Cuthan shouted as he drew his thin blade.

      Phyllis felt Ilieus grab her and roughly shove her farther into the castle while Artenvox and Cuthan cleared a path for them. They moved like dancers, Artenvox lunging high and sweeping low with his sword; he had one hand out as if he twirled on a narrow bridge teetering high above the ground. Cuthan leaped out with his feet, a booted foot striking one of the soldiers in the stomach. The soldier doubled over while Cuthan took the opportunity to beat him over the head until he fell.

      “Follow me to the shore,” Artenvox cried as vanquished his opponent and started down the hill.

      Cuthan waved for Ilieus and Phyllis to follow while he spun, seeking more advisories. A crooked smile rested on his lips as if he enjoyed the thrill of winning a fight. The dash to the sea was a blur to Phyllis. From time to time she heard Cuthan or Artenvox pause to fight off soldiers. Ilieus kept pace, even though her face was drawn and her breathing became shallow as they fled downhill.

      It wasn’t until Phyllis could smell the salty tang of the sea and see the waves dancing on the shore that she saw it. High in the sky, a spot of red darted to and fro, wheeling over the ships until it choose one that was moving away from the other. It perched on top of the mainsail, and, opening its mouth, the creature gave a cry. It was Roturk, who somehow had escaped from the sea monster, learned how to fly, and returned to the ship and its crew. Phyllis felt the dark hopelessness creeping in, the feeling of being lost, alone, and misguided. It was the way she’d felt ever since Mother’s death and now Father’s. As if knowing what she needed, she heard a mournful flute playing in the distance, the funeral song her heart now sung. When she reached the sea, she dived into the waves and let them carry her out into the open.
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      Cuthan paused, his breath catching in his throat as he swallowed hard. His clear green eyes could just barely make out the dark line on the horizon. He was back. Again. Deftly he dropped behind the others, so they wouldn’t see the change in his demeanor. It wasn’t something he could help, yet he’d been anticipating the change that came over him when, once again, he saw the North Forests unfolding before him. His mouth felt dry, and he reached for a waterskin, but all he tasted was blood. Clenching and unclenching his fists, he tried to stop the shaking by reminding himself who he was. He was Cuthan the Charmer. Cuthan the Adventurous. Once before, he had ventured into the deadly forest and had escaped with his life and more. But what he’d lost outweighed what he gained. He thought again of his father’s quiet, curious determination to explore the woods. At first, Cuthan thought they might dwell there forever, hidden in the shaded boughs where the tedious repetition of life in Haitiar was a dream of the past.

      Standing still, he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Spreading his arms wide, he lifted his pointed face to the open arms of the air. It embraced him, and whiffs of pine, cedar, sweet cardamom blossoms, adventure, and more drifted toward him. He was aware of that intangible pull, the call of adventure, that drove him mad at times. It seemed as if a string were connected to his heart, and now and again it yanked and pulled, calling him back to the lonely road of adventure, encouraging him to cast away the confinements of safety and discover the secrets of the world. That call was relentless. Sometimes at night, he’d wake up, staring up at the twinkling stars in their circles of white and gold. He dreamed he could escape the ground and fly above into their midst, where they would come alive and show him the mysteries of the outer world. He longed for more, and every adventure was a drop in the bucket of emptiness, reminding him there was yet more to find, to discover, and to unbury. Indeed, that was why they called his bloodline the Treasure Hunters or the Jeweled Ones. At times, it felt like a curse, the desire for knowledge and power, and yet it was the journey that compelled him, not the journey’s end. Each ending came with grave disappointment, he reminded himself. The loss of his father in the North Forests. The discovery of Tharmaren the Wise. More like, Tharmaren the Crazy. Even the island of Contres was not what he expected.

      Shaking himself out of his reverie, Cuthan found himself moving through the last of the wild prairies toward the dark line of secrets. He took his thoughts of anxiety and tossed them away as easily as he’d toss an apple into a basket. Moments of seriousness came and went like day and night; he was not born to worry. His gaze drifted lazily over to Ilieus, and he sighed. She was as lovely as the quiet before a storm, and he could sense the untold secrets stirring in her mind. They called to him; he wanted to know more, but she had not fully unlocked her own power. Power. He turned that word over in his mind and turned his gaze on Phyllis. She held herself back for some reason, but she was responsive to his wit. He grinned; just the thought of teasing her again made him want to catch up with the twins and walk beside them, annoying them with his mischievousness. Only Artenvox was here now.

      Artenvox. He had found his ring, which meant he could unlock his true powers. A snake of jealousy rippled across Cuthan’s back. He wanted to find his ring, and he’d thought the North Forests would lead to it. After all, tales told that the Jeweled Ones were born questers. When they were young, their quests would lead them to find their stones, and with those, they could unlock their true potential and find all their hearts desired.

      Artenvox was ahead of Cuthan on that path. He’d escaped the North Forests earlier, had reached Tharmaren the Wise and the castle of the Lost Ones while Cuthan had been trapped, first in the forest and then with the Dezzi. He grinned, not that he regretted his time with the Dezzi. They were an amusing and entertaining tribe. Yet, he always found himself coming up short. Something was missing, and the stone would unlock everything for him. Life and endless adventures would be his. Although he searched, the green stone was elusive to him. He wrinkled his brow as he remembered Tharmaren the Wise asking if anyone had found a green stone. It was curious that one from the Order of the Wise should be concerned which such trifling matters.

      The forest loomed closer as he jogged forward. “Come, my friends!” he shouted, almost laughing at them. “We are almost to our destination. Come on now, don’t look at me with your long faces.”

      He bolted forward, excitement racing through his blood, deathly fear a thing of the past. He grinned as he saw Artenvox’s face turn different shades of red. Ah, so he did feel the same way, but he said nothing. Cuthan turned away, trying not to let the aura of his companions overcome him. He had nothing left to lose. Nothing at all.
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      Phyllis struck a match and watched it glow, the fragile flame birthing forth in the velvety darkness. She blew on the tinder with care, watching the sparks catch and dance into life. Their heat began to spread, dispatching the chill of the evening. Shadows caught and danced eerily, creeping near and then scattering away, shy of the new light of the forest. Phyllis sat cross-legged on a damp rock, pulling her cloak around her shoulders as she tenderly fed the fire. Above her, Roturk perched on a low-hanging tree branch, watching the fire through narrowed eyes, occasional whips of smoke curling from his nostrils. The night was young but fathomless and intense. She could hear the roots of the trees stretching even deeper, reaching out to a hidden well of life far beneath in the subterranean. Erratic noises of the night groaned around her; the nocturnal elements were springing to life. She wasn’t sure if they were beasts on the hunt, creatures of the night to flee from, or merely the endless voices of the woods. Across from her, Ilieus sat hunched over, naked twigs piled in her lap, waiting for their turn to be fed to the flame. Her eyes shifted back and forth in unease as she lifted one branch after the other, careful not to overfeed the starving fire.

      “The first night is always the hardest.” Artenvox stood above the blaze, deftly skinning a pheasant, his face half cast in shadows as the flames had not reached high enough to bring light to the inner circle. “The forest is old and strange; it must accept you first.”

      “I hear it,” Ilieus replied. “The forest is speaking.”

      Cuthan stood with his back to them, watching the shadows dance. “I have heard its tongue before,” he said wistfully. “Do you understand it?”

      “No,” Ilieus whispered. “Not yet.” She bent her head closer to the dancing lights. “Flame will become fire. Evil will be judged. The balance will be restored.”

      “What did you say?” Phyllis sat up straight, her brow pinched together as she stared at her sister.

      Startled, Ilieus dropped a twig. It clattered to the forest floor and rested with relief among the grubby wet leaves. “Nothing, it just came to me…it’s the air of the forest I think. It is clarity. I can see much clearer now, much further.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” Phyllis smiled at her, letting worry and fright drift away for a time.

      The fire grew, crackling merrily and reminding Phyllis of her last night in Phillondorn with the Riders. She recalled the handsome Cron with the golden eyes, Pharengon the Horse Lord, that was what they called him. It was hard to tell, with the betrayal of the people groups, which side he was actual on. Was he a Countervail posing as a Relalon? Was he actually a Relalon and determined to fight for the rights of the Blended Ones? Either way—although she knew it was impossible, now that they were outcasts on an impossible treasure hunt—she wished she could see him again. And not in a gathering where all eyes were on them, and it was hard to ask him questions. After all, she’d never told Ilieus and Cuthan she’d met him before in the wild lands.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next morning, they kicked wet leaves over the fire, smothering the life out of it, and moved on through the dense green foliage. Often times their feet caught on long trails of green ivy, and they’d catch themselves, grasping at thick tree trucks and sporadic vines hanging from above. Roots poked up with malicious intent from the ground in their paths, and leaves brushed against them, unwilling to move out of the way of the intruders. Short, green grass grew in patches where the sunlight shone through. Otherwise, the forest was dark in its own green world, shutting out all light and outsiders in the land. A gloomy aura perched over the trees. Even the exotic birds and animals called warnings to each other as they rushed through the thicket, keeping each other out of sight of the strangers in their lands. The only cheerful sound was the constant babble of a brook, weaving its way in and out of their path on its journey inland. It was scarcely more than a foot wide at some points. As they continued farther, Phyllis could feel a sense of Cronish curiosity creeping over her like a plague. She found herself pushing forward, almost outside of her own will, daring to see what was around each nook and cranny of the forest. Even Ilieus had more color in her cheeks from the vigorous walk through the forest.

      Artenvox was far ahead, but they could still see him at times, swinging through the trees like a beast of the branches, singing a merry jaunt to himself as he surged forward.

      “This is the River Land,” Cuthan cheerfully told them, refusing to let the gloom of the forest throw a shadow over his attitude. He looked much happier than Phyllis had ever seen him as he picked up a dead tree branch to use as a walking stick. He brushed leaves, beetles, and worms off it as he spoke. “We’ll see the river at times; it flows north to meet the great Oceantic. There are all sorts of peculiar creatures that live below. I was captured by them once,” he boasted.

      “What were they like?” Phyllis called, short of breath as she fought the brambles of the wood. Her cloak was trapped on a branch, which held itself open like a hand as if it were deliberately pulling her cloak away from her.

      “Beautiful!” Cuthan called back, leaping on a log and balancing his way across a small pit of green slime. “There are people of the river, the sea, and Oceantic. They call themselves Under Water World People.”

      “Do they?” Phyllis snorted as she yanked her cloak free, almost falling flat on her face. “I bet they thought that was clever.”

      Cuthan ignored her and went on. “They are often besieged by River Ravones, which are more than plentiful in this land. They like to collect Under Water World People and create kingdoms under the sea to rule in.”

      “What’s a River Ravone?” Ilieus asked, holding her skirts up as she navigated her way through the underbrush.

      “Oh.” Cuthan paused, looking back at her and quirking his signature smile. “You don’t want to know. They have eight legs and walk on them like… aye, much like a spider. Their heads are as big as a horse’s.” He waved his hands above his head to demonstrate. “And their hair is long like a horse’s tail. Their mouths are powerful snappers, even though they are lipless and toothless. You would not want to meet one of them.” He shuddered.

      “Have you met one?” Ilieus was now looking up at Cuthan with an expression Phyllis did not like at all. It was a mix of awe and admiration.

      “Of course.” Cuthan spread his arms wide. “I’m the adventurer; I’ve met everything.”

      “Ahhh!” Artenvox shrieked from ahead, his shout was less from agony and more from surprise.

      Phyllis froze where she stood, looking to Cuthan for direction. He crept forward to shade his eyes in order to see Artenvox better.

      “Wodnidrains! Run!” Artenvox’s shouts filtered back to them. A moment later, he came running out of the wood ahead; his hand was on his neck where blood dripped down from a wound on it. He pointed back behind with his free hand, waving frantically.

      “Watch it!” Cuthan cried; the sight of blood was not enough to encourage him to run just yet. “What’s ahead?”

      “Head north!” Artenvox ordered them. “Wodnidrains in the wood. Run!”

      Cuthan turned back to Phyllis and Ilieus, who looked up at him questioningly. “Well, you heard him, run!” he cried.

      They set off as best they could, jogging through the thicket and tripping over bramble and branches in their haste.

      “What are Wodnidrains?” Phyllis shouted to Artenvox, not sure what she should be afraid of. There was a trickle of blood on Artenvox’s neck. Once he was closer to them, the cut appeared quite minor.

      “Creatures of the wood!” Artenvox called back over his shoulder.

      “I’ve never met them,” Cuthan threw in. “How bad are they?”

      “Nasty little creatures. Now hush and run!” Artenvox commanded.

      Phyllis, who was in the back, felt herself turning around to look, even though she knew her feet should be carrying her forward. Her eyes were drawn upward because she had to know. Indeed, she was rewarded for her trouble because the most miniature people she’d ever seen perched on a branch. Her feet stopped moving, and she toppled over in surprise, staring.

      Tales and fables all told of creatures beyond her imagination; variations in creations she’d assumed never existed. All because she’d never seen them before. But now, in the dense wood, the tales came flying back, and she realized what the wood made her desire. She wanted truth. She desired knowledge. Above all, she wanted to know.

      High in the tree above her were three twelve-inch tall creatures. All were female with ink-black hair that came down to a sharp point close to their tiny feet. From what she could see, they appeared to be wearing clothes made out bark dyed green to camouflage them in the wood. Their faces were heart-shaped and pointed, their ears stuck out above the top of their heads much like horns, and their eyes were black saucers without pupils. Each held a bow made of twigs in their hands, and they raised them at Phyllis and shot. Seconds later, she felt the pointed arrows sink into her arms. “Yowch!” she yelled, moving forward again as she flung the arrows out of her arms. Surprised at how much it hurt, she looked down to see the pointed ends of thorns sticking into her arms. “They have thorn-tipped arrows!” she shouted, waving her arms in a panic, suddenly understanding Artenvox completely. “Run!”

      But the Wodnidrains came on, leaping from tree branch to tree branch, chasing the intruders out of their lands. Arrows whizzed by the four as they ran. The arrows sunk into their arms, backs, and shoulders as they fled, shrieking and shouting. At one moment, Phyllis dared to look back again and saw five of the creatures sitting on a branch, holding their tiny tummies and laughing as they pointed at her. One stood up and shot an arrow while the others rolled around, giggling.

      “Come on! Don’t look; they’ll just keep laughing,” Ilieus called to her.

      Phyllis balled up her fists as she fled. “How dare they laugh at us?!” she objected. “If only I could drive their tiny arrow right back into them, they would laugh no more.”

      “They would probably die,” Ilieus whispered, and her words rang ominously through the forest.

      They ran on for a time until the Wodnidrains grew tired of their game and disappeared back into the leafy boughs, leaving the four to nurse their wounds and pick thorns out of their skin. They paused by the banks of the river in a patch of rare sunlight.

      “Nasty things,” Artenvox complained, tossing arrows into the river.

      “These thorns hurt,” Phyllis bemoaned, looking at her ripped cloak. “More than I would have thought.”

      “What a nuisance.” Cuthan looked back from whence they had come. “Now we have no idea where we are.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Ilieus spoke softly. “Just keep going.”
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      They continued traveling in a sort of northeast fashion, following the clues Ilieus remembered from the scroll. Days passed, and the forest grew denser. At times, it seemed as if they were the first to broach those lands, and Cuthan and Artenvox could neither confirm nor deny whether they had been in that particular area of the forest before. The wildness overtook them, and the civil war in the lands to the south seemed but a dream. Even Roturk took to flying off on his own. He was now the size of an eagle; his wingspan was making it difficult to stay with the small company that roamed the thick wood.

      “I could live here. I think,” Phyllis said one morning as the sweet sap from the trees awoke her with heady elation. “I could be a wild one of the forest. There is no war and no politics. There is only the life between one and the forest. I think I’m beginning to understand it now.”

      “You speak like one of the Wise Ones.” Cuthan arched a brow and then laughed. “See why we had to return? You do understand it.”

      “Yes,” Phyllis agreed. “It’s not something that can be put into words; it’s just a feeling. I dreamed of this once, and I’ve been longing to be here, free and curious. Now my dream is coming true.”

      “Ah.” Artenvox shook his head. “Don’t tell me you’ll be lost writing poetry about this land. Happens to many a Cron before they fall to their deaths.”

      “True.” Cuthan sobered. “Phyllis, the North Forests have an intoxicating power; it’s hard to escape.”

      Ilieus frowned. “But…it’s dangerous here. Right?”

      “Hum…” Cuthan walked into the shadows. “You can be the judge of that.”

      “There is darkness ahead. An outcast from the south dwells. Without a mind,” Ilieus whispered in a singsong voice, almost as if she didn’t know what she was saying.

      Before midday, they found themselves standing in a clearing in the wood. It was the largest one they had come across so far, wide enough for four huts to be built side by side with plenty of room for the inhabitants to come and go. Instead of being carpeted by blades of grass, the ground was covered in hundreds of muddy footprints. They lined the ground, often overlapping as if a great many animals had chased each other back and forth and up and down the clearing. Artenvox, puzzled, bent down on the ground to inspect the footprints, sniffing as he went. Cuthan walked back and forth impatiently, waiting for Artenvox’s verdict.

      “Ah, look here.” Artenvox pointed at one set. “These look as if they could belong to one of the people groups. They are small. Possibly a short Cron?”

      “But what about this set?” Cuthan pointed to another. “Could be a bear.”

      “There may have been foxes here, too.” Phyllis pointed to a set of prints. She looked to the two Crons. “What could have done this?”

      “We are in Midlands.” Cuthan stood up straight and stared up at the cloudless sky. “Midlands, where strange things happen. Artenvox, remember?”

      “Ah.” Artenvox nodded, still examining the footprints. “The forest does not always reveal its mysteries.”

      “Midlands,” Ilieus repeated. She was staring across the clearing. “I remember. Among the evergreen where the midlands dance. Beware the blended, exiled ones. I remember. There is only one mystery we need to uncover.” She walked forward, crossing the flattened ground. She hesitated when she reached the other side. She placed a pale hand on a dark tree trunk and she looked back, catching Phyllis’s eyes. “Beware the blended, exiled ones.” She repeated. Then she turned and walked away.

      A pang gripped Phyllis’s heart as she considered her sister’s warning. Were they, indeed, the ones to be wary of? Did the forest have a mind of its own? And was it pulling them in deeper into its secrets? She stood quickly, turning her back on the Jeweled Ones, Cuthan and Artenvox, and followed Ilieus deeper into the forest.

      The next morning, they woke to a delicious rain falling about them. Instead of soaking them through, it seemed to alight on their heads, like feathers, gently gracing them with its presence. The intensity of the forest vanished as the rain fell, cooling off all hostility and refreshing those that bathed in its loving grace. Phyllis stood in it with her eyes closed, head thrown back, and her hands wide open as it fell, cleansing her of sorrow. When she opened her eyes again, she could see creatures almost like hummingbirds, fluttering in-between and gathering the raindrops, laughing in silver voices as they flitted here and there. Only they weren’t hummingbirds, but the speed of their flight kept them from being seen with the naked eye. “What are they?” Phyllis laughed as she watched them streak through the rain.

      “I don’t know. I almost caught one I think!” Ilieus laughed back.

      For mere moments, there was only them, the rain, and the joy it brought. And the darkness faded away.

      Artenvox watched with a smile on his face, and Cuthan looked around in awe, enchanted. “Every time I venture here,” he spoke, holding out his hands to touch the rain. “I find such beauties and mysteries I never knew existed. I live to find adventure far and wide because there is always something new to learn, discover, and hold on to. Why would one ever leave such a place as this?”

      They stayed as long as they dared, but the rain refused to stop, following them through the glistening wood and dropping like jewels upon the thicket until the thicket shone like a crystal. They snuck through the forest in breathless wonder: turning over a leaf here, peeking through the underbrush there, and expecting to find treasure at every turn.

      The miracle waited as long as it dared until, toward sunset, the rays of the sun cut through the forest, splitting the heavy growth with its light and dancing like a prism through the scattered raindrops. A mist began to rise as the sun burned off the rain, and the birds of the trees chirped and sang, flying from branch to branch, calling to each other and awakening their young, reminding all it was time. The small animals chattered, the squirrels with their fluffy tails came round, hedgehogs peeked out of their holes just to see, and predators stalking their prey paused for a moment. The beams of sunlight reached through the mist and sparked a dazzling rainbow of colors that lit up the wood in deep blues, reds, purples, and oranges.

      Phyllis gasped and felt a lump in her throat as she looked. She reached out in reverence of the glory and her hand fell into Ilieus’s who squeezed it tight. Together they watched the miracle of light dance through the forest, spreading a beacon of unity to all it touched. It may have been mere minutes or hours before it faded, holding the entire forest rapt before it let them go and let them return to their lives. When Phyllis put a hand to touch her cheek, she found it wet with tears, and all the woes of the world seemed to have been worth it just for that small moment.

      That night, they camped on the banks of a river, and Artenvox caught fish that Cuthan gutted and roasted. They ate slowly, enjoying the meal for as long as they could while the silvery lights of night cast their brilliance on the river.

      Mayhap it was the rain and the light, but long after the evening hours had passed, they found themselves awake. Only Roturk slept by the river bank while they sat in silence, propped against trees and listening to the music of the night. Crickets hummed in the distance, cicadas chipped underground, and the bushes and underbrush rustled as if on key.

      Ilieus sat up. “Wait.” She held a finger to her lips and cocked her head. “What’s that?”

      “Ah,” Artenvox murmured in satisfaction like one drunk on too much ale.

      Ilieus stood and turned back from whence they had come. “I thought I heard the forest send a message, asking us to come, but look!”

      Phyllis stood in slow motion, as if in a dream, while Cuthan lazily dragged himself away from his comfortable perch. Artenvox used his elbows to lift himself from the bank, and together the four of them peered back into the wood. A light flickered and another; lightening bugs had come to show the way. Yellow and white lights danced as if the stars had come down from the sky to come alive in the forest.

      “There.” Ilieus pointed. “I think there is another fire out there.”

      “Ah, you may be right,” Artenvox agreed.

      They fell silent again, watching and waiting.

      A note from a song floated to them; it was brought by the gentle stirrings of a breeze. A thump here. A thump there. An intentional thump in tune to the note.

      Ilieus moved forward, rushing from one tree trunk to the next. Phyllis moved behind her, but Artenvox was bolder and more daring, dashing further ahead with Cuthan at his heels. As they followed, they could indeed see a flickering fire and hear the sound of music and the soft thumps of what perhaps was dancing.
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      They crept closer, weaving their way through the dark trees, and in an instant, they could see it clearly. Once again, there was a large clearing, where the lights from the sky could be seen. In the middle, a fire flickered high into the sky; its flames leaping and growing with the strange music that seeped up from the ground and swelled from the treetops. At first, it was a sweet music with strings from a harp expertly plucked. Yet again, it was as intense as hollow wood that was beat upon, thrumming deeply across the glade. The shadows moved back and forth in the darkness, but it was clear a great many beasts danced in a circle around the fire; their mix of graceful and heavy footfalls caused the rhythmic thumping in the trees. They moved in a continuous circle, although some jumped and leaped in the air. Winged creatures fluttered in circles, creating their own lines in the air. Just as they began to sing a song in an unfamiliar tongue in the language of the forest, there was a cry, and all was plunged into blackness.

      A sharp warning hiss made the four jump, but all was dark and silent. Frozen in the sudden chill of the forest, they waited, unsure if or how to find their way back to the riverbank in the darkness. Bereft, Phyllis felt as if they had left their warm hearth for something better, only to find themselves falling prey to the elusive tricks of the forest. A sigh fell from the lips of Cuthan, and even in the shadows, Phyllis could tell his shoulders drop.

      “Why do you seek us?” A cold voice shot through the darkness, plunging its icy vibrations into their ears. “Why did you come to destroy our council?”

      A moment later, a white orb appeared, lighting up the clearing in the wood and allowing the four to plainly see the speaker. She was about a foot tall with long red hair that curled in wisps around her graceful body, and her skin was fair, almost a pale white. An orb of light hovered around her, giving her an aura of white light that would have glared harshly on her skin had she not been so beautiful. Her arms were encased in wings of a sheer coloring even the light could not clearly display. She spread her winged arms and had a hint of impatience on her marble-like face as she stared at the four.

      They gaped at her, wide-eyed and tongue-tied, wondering for a moment if they were all asleep and happened to be having the same dream.

      “Well?” the winged creatures demanded. “I am speaking in your language. Don’t you have tongues? Can you not give me a reply?”

      “Apologies,” Cuthan stammered as he recovered his speech. “Truly,” he went on earnestly. “We were not aware that we were interrupting your council; we were only enchanted by the fire and the beauty of your ritual…”

      “It is a council,” the creature snapped, fixing her large, round gray eyes on Cuthan’s emerald ones. “Oh.” She drew a deep breath as she met Cuthan’s eyes. He gave her a roguish grin, and her icy demeanor dissipated. “You must be outsiders?”

      “Yes,” Cuthan winked at her. “From the lands to the south. But there is a war, and we’ve been sent here.”

      The creature blinked her gray eyes at Cuthan. “War,” she said disgustedly. “Wars. Battles. Fighting. Life and death. That is all nonsense in the ‘outside world.’ Why do you come here?”

      “We are searching for an ancient power,” Cuthan began. “To aid us in bringing peace to these lands.”

      “These lands? You mean your lands in the outside world.” The creature shook her head disdainfully. She pointed at Cuthan. “Because of you, I may help. You have…” She waved her hands. “A destiny about you.”

      With that, she gave a shrill whistle and twirled around in the air. She called out in a musical voice in the foreign tongue. As if she’d flipped a switch, the fire in the middle of the glade came back on, this time burning much lower. Curious eyes watched the four as the creature led them across the clearing toward the fire. She motioned for them to sit as more creatures with long red hair and darker eyes gathered. Some carried small scepters with jewels glowing on top. White and yellow orbs fluttered around them; they were creatures with their own inner lights. The fire crackled warmly, welcoming them into its midst, and the beasts of the night faded into the shadows. They were all there: the deer, antelope, lions, bears, wolves, foxes, squirrels, chipmunks, birds of the air, and creatures of the thicket.

      The winged creature fluttered down to the ground and walked toward the fire, her feet bare. She spoke to it softly and lovingly until it burned even lower and quieter as if it were alive and could heed her words. Turning around, she faced the four, pacing back and forth, floating almost in the air. She spread her winged arms and pointed at Cuthan and Artenvox. “You are the Jeweled Ones?”

      “Yes.” Artenvox nodded, his long hair shining in the firelight.

      “You have been here before?” She cocked her head at them.

      “Yes.” This time Cuthan and Artenvox spoke in unison.

      “Then you have heard the voices, and you know truth demands a price.”

      Artenvox laughed a short hysterical laugh. “I was here before,” he explained. “I was told to find the Order of the Wise and the Horse Lords. I have done so, and I have returned because they tell me the key to saving these lands is here.”

      The creature shook her head. “Who told you that? The Truth Tellers?”

      “Yes.” Cuthan took over. “Who are you?”

      The creature turned, spreading her arms out. “This is the council of the creatures of the wood. My kind is Idrains; our type is Myidraids. There are many Idrains in the Four Worlds, although most dwell in the South World.”

      “Where are the Truth Tellers?” Artenvox demanded.

      Now it was the Myidraid’s turn to give a barking laugh. “You do not wish to know. They only give death, and you have escaped once. You will not escape again. Now tell me what you search for.”

      Cuthan spoke, wondering if he should trust the creatures of the wood. “The Order of the Wise told us to seek the Clyear of Power.”

      The Myidraid froze midstep, and the fire smoldered, leaving only the white and yellow orbs to cast shadows from the glade. One by one, the creatures of the wood began to leave, drifting away from the glade where words that should not be said were spoken aloud. When they were gone and only the multitude of Myidraids remained, the creature turned to them. “You seek the Clyear of Alaireia? The Clyear of Power? The very one the Five Warriors used in their time of need?”

      Phyllis felt her heart pounding, and she reached for Ilieus, realizing she did not know all that had happened to Artenvox and Cuthan during the time they spent in the north. The comfort from the rain and the beautiful lights of the forest faded into something sinister and evil.

      “Yes.” Cuthan nodded, his eyes begging for answers. “The Clyear of Power. Will you tell us what you know?”

      “We were here when the great dranagin came.”

      Phyllis jumped at the word, remembering how she’d left Roturk asleep by the riverbank.

      “She has her lair in the far northeast by Oceantic,” the Myidraid went on, “where all great beasts, such as that, dwell. There you’ll seek, and you shall find all you dream and fear and more. Many have gone. None have returned. A deadly foe such as a dranagin should not be taken lightly.”

      “We would go,” Cuthan replied, no longer attempting to charm the Myidraid with his smile. “We must go. Only, why would you not want that power for yourselves?”

      “Power?” the Myidraid scoffed. “You are foolish if you think an ancient power can change the world. It is only the hearts and minds of the people groups. You may be swayed by the desire for power, but it brings fear, and one cannot follow others because of fear. It must be because of truth, wisdom, and the deep desire to bring kindness to others. Nay, the people groups are foolish in wars of power. It is us, the immortals, who know what it truly means to live. Life is not a quest for power.”

      Ilieus leaned forward. “Your words,” she whispered. “I’ve heard them before. How?”

      “You.” The Myidraid peered at Ilieus. “You have seen beyond your years. You have spoken with one who knows the wisdom of the world. That should have been impossible.” She grew silent, looking at each of them with of curious gray eyes.

      “What of the Purebloods and the Blended Ones?” Phyllis could hardly believe she dared ask such a question. “Who is right?”

      The Myidraid fixed Phyllis with a cold glare; her voice almost became icy again. “Purebloods are pure; the power flows freely through their veins. The Blended Ones are muddied; their powers flow stronger because of it, but it is mixed and dangerous. Potent. Beware the Blended Ones.” She finished sharply, glaring into Phyllis’s mind as if she knew exactly who and what she was. “Now come. It grows late for you; come to our havens where you shall sleep safely as our guests.”

      “Thank you. We are honored,” Cuthan replied reverently.

      The Myidraid rose, floating into the air, and a white orb floated above her. The other Myidraids rose with her, scattering light into the sky, sending orbs twinkling through the forest. An owl flew overhead, hooting in pleasure at its beauty.

      They came to a clump of bushes; each one had an opening that tunneled into a small room. Inside was a bed made of feathers, fur, and leaf. They crawled inside one of the havens, and when they lay down, the scents of fresh herbs drifted to their noses. In the distance, they could hear the music of the council starting again, and the orbs of the night rushed away to dance while the four sank into the deepest, purest sleep they’d ever had since being born. They slept so soundly that they did not hear the voices, repeating the unending chant.

      

      
        
        
        The forest will tell you the truth.

        The trees will give you knowledge.

        In exchange for one terrible price,

        They will tell you all you wish to know.

        The truth and why the world fades.

        The end of the world is near.

        There’s something you can do

        If only you can escape.

        Beware. Be warned.

        The price you pay is death.
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      Phyllis woke to what she hoped was dawn. Stretching, she slithered through the dirt to the opening of the Havens. The glade was dotted with the tiny homes made out of bushes, yet they appeared to be a natural occurrence of the forest. Phyllis crawled out into a world of mist that hovered above the ground and floated through the bushes. As she stood tall, the mist faded, moving away from her as if it were alive.

      The air was clammy, and she rubbed her shoulders as she turned, her dark hair falling in a billowing cloud around her face as she spun. Her eyes fell on the bush she’d just crawled out from, and she walked back toward it. Perched on top was a white handkerchief of sorts. Reaching out, she stroked her finger across its silken surface. It fell open; a scattering of acorn shells dropped away from it. Inside, on the piece of cloth, was a hunk of white cheese, a slab of bread, a pile of bright red berries, and a sample of nuts. Phyllis found herself smiling as she picked up a plump berry and bit into it, the crimson sweetness burst into her mouth with vigor. An emptiness resounded in her belly, and she ate faster, tasting the cheese next before moving on to crunch the nuts. She glanced around as she ate, watching the mist shift and curl like fingers, deciding what to do with itself.

      Moments later, Cuthan crawled out of the Havens. His normally perfect hair was flying in all directions, and there were bits of twigs and leaves stuck in it. Phyllis giggled as she looked at his sleep-smeared appearance.

      “What?” he exclaimed aghast, inspecting his clothes for wrinkles. Standing, he deftly ran his nimble fingers through his hair, tossing the bits of green out of it. “What are you eating?”

      “Oh, they left us gifts.” Phyllis pointed to the bushes.

      Cuthan spun around and froze before unwrapping the pile of silk resting just so on the velvety green of the bush. “They were marvelous, don’t you think?” he asked through a mouthful of cheese. He had purple berries, and when he lifted his face, Phyllis saw it was stained with the juice, and she wondered if her own mouth was blood-red.

      “They were curious,” Phyllis replied, unsure whether she wanted to trust the words of the Myidraid. “Beautiful yet…there was something about them.” She turned her back on Cuthan.

      “Ah.” Artenvox crawled out, yawning. “I haven’t slept like this since…” He cocked his head in confusion. “Well, since ever. We should stay and find out more from them.”

      Cuthan held up the white silk. “This says something on it.”

      Phyllis reached for hers, holding it up in the dimness of the forest. Sprawled across the silk was a word. Just one word, and one she could actually read because it was in the common tongue. It said: “Beware.”

      She put it down, her hands shaking. Swallowing hard, she turned to Cuthan. “What does yours say?”

      “‘Mindless’,” he replied, “I’m not sure what that means.”

      “Mine says ‘Monrage.’” Artenvox spoke through a mouthful of food. “I’ve never heard that word before. What does it mean?”

      Cuthan shrugged his shoulders as Ilieus crawled out. She’d taken the time to braid her hair into a crown on her head. “What is it?” she asked as the others stared at her.

      “A gift from the creatures of the wood.” Phyllis held up the silk cloths. “They left us a message.”

      Ilieus turned, holding the silk napkin up, her blueberries spilling everywhere. She held the wedge of cheese while shaking acorns over the bush. They thumped along the ground and disappeared among the leaves. “‘Blended,’” she read.

      “Blended. Beware. Mindless. Monrage.” Phyllis repeated.

      They looked at each other, unspoken questions rising and falling in their minds. It was Cuthan who shrugged. “We should go, although I was hoping they would bid us goodbye.”

      Ilieus walked up to him, reaching out a hand to take the silk cloth with the words scribbled in black ink. Her fingers brushed against his as she took it; a thought danced through her mind, out of reach, too far away to see. She examined it, her face a mask of confusion, before handing it back to Cuthan and walking away.

      They followed her, leaving the quiet havens, although they wanted to stay. When Phyllis looked back to capture the odd world in her memory, all she saw were fingers of fog as if the havens had never been there. It was then that she heard the voice of the flute again. It seemed to be coming from the treetops as it played the song of death, a heart-rending tune yet there was a warning beneath its’ longing voice.

      The air grew warmer as they flitted through the forest. Time and again, they heard hushed whispers, the voices of the wild calling to each other. Even with the birds chirping and the beasts of the air calling to each other, something else was growing in the forest. Furry creatures chattered from the treetops, angrily scolding the four as they continued their perilous journey northeast to the realm of the dranagin.

      One day a darkness hung heavy in the air. Although they were used to the dim light of the forest, now the daylight seemed to fade into a sulky hull, hiding its face from the shadows of the forest. The trees above grew thicker, twining their branches together and shutting out the light with the evergreen leaves. A sudden chill began to rise, forcing the four to stay close together.

      Their path was unhindered, and shortly, instead of tumbling and struggling their way through the thicket, the ground opened up in patches, where slippery pine needles lay, allowing them to hasten across the flattened ground.

      “Have you been here before?” Phyllis asked Cuthan and Artenvox, scratching the back of her neck in unease. Something tickled there, but she wasn’t sure what it was.

      “Nay,” Artenvox replied. “The forest has tricks of its own. Mayhap I have been here; mayhap I haven’t. I stayed east while Cuthan drifted west.”

      Cuthan glanced back at Phyllis as he strode through the forest, the playful grin returning to his calm face. “What he means,” he clarified, “is that the forest decides where you go. It shifts and changes as it pleases.”

      “Not this time.” Ilieus reached for a tree branch to steady her footing as pine needles slipped under her feet. “This time it will let us pass.”

      “Is that another one of your…visions?” Phyllis softened her voice as she spoke to Ilieus, trying not to be frustrated with the situation.

      “Yes.” Ilieus nodded as she pulled her hood over her face. “It will try to stop us, but it will let us pass.”

      “‘It’? As in the forest?” Artenvox paused, searching Ilieus’s hidden face with his sapphire eyes. Phyllis saw something like alarm pass through them.

      Ilieus shrugged. She kept her head down as she walked forward.

      That night, they camped in the hollow of a tree. Few words were spoken as they watched the gloom of the forest before they finally slept, fitfully and uneasily. Something was approaching, causing the disturbance in the forest. It wasn’t the animals.

      The farther they ventured in the wild, the more intrigued Phyllis grew. “Do others come here?” she asked Cuthan as he trailed behind her one morning. “Other Crons and Tiders? Aside from the Treasure Hunters?”

      Cuthan was startled; his emerald eyes were wide as he ducked his head below an overhanging bough. “Mayhap,” he remarked. “But the forest keeps each to his or her own path.”

      “Is that why you and Artenvox thought each other dead when you first came here?”

      “Ah, you heard that?” Artenvox stopped on a slight swell in the land. There was a gurgling sound from beneath the ground and then nothing.

      “Yes,” Phyllis went on as the noise faded away. “You said as much.”

      “We came here together, with our fathers seeking…” Cuthan explained. “We started off together, wandering through this beautiful world, but soon the beasts of the forest attacked, and we were separated. Father and I found streaks of blood and clumps of flesh, and we assumed the worst.”

      Phyllis shuddered and glanced at Ilieus, who walked on with her hooded head down, lost in her own thoughts.

      “We were fine,” Artenvox went on. “Scratched up and shaken. We searched for Cuthan and his father until we were attacked again as if the forest wanted us to be separate and on our own.”

      “And what happened to your father?” Phyllis questioned. “You never speak of him.”

      Artenvox’s face grew dark, and turning away, he strode rapidly forward with a hand on his sword hilt.

      “Now that is a question,” Cuthan whispered to Phyllis as they trudged between the scattered trees of the wood. “I don’t know myself, but I assume it had to do with the finding of his token.”

      “And that’s why you are searching for power?” Phyllis confirmed, watching Cuthan.

      He grinned, his eyes lighting up as he winked at her. “Life cannot be about getting lost in the wood, growing old in the villages of the south, or sailing on the rough seas of the west. I want the truth. I want knowledge.”

      “You want to be like the Order of the Wise?” Phyllis asked, coming to a stop as a sudden wind howled over the treetops.

      “I want to know,” Cuthan said.

      He may have said more, but his words were lost as the wind roared again, rattling the trees and whipping up the pine needles at their feet. A flock of birds flew through the air, cawing a warning through the forest. Moments later, rabbits bounded out of the wood and dashed away. Ferrets scattered across their path, and the red and white foxes ran together, fleeing the surrounding area.

      “Something is coming for us, run!” Artenvox shouted.

      Phyllis did not have time to reply; she felt her legs moving again as she ran toward Ilieus, slipping on the ground as she ran. Ilieus was reaching for her; her lips mouthed the word hurry as they moved through the trees.

      Another roar echoed through the forest, but this time it wasn’t the wind in the trees or the beasts of the wood fleeing. This time it was a creature that slithered on its belly toward them. It came out of the southeast, driving them north as it chased them.

      Phyllis couldn’t help but look behind as she ran, catching sight of the gigantic lizard-like creature. It had four stubby legs with claws at the end that held up its ten-foot-long, brownish body. Those legs moved surprisingly fast over the forest floor, even as they supported the heavy body of the creature. Its scaly skin was a tough bed of armor designed to protect it against the beasts of the wood. As it ran, it waved its tail, half the length of its body, through the underbrush, causing a hissing, rattling sound as it moved. Its face was a long snout, much like the snouts of tiny lizards Phyllis found near the ponds at home, where the silver fish swam back and forth. Four curved fangs stuck out of its mouth, and when it opened it to roar, she saw another row of gleaming teeth with bits of flesh and blood trapped in those jagged rows.

      “Don’t stop!” Artenvox screamed at her. “Keep running!”

      The giant lizard saw her watching it and bared its teeth, driving its nose toward the ground and aimed at her. Its round, bloodshot eyes bugged out of its head as it hurtled toward her.

      Phyllis felt the same panic she’d felt as the sea serpent attacked, realizing there was nothing to do but wait for it to catch up and pounce. Suddenly all she could hear was the terrible roar of the creature, and its foul breath enveloped her. The rotten stench of death and decay blasted through the wood.

      Ahead of her, Artenvox and Cuthan had drawn their swords and were crouching, waiting for the monster to get close enough. At the last minute, the creature whipped its body around, sending its tail slashing through the air, knocking Artenvox and Cuthan off their feet. They landed roughly on their backs; Cuthan lost his sword. He wheezed, attempting to drag air back into his lungs.

      Artenvox was faster. He kicked through the pine needles, and he swung at the tail of the creature. He caught the tip and neatly swiped it off, the rattles flying through the air to land untouched at the base of a tree.

      “Climb!” Ilieus called standing near the trunk of a tree and reaching for the lowest branch.

      Phyllis stumbled toward her as the creature charged Artenvox. He waved his sword and shouted, anticipating the attack, but Cuthan was still flat on the ground, his fingertips reaching for his sword. As fast as she dared, Phyllis snatched a rock up from the ground and hurled it toward the lizard’s snout. It smacked into the creature’s jaw, but before Phyllis could rejoice at her lucky shot, the tail whipped around, throwing her off her feet and dashing her head against the tree trunk. Her eyes met blackness for brief seconds, and she heard Ilieus screaming her name. She tried to rise, reaching for her head as bile rose in her mouth. The world seemed to be going in circles, and she felt dizzy as she saw the lizard strike Artenvox and Cuthan yet again.

      Its roar sounded again, flattening her against the ground, even though she attempted to rise. They were going to die there, weren’t they? She could smell fresh blood permeating the air; someone had been bitten. In a fog, she heard shouts and screams, and she managed to sit up, one hand holding her bruised head.

      The monster was still at large, and now it turned its fearsome head toward her and roared. Rotten teeth moved closer to devour her, and the scream rising in her throat died as she stared in horror. But just as suddenly, she saw jewels; they sparkled with a light of their own as they drove their way into the creature, and suddenly the cries were from the beast itself as it struggled to get away. Phyllis’s legs trembled underneath her as she stood, grasping for the tree trunk for support, unsure if what she saw was a figment of her imagination.
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      “Pharengon!” an excited voice shouted. “What are you doing here?”

      Phyllis stared as, indeed, the golden-eyed Horse Lord pulled his Jeweled Sword from the lizard’s belly. It rolled over with a grunt as blackish blood poured from its bowels. Pharengon wiped his sword on the ground and reached for a handful of fallen leaves to finish wiping the blood and guts off.

      “Indeed.” He walked over to Cuthan and Artenvox. “We caught up to you just as you were fighting this abominable beast.”

      Behind Pharengon, his blond-headed friend, Thangone, placed a foot upon the beast and poked at it with his sword, ensuring it was dead.

      Phyllis leaned against the tree to steady herself, reeling from both the bump on her head and the surprise of once again seeing the mysterious Horse Lord.

      Artenvox rolled off the ground, holding his arm as he limped up. “Caught up? What do you mean? We left you in Contres!” he announced, but his voice fell away as he gazed down at Pharengon’s sword.

      Pharengon looked tired. “Is everyone okay?” he asked, glancing around at the small search party.

      “Ah.” Artenvox pulled his hand away from his arm; it dripped red. “It’s just a bite; I’ll live.”

      “Here.” Thangone tossed a pack from his back. “I have supplies; let’s clean that up before it gets infected.”

      “Phyllis hit her head,” Ilieus spoke up as she dropped out of the treetops.

      Pharengon paused; his eyes wandered over them, but his gaze stopped at Phyllis. He held out a hand for a cloth as he slipped his sword back into its sheath. “Let me see,” he said.

      Her breathe caught as he walked up to her, his reddish-brown hair dancing widely on his forehead. He’d tossed aside his cloak before the battle, and his Jeweled Sword was displayed clearly in the murky woods. He towered over her as he touched her head, right where it hurt the most. “Phyllis of Haitiar, so we meet again.” His words fell in hushed tones to her ears.

      He brushed leaves, dirt, and caked blood from her head; his eyes roamed over her face, questions dancing behind his eyes.

      She reached up to grasp his hand, uncertain whether he was real or a dream that kept appearing in her reality. “Pharengon. What are you doing here in the wood?”

      Something froze behind those golden eyes. He wrapped his fingers around her hand, squeezing gently before he let go. He turned back toward Thangone, who had finished binding Artenvox’s wound. Thangone handed Pharengon his cloak while Artenvox turned to lead the way forward.

      “We’ve been following your trail ever since we left Contres,” Pharengon explained.

      “Following?” Artenvox interrupted. “But that’s impossible! The forest shouldn’t let you.” He eyed Pharengon’s sword.

      “Contres is a disaster,” Pharengon continued. “I was able to secure a meeting with Kronter, who runs the island. After my discussion with him and the failed attack on the island, it became quite clear that they have nothing to do with the death of the Eastern World. They only seek to capitalize on it. Kronter has a ruthless strategy that only benefits himself and his army. Thangone and I thought it best to follow you here and help you search for the Clyear of Power. Although the people groups flock to the islands, I fear it may be too late.”

      “What are the Contrevails doing then?” Artenvox asked, wrinkling his face in confusion.

      “They are offering asylum to people from the landmass,” Thangone replied. “In exchange for working their lands.”

      “It is the equivalent of slavery.” Pharengon frowned.

      “We actually were shipwrecked on the island on our way here,” Cuthan put in. “Ilieus said there was something in the castle.”

      “You were there?” Pharengon paused in astonishment. “When? During the attack?”

      Phyllis felt a lump growing in her throat as she was reminded of what had happened on Contres. As if mirroring her thoughts, Ilieus grabbed her arm, hugging her close as they stumbled through the forest.

      “Aye,” Cuthan confirmed. “It was quite unfortunate.”

      Pharengon said nothing else, but his lips turned into a thin line.

      “You were lucky to have escaped then,” Thangone said. “The Contrevails plan on taking over all the islands, and requiring a tax for entry. They are using their army to enforce their laws on the islands, but we know they plan on laying siege to Wind Fresh and eventually take it over.”

      “No!” Artenvox exclaimed, clenching his hands into fists. “What of Miri and Tharmaren the Wise? Are they safe?”

      Pharengon sighed. “We left many Horse Lords there to guard the castle and sent word to our allies in the landmass. Only the Trazames of Nungus Des-Lista are untouched by this. The Dezzi, we hope, will come to our aid, but I fear they will go into hiding rather than stand with us.”

      “What did you find in the castle?” Ilieus whispered, her voice somehow carrying to Pharengon’s ears.

      “What I will tell you...” His golden eyes looked at each of them, daring them to accept his knowledge. “Is hard to swallow, but I swear it is the truth.”

      The forest listened with baited breath, and Pharengon began his tale, his words drifting to every nook and cranny of the silent forest. The lizard was now dead, but the living stayed in hiding, waiting as if something might return and something evil might awaken to destroy them again.

      “Tharmaren the Wise was brought here as if out of air and mist or dropped through the clouds. He lives here the rest of his days, but he knew a life before this. He claims he was there when the Western World was taken and when the portals opened and the poison seeped through and the transformed creatures crept into that world. He was there when the Five Warriors arose and took their weapons, their powers, and their armies into the west and vanquished all in their paths. He was there when the land was laid to peace and the Watchers took up their mission to watch over this world lest the evil creep in again, rising up through the ground to ruin us all. Yet he feared something was missing, hidden in the shadows, and only the immortals saw it and only the immortals could survive it and so they did nothing. They hid the knowledge and hid their powers, lest us mortals discover it and attempt to do something about it. But he did find out, and the immortals cursed him and hid him away. They say those that hold the weapons of old, who can find the power that unlocks them from stone, will hold the fate of the Eastern World. It is a burden I did not intend to claim, but it seems none are willing. The path is riddled with death. The Contrevails know this, and they blame the Blended Ones. They believe if the people groups are pure and of one mind, we will be as strong as we were in days of old. Because if the landmass falls into chaos and the islands are saved, the Blended Ones will be no more.”

      “It’s not our fault!” Ilieus interrupted, her voice cutting like a knife through the air. “It’s not our fault our parents did what they did. It is unfair to punish us for their choices!”

      “I know,” Pharengon replied gently. “But you must remember, one does have a choice when it comes to choosing who to spend the rest of one’s life with.” His eyes caught Phyllis’s and rested there.
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      “Where is Roturk?”

      Phyllis’s head snapped up. Pharengon stood before her, gesturing to the fallen log she sat on. Evening had come, and the darkness was almost absolute, save for the flickering fire Artenvox and Thangone had managed to build from dried twigs. They may not have been fond of each other, but they worked well together. Cuthan sat near Ilieus, telling her stories of his adventures. Phyllis could tell because of the way he gestured with his hands and his animated face lit up with contentment.

      Her eyes clouded over. “He’s gone now. He comes back sometimes, though. I don’t know how, but he seems to always know where to find me.”

      “This is remarkable.” Pharengon moved to sit beside her, leaving a proper amount of space between them. “It is a curious creature; I would like to know more about him.”

      Silence lapsed between them. Phyllis shifted on the log, unsure whether she should face the fire or turn to face the Horse Lord, even though his expression was hard to read in the shadows. She felt her hands grow clammy, and she lifted them from the log, placing them in her lap. There were questions she wanted to ask the Horse Lord, but, at the moment, none came to mind.

      “May I speak honestly with you?” he began again. His face was drawn, and his eyes were guarded as if he didn’t want her to read the thoughts dancing in his mind, even though he was about to admit them to her.

      She tilted her head toward him. “Yes.”

      He propped an elbow on his knee and stared into the wood. The light from the fire lit up his face, showing off his young features and aged eyes. “Phyllis, I haven’t known you long, and I know the circumstances are not ideal, but I have come to care for you.”

      Her heart began to thump in her throat; she could feel the blood pulse below the surface and realized she must be blushing. All along, she had suspected his warm feelings for her, but she was only aware of the effect he had on her. His admission made it seem more real than it had ever been as if she could reach out her fingers and envelope them in mists of fine love. “I know,” she replied, surprised at how firm and clear her voice rang out.

      He turned in surprise; his wide eyes met hers. “You knew,” he whispered, holding out a hand to her. “Thus, we meet again as if the fates align our steps.”

      His hand squeezed hers in understanding before he let go, and the moment of clarity and seeing eye-to-eye passed. He pulled away awkwardly, and Phyllis wasn’t sure whether to continue the conversation or change the subject. She felt woefully inexperienced in this area, and she yearned to talk to someone about it. Ilieus wouldn’t understand, even with her supposed infatuation with Cuthan. No, it should have been Mother. Mother would have known how to sort feelings and discuss the desire of something more than simple friendship and protection. That’s what Pharengon was offering, wasn’t it?

      “What happens after this?” she murmured instead. “You are to become King.”

      She didn’t understand what he meant. She was just a simple person, a Blended One at best, and he was to be the future king. His confession of feelings to her made no sense. Could she entertain the possibility of a life with him? What of her sister? What of the dissension among the people groups?

      He frowned. “I am not sure. Regardless of what happens, there is work to be done. If we escape the landmass before it collapses, we must focus on bringing peace to the islands. If we find this ancient power and save the landmass, there will be even more work to bring peace to both the landmass and the islands.”

      Phyllis tried to keep the disappointment out of her eyes. She meant to ask what would happen between them and not the world on a grander scale. “I see.” She turned away, not seeing at all.

      “Regardless, we must be cautious. The woods may have parted for us, but they are treacherous.”

      “But you have the Jeweled Sword,” she breathed, “that has to count for something.”

      “Aye,” his fingers brushed the hilt. “But it is just a sword.”

      “Pharengon,” she whispered, the awkwardness drifting away. “Sometimes I am frightened. I don’t understand why this is happening to us.”

      “I know,” he replied and, in one movement, crushed her in his arms. His cheek brushed against her silken hair, and he kissed the top of her head. He smelled of mint and evergreen as her cheek pressed against his chest. She wove her arms around him, closed her eyes, and held tight. The sense of security was overwhelming, and she actually felt safe for the first time since Father walked out the door. The woods were risky, but they had to win; she didn’t know what they would do if they didn’t. Lost and drifting for the rest of her life would be no life at all; it would be survival, and she was not born for survival. She was born to live, and, as Pharengon held her, she saw the possibility blink open.
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      One dismal evening, the six travelers found themselves standing in front of a hut in a clearing. It was a miserable day; the rain drizzled without end, soaking them from head to toe, while the thick fog refused to let in light. In that part of the wood, the trees had lost their leaves and held up their bare branches, refusing to be ashamed. Sticks and stones littered the ground around the hut, which was black with char as if it had been burned with fire. Dead leaves fluttered around the doorstep, and as they approached, they heard the voice of a female singing off-key and in a partial, broken language. When the mumbled words drifted toward them, they made no sense.

      “I am standing near the moon. And when I dance, I don’t. I’ll dance up on the roof. Then I’ll see distant lands. I’ll go out when the moon is down and when the sun isn’t up. I’ll go to where the wild grasses bloom.” The nonsense song continued, broken by the strange words of a foreign tongue: chunskin olwlen. She repeated that phrase between each halting line. They could see her on the porch with a broom, sweeping away the dry leaves that gathered there, singing and half-dancing with sharp, jerking movements.

      She was either a young girl or a lady of age, but as they looked at her, they could tell she wasn’t very young nor was she very old, and she certainly wasn’t dancing. She paused in the middle of a chunskin olwlen when she saw them, but her fingers continued to hold the broom and sweep without her noticing.

      Her wild, wavy hair hung long to her trim waist; it was coal black yet transparent at the same time. Gray rags covered her frail body, which was too small, almost displaying the outline of her bones. Her curves had fallen into sharp angles, and her eyes were colorless, wild, and lost. She dropped the broom. It thudded to the porch, upsetting the leaves she’d swept into an angle and dashing them against a badly-made, woven basket.

      “They didn’t tell me,” she faltered, stumbling backward. Her voice was young, frightened, and unsure. “I didn’t know you were coming; they didn’t say. I should have been expecting you.” She twisted her hands in apology and raised her shoulders, almost cowering away. “You came too early. I didn’t know.”

      Pharengon took a tentative step forward, raising a hand as a sign of peace, just like he had done to Phyllis when she was lost in the wood. “Who are you?” he asked gently.

      The girl-lady stared at him; her colorless eyes slid over the group that stood in anticipation before her. “I used to belong to the South World. They drove me out. I want to go back. But those ‘wild things’ won’t let me. They won’t have me. I know what I did. I’m not sorry. They all hate me. I used to be one of them. Before. Chunskin olwlen.” She muttered the last two words.

      Phyllis watched her, and as she did, the words from the creatures of the wood drifted back. Was this the one who had lost her mind? A pale glow shimmered about the girl-lady for a moment, and hints of shadows gathered around her shoulders.

      “I can feel it,” the girl-lady went on, shuddering and cowering. “In a minute it will be just as it was before.” She looked up at them, her eyes shining wet. It was her eyes that did it. They were innocent, vulnerable, alone, and in need of kindness. Giving voice to the begging in her eyes, she whispered, “Will you help me?”

      It was late. The sun was growing sleepy, and as it set, the trees cast long shadows over the wood. The girl-lady mumbled something under her breath, and then she stood tall, straightening her shoulders. The hints of wild darkness faded, and she seemed like one of them: alone in the forest, looking for help, and outlawed by the Eastern World.

      Phyllis could not help but empathize with the strange lady. She knew what it felt like to be displaced, lonely, and undesired by the people groups of the world. Phyllis glanced at Ilieus, who nodded, her eyes glazing over. “It seems all right,” she said because her mind told her nothing and she saw no reason to run.

      “Welcome, strangers.” The girl-lady opened the door. “Come in and rest, and I will tell you all you want to know.” She stopped to pick up the woven basket from the doorstep, looking to see what lay inside.

      Pharengon fingered the hilt of his blade for a moment, and then he swept his cloak over it and walked forward. “‘Tis nothing.” He shook his head at the questioning glance Thangone gave him.

      Cuthan’s green eyes sparkled with curiosity. He was the first to break the spell and step into the hut. It was dark inside, which was to be expected, and smelled musty as if rain and leaves somehow found their way indoors. Inside, it was a perfect circle with a ring of rocks for the fire in the middle. The girl-lady bent down to blow on them, her poor rags catching and ripping on the stones. A hole in the ceiling of the hut let out the smoke from the fire, and the stars of the night gazed down upon them, shaking their starry heads.

      One by one, they entered and sat on the stone floor, which was better than sleeping in the forest outside, scorned by the elements of the wild. The girl-lady passed them bread, cheese, and berries from her basket; it was food that reminded them of the creatures of the wood and their mysterious hospitality.

      “How did you come to this place?” Pharengon asked as they ate.

      The girl-lady looked up at him and then back down, rocking back and forth in front of the fire as if she were cold. She pulled her long hair in front of her face, twirling it around her claw-like fingers. She held a finger to her lips as they watched her.

      Right before she spoke, Phyllis felt it: the pang of disquiet. She reached for Ilieus’s hand, suddenly not feeling hungry anymore. Pharengon and Thangone sat cross-legged, watching out of impassive eyes. Cuthan and Artenvox leaned forward, their jeweled eyes sparkling as the fire caught the light from their gaze and turned their shimmering, charming gaze into nothing.

      “Listen. Listen,” the girl-lady spoke urgently. “And do not interrupt. They didn’t tell me you were coming. I should have known. I wasn’t prepared. They took my mind away for it, but they give it back when the shadows of the night fall. Yet I sleep, and when I wake, I remember nothing. Until now. I used to live in the South World…”

      Phyllis and Ilieus glanced at each other. In all the Four Worlds, everyone knew there was the North World, the South World, the Western World, and the Eastern World. Yet they were thousands of miles away from each other, separated by the great body of water called Oceantic. It was impossible to travel between the Worlds unless portals were used. Yet who was powerful enough to control the portals? The twins shivered as their minds twined together.

      “I used to live in the South World in the country of…what was it? Oh. Shimla. I think. There in the shifting forest, with the ‘wild things,’ where the mortals never come. It was there we chose sides. You see. There are the black steeds and the white steeds. The immortals and the mortals. The Blended Ones and the Purebloods. The ‘wild things’ versus the four people groups. We had to choose sides. I did not know. I did not think. The white steeds claim they are right. The black steeds say their way is right. I went to visit the black steeds in Rededak. The Dark. They urged me not to believe the white steeds; they told me they would destroy the world. I knew their words were truth. I choose a side. I choose the white steeds. I was…I was a Green Person. Half-Green Person.

      “I was with the white steeds for years until I met a black steed who told me the truth. He told me what the white steeds truly are, and I believed him. He took me to a place called…called…” Her voice became agitated, and she twirled strands of her dark, transparent hair round and round. “Where did he take me?” She lifted her head, her eyes unseeing as if asking the fire to tell her what happened. The fire flickered in answer, and she gasped. “Chunskin olwlen.” The words dropped dourly away, and a horned shadow seemed to creep over the room. “The truth. That’s where all truth is. I would be protected. They said. I would have power. They offered. I listened to their lies. I believed them all. And I did what I did. I would not change that, not for all the worlds. I am not sorry. The Green People. They can see versions of the future. Shifts in time that will change what will happen. I went to the white steeds, I pretended to be one of them, I told them lies, and I learned their schemes to overthrow the black steeds.

      “The white steeds sing of how they will win and how it will end with a great war between the white steeds and the black steeds. They will go to paradise, a land beyond this world and beyond knowledge, where only those who do good can enter. The black steeds claim they will rule this world, throw down anyone in their way, and exult those who help them achieve their goal of turning these worlds from war into a paradise for the immortals.”

      Suddenly, her eyes took on a wild look, she moaned, and she rocked back and forth. “They are right. They will win. I was wrong. It is because of the Green Stone. They will find it. They will use it. They will win. I told the black steeds what I knew. I showed them the book of knowledge and what I learned there. And I burned it. Many believed me and went to join the white steeds, but I learned to hate them and learned how to destroy them. I learned the Great, Black Evil, and I told lies to the black steeds and lies to white steeds. I went back and forth between them, spreading tales and lies and stories until they were utterly confused. I killed thousands of white steeds and thousands of black steeds because they had turned me into this. Because they both wanted me to spy on the other side. Instead, they had nothing. I would not pick a side; sides are nothing. Power is everything.”

      She babbled on incoherently for a few moments, and Phyllis, glancing at the others, saw they all felt horrified. The nonsense drifting from her tongue held them spellbound as she spoke of her sins. A wild look came over her eyes as she spoke of ripping throats out and tearing mortals and immortals alike to pieces.

      “They took me to trial at Chunskin olwlen. Both sides. They threw me into the fire. They threw me into the water. They tortured me. I used to be a tall, beautiful Green Person. Half-Green Person. And now I am this. I am nothing. But now I am everything. I am a Monrage. I am not sorry for what I have done. They killed me. They stole my soul. Yes. They threw me in the fire. Yes. They threw me in the water. Yes. They took my mind. Yes. They banished me here. Away from my beautiful South World. If only. If only the white steeds had never existed. If only the black steeds had never existed. I would not be ruined!” She shrieked the last words as she stood. “Now, I take my revenge!”

      She leaped to her feet as the six leaped to theirs, wildly turning to dash toward the door before the girl-lady could say or do anything more. Instead, they saw the room had changed. It was a perfect circle with the fire in the middle. There was no door. There were no windows. There was nothing but solid stone surrounding them.

      When they spun back to face the girl-lady, she stood over six and a half feet tall and a fearsome shadow covered her face. She chanted softly: “When the shadows grow long, my memory returns, as does my power!”
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      “What do you want with us?” Pharengon demanded, reaching for his sword hilt.

      The others stood frozen and shaking, their tongues unwilling to find words.

      “I want you to be like me!” the Monrage shouted with glee. “Now you will know what it is like to be me!”

      She lifted her hands and darkness encircled her head. A black crown sprouted from her head with six, pointed spikes. Black light flowed out of each spike, each light identified a target, and hurled toward them in a ball of fury.

      Phyllis was thrown to the ground as a pain saturated her body. She opened her mouth to scream, but no sound came out nor would breath enter her body. In a daze, she saw the others lying stunned around her as the Monrage roared.

      “Run, you mortals. Run!” she cackled.

      But they could not rise, and instead, they lay groaning as if someone had beaten them all over and left them for dead. The Monrage laughed as she leaned forward and blew upon her fire, bringing it to a roaring height. But the last thing Phyllis saw before she passed out was the Monrage retrieving an enormous black book from the fire. Lettering in blood-red glittered on it as she flipped it open and began to read.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Phyllis woke to cold. She sat up shaking, recalling the events of the night before and leaped up in terror. Her body sagged, complaining from the cold, and she was sore all over from the black light. She sat back down again and looked around, realizing she was in something of a cell with bars over it, keeping her in place. Across from her was Ilieus, still passed out, and on one side of her were Cuthan and Artenvox. Cuthan was peering over the bars while Artenvox kicked them. Thangone and Pharengon must have been in the cells beside her because she could not quite see them.

      “What madness is this?!” Artenvox was swearing as he pushed against the iron bars.

      “When she wakes up, we can ask her to let us out,” Cuthan suggested. “It’s not like she’ll remember during the daylight.”

      “Exactly,” Artenvox complained. “It’s not like she’ll remember how to let us out either!”

      “We can ask,” Cuthan offered.

      “In case you hadn’t notice, she plans on turning us into whatever she is.” Thangone’s dry voice rang out from his cell. “I don’t think we will be escaping. Even if our swords could cut through these bars, what then?”

      “There has to be a way out.” Pharengon’s voice was hard and angry.

      Phyllis looked and saw the Monrage sprawled on the ground. She looked very young, possibly fourteen years of age. There was no sign of the book, and the fire burned low in its place. A moment later she woke with a gasp, her eyes empty and unsure as she looked around. She’d lain on her stomach, and indentions from the stone were displayed on her cheeks. She sat up in bewilderment, gazing at the six in the stone, barred chambers.

      “Let us out!” Cuthan called, watching the Monrage girl stand up.

      She turned toward him, and her eyes slid past his, the charm of his gaze irrelevant to her. “I don’t remember,” she whispered, and she sat back down, staring at the fire through lost eyes.

      Cuthan continued to shout, and after a bit, Artenvox and Thangone joined in—pushing against the bars, clamoring for her attention, and begging to be let out. Yet the hours passed, and she sat—staring at the fire, rocking back and forth, and mumbling.

      Phyllis huddled against the floor; her eyes were squeezed shut against the nightmare, hoping it wasn’t real. Words drifted to her. “There used to be songs they sang. Something about…what was it? Going up the moon, or was it the stars? I can’t remember. They were beautiful. I used to belong there. Calling the creatures of the wood to the council. They danced around it. Something bright and flickering. Beautiful. What was it? And the people groups were afraid of us. Why? It seemed wonderful. They sang about safety. I want to be safe.” She went on. Talking and tangling words together, incomplete pictures perhaps of a past life. She stood at times, staring upward at nothing or lay flat on her back on the stone floor, her eyes white and cloudy. She tore her rags into pieces and tossed them into the fire until the soot and ash covered her pale skin.

      At last at sundown, the moment came. The shadows lengthened and grew, and the sun hid its face from the forest. The Monrage rose, and she was older again, the hollow shadow of what used to be a lady of the forest. She lifted a finger and beckoned the fire, and it grew up around her, its yellow flames heating the room and lapping up the air. Dark shadows shimmered around her as she drew a circle in the stone, and a pool of water, so cold its surface immediately glazed over in ice, appeared where she drew. The Monrage turned and reached into the fire, pulling out a thick black, book. The red lettering on it glistened in the fire and began to drip into the rock, and each drop sizzled with desire.

      The Monrage rose, at last taking note of her prisoners. A dark smile gathered around her thin lips, and those pale, wild eyes focused again. “You will become like me.” She pointed to the bars, and, as she did so, a black crown grew on her head, gripping her hair and driving its sharp points up into the air. She licked her lips, and her tongue was black.

      “You cannot do this!” Cuthan called. “We will fight you.”

      “No one can stand against a Monrage and the Great, Black Evil.” She laughed, lifting the book. “Yes. I burned the book. I burned it into my mind. My mind that was ripped from me. You will know how it feels. You will be the first. The new Monrages. Your souls shall be mine. The house is sealed; you will never escape.”

      She lifted up her hand and beckoned to the fire. It roared to a new height in obedience as the dark crown continued to grow. In one swift motion, she clenched her fist and released it. The prison bars dropped away, and the six stumbled to their feet, free at last. Artenvox raised his sword with a growl and ran toward the Monrage. She reacted by throwing black light at him. He lifted his sword to block it, but he was already too late. The light picked him up and hurled him against the wall. He hit it with a bone-jarring smack that knocked the breath from his body, and his sword clattered to the floor.

      Cuthan’s attacked was graceful. He twirled through the air, spinning his sword. The Monrage laughed as she turned to the fire. “None can defeat me.”

      A moment later she shrieked as Cuthan’s sword sang into her side. “We can defeat you,” he told her, gritting his teeth as he sank his sword in further. His face was stern, and the fire was reflected in his green eyes; there was something awful behind them.

      The Monrage faced Cuthan; her dark face was inches from his as she pulled the sword further into her body. “None can defeat me,” she snarled. “I am Magdela the Monrage. Don’t you know? Your weapons can’t harm me.”

      The dance of victory slipped from Cuthan’s face as Magdela the Monrage yanked the sword from her side. Bringing up her foot, she kicked Cuthan in the stomach. He doubled over in agony as she slammed his head against the wall where he lay.

      Phyllis recoiled in horror and ran to Ilieus, wrapping her trembling arms around her. The words of warning from the creatures of the wood buzzed clearly in her mind. Beware blended mindless Monrage. It was too late. She desperately looked around the windowless and doorless hut, seeking a way to escape.

      Meanwhile, the Monrage pulled a black-light sword out of the fire. It glowed as she raised it, shining with an inner darkness that permuted through the smoky air. She cackled as she spun to meet Thangone’s sword, disarming him in one blow. Thangone dived for his sword, but she tossed black light at him, numbing him as he fell to the ground.

      Phyllis saw her moment. Letting go of Ilieus, she dashed for one of the fallen swords, only to feel herself struck in the back with a bolt of light. She screamed as she fell, feeling as if someone has set fire to her body. The fire roared, and Magdela the Monrage’s black mouth hung open in laughter, splashes of blood-red giving color to the air. She raised her black-light sword and advanced toward Pharengon. “None can stand against me. You are the last defense. Tell me. What will you do?”

      Pharengon tossed his cloak into the fire and planted his feet before Magdela the Monrage. He drew his long sword, the metal ringing against the scabbard. The jewels danced with a light of their own; the colors of emerald, sapphires, diamonds, amethysts, and rubies blended together. Pharengon raised his sword, waiting for the blow from the black-light sword to resonate.

      Magdela the Monrage took one look at the Jeweled Sword, and her crazed laughter turned into a scream of pure terror. It echoed off the stone, piercing the ears of all who heard it. She dropped her black-light sword into the fire that began to die. Her mad eyes went wide with fright as she fell to her knees, crawling backward. “No!” she cried. “No!” She yanked her hair and twisted her clawed hands. “No. They didn’t tell me. They didn’t tell me. You have it. They didn’t tell me. They didn’t warn me. You have the Jeweled Sword. The Jeweled Sword!” she cried again. Suddenly she lifted her head; her breath came thick and fast as she moaned in a singsong voice. “When the terrorizers 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 the 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 it will not completely be 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 as her words fell away, and a growl rose in her throat. She leaped forward with the crown on her head growing again. She snarled as she flew through the air, arms outstretched for Pharengon. But he was prepared. Lifting the Jeweled Sword, he skewered her on the edge of it. He threw her flat against the stones and drove the blade into her heart. Her blood pumped one last time and squirted across the room—the fire collapsed, the frozen pool disappeared, and suddenly the door to the hut flew open. The Monrage howled, and even as she screamed, her body convulsed. All was still.
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      “Burn it to the ground,” Pharengon commanded as they left the hut.

      Cuthan and Artenvox supported each other as they limped out into the failing light of the night. Phyllis and Ilieus clung to each other, silent tears of horror making their way down their face. Even as they walked out, Phyllis thought she saw a horned shadow move through the trees, disappearing from view into the north. She blinked quickly, forgetting the thought as if it hadn’t been there.

      Thangone lit the hut on fire and came to stand beside Pharengon as they watched it burn. “I cannot pretend to understand what sorcery was at work there.” Pharengon shook his head. “I trust we will not speak of this again.”

      “I saw this,” Ilieus gasped. “She was in my visions. The Monrage. I did not know it was her until now. She has done something terrible.”

      But Phyllis could not help but feel something was not right. If, indeed, the Monrage had been as terrible as she claimed, someone more powerful had banished her and that someone or someones were still at large. She shivered in the darkness and held tighter to Ilieus.

      They moved away, each holding on to dark thoughts as they fled deeper into the northeast. No one saw the shadow, standing near the wood and watching them from the north. “My daughter,” the shadow said, more or less to himself. “I am sorry for this. Half-Changers can die after all. Your life was an experiment, but now I know. They do not have the Green Stone.” He mused to himself a few moments longer as the flames faded away. Then he turned, took his shadow, and disappeared.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They traveled for days, speaking little as they journeyed further northwest. Each held the horror of the past to themselves, reluctant to speak of it. But each looked at Pharengon with newfound respect and admiration, now that they knew the power of his sword.

      “Did you hear the prophecy?” Cuthan asked. “Is it true?”

      “I have never heard it before.” Artenvox wrinkled nose. “It doesn’t make sense though. Legone the Swift was one of the Five Warriors, and he died during the last battle for the Western World in the Great Water Hole.”

      “That doesn’t matter,” Cuthan argued. “His wife still could have said the words of the prophecy whether he was dead or not.”

      Ilieus swallowed hard as she listened to them. “Tharmaren the Wise asked about a Green Stone.”

      “We should speak of this no more,” Pharengon said, his voice hard. “There are greater works at hand beyond our understanding. If we ever escape from this relentless forest, we should take what we have learned to Tharmaren the Wise. He will tell us what to do with our knowledge.”

      Phyllis was silent. She was frightened now. More frightened than she’d ever been. It was one thing to hear the stories of danger and peril, and quite another to experience them firsthand. All along, she’d thought her end goal, to help her sister get better, would be straightforward. Each step forward dragged them down into a bottomless pit of mystery, unlocking doors to knowledge she never knew existed. As each glimpse into the hidden mysteries revealed itself, she wished to know no more. The immortals were quite real, the tales of old were true, the prophecies would come to pass, and she was only a piece in time in the unending struggle. If, indeed, the words of Magdela the Monrage were true, what, in fact, had the Five Warriors done except delay the inevitable?

      She felt as if the fingers of darkness were reaching out for her as if… “Aye!” Cuthan yelled as he fell into a brown slush. “What is this?”

      “Watch out!” Artenvox called back. “It’s quicksand. Everyone, get back and grab onto a tree branch or whatever you can find.”

      “I have rope!” Thangone swung off his pack as he backed away, digging through it for a coil of rope. “Hang on Cuthan.”

      The ground swelled where Cuthan stood, rolling around in brown and gray colors mounds. There was a sucking sound as it pulled everything within its reach inward. Phyllis scrambled toward a tree to hold onto, but even as she ran, something caught hold of her foot and yanked. She turned; her leg was caught fast in the mirk, and a steady force was dragging her down.

      “Take my hand,” Pharengon’s deep voice rumbled.

      Phyllis stretched out for him, attempting to still the rising panic she felt. His hand was warm, steady, and strong as he pulled her toward him, calming her with his gaze.

      Thangone tied his length of rope around a tree trunk and flung the end toward Cuthan. “Reach!” he ordered.

      Phyllis saw Cuthan struggling to lift his arms as the marshes rolled again, like waves of the ocean, reaching to pull him under into a sandy death.

      “I can’t move!” Cuthan shouted back.

      “Here, I’ll help.” Artenvox grabbed the rope, but before he could move again, the marshes pulled him in and rose up to his waist, pinning his hands beside him. The rope disappeared as the quicksand rose again like a monster playing with its food.

      When Phyllis looked down, she saw the marshes were already up to her chest and she couldn’t see her hand in Pharengon’s anymore.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “No,” Phyllis cried. “This can’t be happening!” She felt herself struggling in the marshes to no avail.

      “Cuthan!” Artenvox’s voice was urgent. “Cuthan!”

      “Farewell, friends.” Cuthan’s face was all that could be seen as he sunk. “It’s been a pleasure.” He gave one last grin before he closed his green eyes and his head disappeared into the quicksand.
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      Phyllis couldn’t breathe, and she did not dare open her eyes. The grit of sand and the stink of the marshes consumed her, sucking her in and distorting her body as they pulled her down. Suddenly, she was standing still, and she gasped as warm air entered her lungs. Her hand was still wrapped in Pharengon’s, and she reached out the other, bumping into Ilieus, who was beside her. She squinted, opening her eyes to see if they were in the afterlife. Darkness flooded her sight, but as she grew used to the dimness, she could see a tunnel before her and a great many shadowy creatures moving back and forth. They reminded her of a colony of roaches buried under a dead log, and when exposed to light, they scurried and fled in all directions. Her hands trembled, and her teeth chattered. This wasn’t the afterlife, was it?

      “Did you get all of them?” a voice asked.

      “Yes, all six,” another voice replied.

      “Where are they?” the first voice demanded.

      “In the bright lights room.”

      “In a line?”

      “In a line.”

      “Well, what are we waiting for?” the first voice asked impatiently.

      “The marshswamps to recede.”

      “Done yet?”

      “Nearly.”

      “I’ll get them to work then.”

      “Where are you going to put them?”

      “Where do we need help?”

      “First Power Room. Status. Full. Second Power Room. Status. Empty.”

      “What about Third Power Room?”

      “What about it?”

      “We need the most work there.”

      “Yes.”

      “Status!” the voice exploded.

      “Could use more help.”

      “Six?”

      “Six.”

      “Well?”

      “Well, yes?”

      “Let’s get them there?”

      “By what whephon?”

      “Fonamanon, not whephon!” the voice shrieked. “Which is the quickest?”

      “The Shock Scruff.”

      “Use that one.”

      “How much shock?”

      “Little.”

      “Should I bind their eyes so they won’t see?”

      “Of course, they shouldn’t see our other work!”

      “Should they hear?”

      “No, someone might say something by mistake.”

      “Should they smell?”

      “Oh, just hurry and get the thing done!”

      The six were suddenly blindfolded and their ears clogged with some terrible mushy substance. They smelled something sharp as they fell through the air. Their ears were unclogged, and they heard a humming sound. Phyllis reached up to rub the remains of the nasty stuff out of her ears and tested her legs. She was standing upright on something softly and springy like the marshes. Her hand had been ripped away from Pharengon’s in the sudden transfer, and she found herself missing the comfort of his strength. The blindfold was still yet plastered to her face like a second skin, refusing to move even as her free fingers tore frantically at it.

      “Strangers, get to work!” a thin voice barked in annoyance. The sound of a whip cracking sliced the air, making Phyllis jump.

      “Are you talking to us?” Cuthan’s voice inquired flippantly. “How are we supposed to work with blindfolds on?”

      The voice gave a huff and a sigh of annoyance. “Take a box,” it snapped. Seconds later, Phyllis felt a box slam into her stomach. She felt bile rise in her throat at the force of the impact, and she lifted her hands to hold it. “Put the items at your feet in the box. CAREFULLY!” the voice demanded. It sighed again. “When the box is full, put it behind you and start over.”

      “How do we get more boxes?” Artenvox asked, clearly amused at the situation, although Phyllis wasn’t sure why.

      “Just get to work!” the voice barked and padded footsteps walked away.

      Phyllis awkwardly bent down, falling to her knees on the ground. It smelt musty, wherever they were down below the marshes. Her fingers bumped against something cool and cylinder; it was smooth but emitted a humming sound and smelled queer, sharp in a way that made her head hurt. She put it on the square container and reached for another, fumbling in the dark.

      “I wonder,” Cuthan spoke loudly. “Where are we?”

      “Faster!” barked the thin voice, and another set of flapping footsteps padded away.

      “What do you want with us?” he asked.

      “Quiet!” barked the voice, and the sound of a crackling whip bit the air again.

      Phyllis worked quickly, her fingers shaking as the strange humming continued. The queer smell permeated the air, and she could feel the blood boiling in her head. A pang took root and began to spread, gripping her head in pain.

      “Ilieus?” she whispered.

      “I’m here,” Ilieus whispered back.

      “Just checking,” Phyllis replied, feeling better for it.

      They continued to work, bending and lifting until Phyllis’s back was cramped. Her legs hurt, and she was sure the pain behind her head was causing her eyes to tear up. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, a thin voice called, “Rest!”

      Phyllis sat down cross-legged on the ground with a groan before she lay flat on her back, holding her head in her hands. Around her was silence, save for the humming sound. She wanted to rip off the blindfold and see where they were, but she was afraid to move again, unsure of who might be waiting and watching. She could hear her companions shifting around her, and she was thankful they were together. She waited for a voice and for food—anything to break up the monotonous silence. Eventually, sleep overcame her anxiety, and she passed into a dreamless rest.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Get to work!”

      Phyllis jolted awake to the sound of a thin, barking voice. She sat up, and her head complained; it felt as if something were inside it, moving her brains back and forth. The blindfold was still tight around her eyes, and she felt a wave of nausea against the pain.

      “How long are you going to keep us here?” Pharengon’s voice rang out.

      The voice sighed. “Just get it work.”

      “No!” Pharengon’s voice rang out. “We demand to know why we are here.”

      There was an uncomfortable silence before the crack of a whip rang through the air. “Get to work,” the voice ordered.

      Phyllis cringed, waiting for the blow of the whip to strike. It whistled through the air again, but it did not hit anything. “There will be consequences. Work.”

      “It is not an unreasonable request,” another voice piped up.

      There was a soft smack, and the first voice replied, “Who gave you permission to voice an opinion?”

      “I mean…I do not think Fon would mind.”

      The first voice sighed but offered no objections.

      “Well?”

      “Since you brought it up, go ask Fon yourself.” The whip crackled through the air once more. “Strangers, get to work!”

      Phyllis swallowed, bending to grab a box and reaching for the humming cylinders. Once again, they worked in silence, and she could feel the humming within her skull. Tears trickled down her face, escaping from the blindfold, and she brushed them away in embarrassment, although there was no one to see. She could hear her breath becoming shallow and quick. The darkness was forcing her to panic, and the restriction of movement made her long for the freedom the dark forest granted. Her bones objected, and her movements began to slow. She paused, waiting for the whip and the voice to bark out commands, but there were none.

      Hours drifted until a voice piped up. “Fon is ready for them.”

      “Take them to Fon,” a tired voice replied.

      “Which whephon?”

      There was a long drawn-out sigh. “It’s a Fonamanon; use the fastest one.”

      “How much shock?”

      “As much as needed.”

      “How much is that?”

      “Figure it out yourself!”

      There was a pause. “Should they hear?”

      “Fine.”

      “Should they smell?”

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “Should they be blindfolded?”

      “They already are!”

      “Should I send them in the first or second entrance?”

      “Oh just get it done!”

      A moment later, Phyllis was lifted and moved away. A sharp whistling sound rang in her ears as she went. The queer smell grew overpowering before it faded like the last drops of light at sunset. When she landed, her blindfold was snapped off, and Phyllis found herself standing with her companions in a room with an arched ceiling. Flickering lights had been placed on the ground, casting light only a few feet up into the muddied darkness above them. Aside from the lights, the room was vastly empty, except for one end. A mound of dirt had been shaped into an unconventional throne, and two queer creatures stood near it, holding odd contraptions. A creature stood on top of the dome, looking down at the six out of bored eyes.

      It was about four feet tall, as were the others standing near it. Its skin was as dark as ivy and appeared dusty and dirty as if the creature needed to bathe. Out of its oval face, abnormally large, red eyes stared at the six over a pointed nose that resembled a carrot. In fact, it stuck out at least three inches from the creature’s face. Long ears, with tufts of hair sticking out of them, flopped down past its chin. Its ears went up as it gazed as the six, and it sat down, crossing its webbed feet over each other.

      “What do you want?” the creature tapped its claws on the dome.

      Pharengon stepped forward; his face was flushed bright pink. “Release us,” he demanded. “You have no reason to hold us here, wherever this is. We ask that you let us continue on our quest.”

      The creature glanced off into the darkening light for a moment, considering Pharengon’s appeal. After giving the request the proper amount of consideration, it turned back and crossed its legs the opposite way. It folded its clawed fingers across each other and announced, “No.”

      Pharengon was taken aback at the lack of explanation, but before he could retort, Cuthan took the opportunity to scuttle forward, his green eyes bright in his also flushed face. “Who are you, and where are we?”

      The creature opened its mouth in what would have been a grin on any other creature’s face but only showed off yellow fangs. “You are in the Marshswamps.” It spread its claws in glee. “And we are the Murwumps. You are here because you trespassed on our land. And as much as we’d like to release you, we can’t.” The creature stood up on the dome again, his webbed feet squelching into the mud. “You see, there is no way up to the overland without exploding our underworld. So, you are here until the end of your days.” He bared his teeth again. “Which will be very soon.”
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      Pharengon stepped forward, his jaw working. “Speak plainly. Are you responsible for the devastation of the Eastern World?”

      The Murwumps clicked his claws together in glee. “We are responsible for nothing.”

      “Tell them the story,” one of the creatures holding a contraption whispered up to the Murwump called Fon.

      Fon slapped him over the head, claws out. “I am speaking!”

      The Murwump squeaked in pain and returned to his position.

      “We are not from this world. The White Ones dropped us here when they fled from the destruction of their planet.”

      Phyllis wanted to ask what a planet was, but she felt too afraid to interrupt the Murwump who continued to speak.

      “Your overworld is a disgrace. The air is thin, and your heads are soft. We are going to make your world compatible with ours.”

      “How do you intend to do that?” Pharengon asked.

      Phyllis drew closer to Ilieus, knowing what the Murwumps meant although they did not say it. This was why Tharmaren the Wise had sent them to the North Forests. The Murwumps were the reason the landmass faded. The impending war between the Contrevails and the Realalons was only a side effect. Which meant the Clyear of Power was the path to stopping the Murwumps.

      The Murwump called Fon lifted his ears. “Simple. We use our explosives to turn your overworld into our underworld.”

      “You do realize there are thousands of people living on what you call the overworld? It will destroy us!” Pharengon objected.

      The Murwump wagged his head. “That cannot be helped. You ‘people’ are weak and soft. You cannot stop us, an advanced race, from harvesting your world. This is our new home. We must thrive in our new colony. Now…back to work!”

      The thin, whiny voice returned. It belonged to a Murwump with red eyes and drooping shoulders, always looking around as if seeking permission before taking action. As the Murwump returned them to their station, Phyllis could see the spiraling darkness of the Marshswamps further underground. Her eyes swam as she looked down, seeing shadows of the dark creatures moving back and forth in the underground city. They did not seem to like lights, for very few were lit, and Phyllis found it hard to see anything more than indistinct shadows in the dimness. The air continued to be stale and musty because the Murwumps were intent on keeping the air from the overworld away from them.

      When they returned back to the station the Murwumps were forcing them to work in, by some stroke of luck, their blindfolds were not activated again. Now they could see a small group of Murwumps with drooping ears and shoulders overseeing their work. They carried away the full boxes and brought back empty ones. They also swept the humming cylinders into the station, but none of the Murwumps would touch them. Phyllis noticed they all had red eyes that glared about uncannily; however, they did not seem to possess any intelligence or thought processes in and of themselves. When a question was asked, they always looked to a leader, and there was mindless back and forth conversation to clarify a simple question, such as “Should the prisoners eat?”

      “Why?”

      “Why not?”

      “I suppose.”

      “What do we feed them?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Will they eat our food?”

      No response, just shrugging.

      “Should we try?”

      “Ask the scavengers.”

      Phyllis could not help but question whether they were from another “world” or “planet” as they claimed. They spoke the Common Tongue fluently, but every so often, their speech would deteriorate into hisses and clicking, and occasionally they rattled off a long string of numbers. Even after observing their behavior for a day, it did not seem like these creatures were intelligent enough to figure out how to harvest the Eastern World. She speculated whether they could be working with someone or something else.

      “We have to try to escape,” Ilieus whispered as she worked. “These cylinders will kill us long before the Murwumps do.”

      “I have an idea,” Artenvox announced. He stood up and walked over to one of the Murwumps.

      “What is he doing?” Phyllis directed her question toward Cuthan.

      Cuthan grinned, grimaced because of the pain in his head, and grinned again. “What we do best. He’ll charm them.”

      That night, if, indeed, there were nights, the six rested in the station with their heads propped up by their hands. The scavengers had permitted them food; however, once it was delivered, they found mud and mud frogs were a Murwump’s idea of nourishment.

      “I don’t know what will kill us first,” Thangone remarked. “The insistent buzzing or the lack of food and water.”

      “Ah, this isn’t the first time I’ve been a prisoner,” Cuthan said rather proudly, stretching where he lay.

      “The food has to come from somewhere,” Artenvox explained. “I don’t think they are pulling it from the depths of this underworld, especially the frogs; they like to live above ground. All we need to do is figure out where the scavengers go and follow them.”

      Cuthan sat up, glancing around the station. “It seems the Murwumps have gone below. Shall we follow them?”
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      Cuthan felt a thrill of excitement as he and Artenvox followed the Murwumps into their city. Below he could see the Scavengers hopping on all fours as they climbed down structures made from mud, twisting through the shadows. Cuthan had not known it until Pharengon and Thangone remarked on their lack of sight, but he could see in the dark. It was an ability he was sure had not awoken before, and he added seeing in the dark to his list of known powers. Rubbing his hands together, he surveyed the first structure he came to. It was like a pole with a platform attached, and the Murwumps used some sort of device to transport them to a different underworld station. The Scavengers ignored them, and Cuthan made note of the way they were treated. When a Scavenger approached one of the working Murwumps, they were generally kicked or clawed at and scampered off, grunting in pain.

      “Look,” Artenvox whispered, jabbing Cuthan in his side some hours later.

      “I see.” Cuthan rubbed his side, annoyed.

      “It’s the way out, I think,” Artenvox continued in excitement.

      A tunnel wove steeply upward, with grips for the Scavengers to hold on to as they climbed. Cuthan noticed shallow claw marks on the tunnel walls, and as he gazed upward, he saw it. There was a light filtering from the top, bleeding through the shadows of the underworld.

      “Shall we go then?” Cuthan asked, reaching for a handhold to pull himself up.

      “What are you doing?” Artenvox hissed.

      Cuthan opened his eyes wide in innocence. “Just going up to have a look.”

      “What about the others? We have to go back for them.”

      Cuthan felt a small twinge of guilt. “Do we?” he whispered to himself. “There is no knowing if we can find this place again, and the Murwumps will likely kill us as soon as they find us missing.”

      “Cuthan, what are you saying?” Artenvox demanded. “Do you not care what becomes of us? What becomes of this world? You know Pharengon carries the Jeweled Sword and is the rightful king, the first king the east shall see. You know Ilieus carries the map to the treasure in her head. What kind of Treasure Hunters would we be if we left the treasure map in the hands of the enemy?”

      “Ah.” Cuthan sighed. “I know this, but you know what we risk if we don’t go now.”

      “I know.” Artenvox turned back the way they had come. He drew his knife and carved a mark into the mud wall. “This shall be our guide. Besides, once we find the treasure, we have to return here. The Murwumps must be stopped.”

      Finding their way back was not as easy as they had hoped, but they arrived before the Murwumps came to monitor their work.

      “What did you find?” Pharengon whispered as the Jeweled Ones entered the station.

      Cuthan grinned, his eyes lighting up for a moment before the buzzing in his head wiped the mischief out of his face. “We found a way out, but we should go now before the Murwumps come for us.”

      “It’s a tunnel where the Scavengers go.” Artenvox motioned with his hands. “We will have to climb out. By the time we reach it, the Murwumps will notice we are gone and will start searching for us. I do not know how they will react when they find we are escaping, but I doubt they will be diplomatic about it.”

      “It’s clear our choices are to stay here and work another sleep or go now.” Pharengon turned to Ilieus and Phyllis, but his eyes dwelt on Ilieus. “What do you think?”

      Ilieus frowned, glanced at Phyllis, and then looked out into the expanse of gloom. “We should go now,” she whispered. “Another day here and we will…” She lifted her hand to her head for it hurt to create words.

      Thangone nodded, reaching for his sword. “Well then, we should go. Ilieus and Phyllis should be the first ones out. Pharengon and I will hold back the Murwumps, should they choose to attack.”

      Pharengon turned to Ilieus and Phyllis. “Take deep breaths, and stay low and quiet. We’ll be with you the whole time.”

      Phyllis nodded, swallowing hard. Her hands were shaking as they stood, and one by one, they left the station.
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      Phyllis ran across the barren ground, flecks of red dust rising in clouds below her flying feet. Her heart thudded in her chest, and she wished it would calm down. She was sure her breathing was too loud and too heavy. She couldn’t help but glance backward every few strides, hoping to see the familiar shapes of Pharengon, Thangone, Cuthan, and Artenvox. The sight of them would ensure they had escaped from the furious, red-eyed Murwumps. At the thought of them, she shivered. Without blinking, she could see their red eyes, pointed ears, and black bodies. She recalled them calmly explaining how they were harvesting the Eastern World to make it compatible for their race. They had found the tunnels that led up, but when Phyllis and Ilieus reached the top, they heard shouting and hissing, a sure sign the Crons would be delayed.

      Ilieus was much farther ahead, her light hair loose in the breeze like a flag. She never glanced back as she ran across the charred terrain as if she knew exactly where she was going. Her certainty terrified Phyllis because she knew they coming to the end of their quest, and a sinking suspicion told her it would not be what she hoped for.

      Phyllis’s legs began to burn as she ran, unsure of how long it had been nor how far they had gone. Ahead, Ilieus slowed down at the base of a great hill. It sloped sharply upward for at least a mile, if not more, and its crest was covered with black ash. Charred stones, branches, and sticks sat in neat piles on the hill as if someone had burned it and then shifted through the debris to find what they were looking for.

      “It’s on the other side.” Ilieus panted, pointing.

      Phyllis leaned over with her hands on her knees, attempting to draw more air into her lungs, but the dryness of the air and the arid smell of burning made her cough. She spit into the ground and turned to face Ilieus, who was watching her with an odd expression on her face.

      “Ilieus, what is it?” Phyllis whispered as her cough subsided. Jerking her head around, she glanced back from where they had come, yet nothing moved in the burnt forest.

      “Phyllis.” Ilieus’s face was white, and her hair, tumbling down her back, appeared translucent. Her pale eyes were round and unblinking as she stared at Phyllis, opening her mouth and closing it again, unsure of how to explain herself.

      “You’re scaring me,” Phyllis whimpered, reaching out a hand to touch her sister. “Let’s rest before we climb the hill; you’ll feel better.”

      Ilieus shook her head. “No, we must go. At least…” she faltered, her gaze drifting to the summit. She moved closer to Phyllis and reaching up, placed both her hands on Phyllis’s head. “We’ve always done everything together. Let’s do this together. One last time. I can see everything so clearly now, Phyllis.” Her eyes began to fill with tears. “I could not have asked for a better sister. You’ve done it. You’ve healed me.”

      Phyllis nodded mutely, feeling the pressure of her sister’s hands on her head. For a moment, a vision danced behind her eyes. As she watched, she saw her mind open like a sealed water jug, yet instead of water, words began to pour in until she was full. The words floated through the wind, and their source was Ilieus. Yet at the same time, it was not Ilieus, and a great sorrow sat heavy on her heart. Before the vision faded, she jerked back, breaking the physical contact with Ilieus. “Did you see that?”

      Ilieus dropped her hands. “Yes,” she whispered. “Do not be afraid. I have seen all.” Then she turned, and on her hands and knees, she began to crawl up the hill.

      Phyllis shivered, the fear of the unknown gripping her in its cold arms. She only hesitated momentarily before she took a step and began her second climb of the day.

      By the time they reached the top, the sun was high in the sky, and they were both covered in black ash. Soot stained their faces, and their hands were black. Phyllis could feel the grime sticking to her body, itching in places she never thought could itch. Her mouth was dry, her tongue felt large within her mouth, and she desperately longed for a draught of clear, cold water. Her back ached from bending over, and as she stood tall, her muscles screamed abuse at her. Beside her, Ilieus lifted her head. Ilieus’s eyes were forward, but Phyllis glanced back down into the black forest, hoping to catch a glimpse of the Treasure Hunters and the Horse Lords. When she turned to see what Ilieus saw, she gasped.

      The hill dipped down and flattened out into the opening of a monstrous cave. It hung open like the mouth of a giant who had begun to yawn and froze in surprise. Jagged crystals hung from the mouth of the cave; some were sharp like teeth, while others were curved like fangs. White bones lay strewn across the opening, a warning to those who would enter. Lights twinkled within the darkness over the cave, and Phyllis saw a great many jewels shining. But what made her gasp was the beast perched on top of the cave. It was the most fearsome, yet most beautiful, creature she had ever seen. A long, red tail, with long barbs at the very tip, swung through the air. The end of the tail dangled before the entrance of the cave. The beast was covered in red scales that glistened like polished rubies in the sunlight, and it had four legs with massive, curled claws that could have taken her head off in one blow. Its body was bulky and muscular, but its neck was long like that of a snake. Its snout, although covered in scales, was shaped like a horse’s, with large eyes on either side of its head. It was a full-grown dranagin, and Phyllis stared in awe.

      After a few moments, she realized she could hear the roar of a great body of water, and she realized they were standing on a cliff. Far below them surged the great Oceantic, its waters smashing up against the high cliffs. She could see the foamy waves and white sands of the shoreline. Jewels were sprawled across the shore, tangled in pockets of seaweed, and Phyllis realized she was standing on a combination of ash and sand.

      The dranagin saw them and began to rise, unfolding the great wings on its back as it stood and exhibiting its true strength and might. As it rose high above them, casting a shadow over the hill, it tilted its head back and roared.

      Phyllis couldn’t help it; she screamed. Her voice was lost as the ground vibrated with the sound of the beast bellowing. She knew she heard the voice of one who held their fate, and she was sure they had come to their deaths. Her hands were shaking as she stood, watching black smoke curl out of the dranagin’s nostrils. It blinked, closing its yellow, double-lidded eyes and opening them again. It flapped its wings twice, causing the ash and sand to swirl in circles at their feet. The stench of death rose above them, and Phyllis felt Ilieus reach for her hand. Taking her eyes off the beast, she turned to her sister.

      Ilieus’s lips trembled, and her eyes were wide open in fright. It was in those eyes that Phyllis realized what her sister was going to do. She took a deep breath, readying herself for the end. As one, they leapt forward and ran for the entrance while the beast moved above them. It roared again, almost knocking them off their feet as the ground shook. A storm of winds blew about them as the beast flapped its wings and dived. It was the slow speed in which the beast dived that saved them. One moment, they were in the open, ruby scales surrounding them as the creature threw back its head and breathed in. In the next moment, they were in the shadow of the cave, and the world behind them ignited into fire.

      Phyllis felt the hairs on her body wilt and blister beneath the heat; her skin burned, and her lips cracked, but she kept running, even as her eyes watered. They descended into the gloom of the cave. The twinkling jewels lit up their path as they ran, but before the dranagin could follow them into the cave, they heard another beast roaring in the distance, answering the call. Phyllis tripped as she spun around, falling headlong into the scattered jewels and bones, dragging Ilieus with her. “Did you hear that?” she gasped, grabbing her throat in pain as they lay on the cavern floor.

      Ilieus nodded, too overcome to stand up again. “It sounds like another dranagin.”

      Phyllis sought the cave entrance, hoping to see the second beast. “It sounds like Roturk, my baby dranagin.” She bit her lip in concern. “He’s not big enough to fight a full-grown beast.”

      “If he distracts it, we have time to find it,” Ilieus replied. She got to her knees; she was suddenly exhausted now that they had arrived. “We should search the cave before the dranagin returns.”

      Phyllis nodded, tears springing unbidden to her eyes as she thought of Roturk facing the beast alone. Wiping soot on her dress, she stood and recoiled in horror as she brushed against a pile of bones. They fell, one by one, across the cave floor; the noise of them striking the ground sounded ominous while the dranagins roared. Ilieus reached out a hand; it was shaking. “Come on,” she whispered. “We are close.”

      They continued into the depths of the cave, where the air was close and smelled of mold and rot. Water dripped in the distance, and they walked toward the sound, unconsciously letting their thirst lead them. The cave walls narrowed as they walked, and the ceiling sloped lower until they came to a place where it would be impossible for the dranagin to follow them. The noise from the battle between the two dranagins disappeared, and they found themselves walking down into a shallow chamber.

      Water dripped out of the cavern walls into a pool; each drop caused a ripple that echoed across the room. The jewels disappeared, and the room was bare, except for something silver, which was reflected in the pool. Yet when Phyllis searched the chamber, she could not find anything silver. Dirty and grimy, Phyllis and Ilieus crept hesitantly toward the pool, kneeling and leaning forward to dip their faces into the cool waters. As they drank deeply and the waters flowed into their bellies, Phyllis felt the change. Each sip she swallowed traveled through her body as if the waters were alive. She could feel it making her stronger and forcing her to stand. But as she stood, she backed away from what she saw and heard. Ilieus stood in the middle of the chamber with her head thrown back and her nostrils wide, and she stared vacantly into nothingness. Her lips moved, and the words to the scroll spilled out:

      

      
        
        
        “The eyes of the jeweled ones will see it first.

        Hidden in the boughs in the forests of the north

        Among the evergreen where the midlands dance.

        Beware the blended, exiled ones.

        Past the death the Marshswamps brings,

        Hidden in rock the sunlight dares not part,

        Beyond the green havens of the creatures of the wood,

        Neither friend nor foe guards the keep,

        A horse of silver and winged with power,

        Keeping watch over the end of days.

        There you seek, and you shall find

        All you dream and fear and more.

        The death and life of all awaits.

        Seek, and ye shall find.

        Find, and ye shall perish.

        Perish, and ye shall live.”

      

        

      

      

      As the last words dropped from her lips, her gaze caught Phyllis’s, and she smiled. It wasn’t a happy smile—one of those that can be captured on a perfect day when you are surrounded by those you love. She lifted her arms, and she was gone.
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      Ilieus lifted her hands, and the vision she feared the most, the one that turned her nightmares into episodes of frantic fright, flowed into reality. White fingers reached for her, yet this time they were not vicious and unfriendly. The curved white teeth she’d caught glimpses of were the stagnant crystals at the entrance of the cave. The fingers were cold as they touched her face, reached for her neck, peeled back all who she was, and stole her physical form. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, unable to watch as the bright white light grew more intense. It swept around her like a windstorm, and reaching out with her fingertips, she could feel the lightness that folded around her like an embrace. Voices hummed in her head, speaking that unusual tongue, stilling her frightened heartbeat, and soothing her fears.

      “It is you,” she whispered when she saw it, even with her eyes closed.

      “Come,” the voice said. “It is time to enter the beyond.”

      As her soul forsook her body, she saw a dozen visions of past, present, and future come alive before her. In the Western World, a great war was waged in the midst of a rich red canyon. Transformed creatures of the ground battled against great warriors, and there was one golden-haired one who slightly resembled Tharmaren the Wise. She saw the flight of the Tider into the waterfalls at the bottom of the canyon, capturing the shadow that sought to flee.

      The visions danced, and before her rose a world twice as large as the Eastern World. She saw a green stone tossed into the air. Light curled like a bud unfolding, springing out to meet the first breath of light. Beautiful would be too common of a word to explain its brilliance, casting all shadows from its presence. Within it power danced, bursting to be let out.

      Three dark shadows rose and began a great search, reaping the people of the world. The sun set, allowing the world to be covered with darkness. Across the land there were only fifteen points of bright white that flickered from shadow to shadow, hiding from the reign of terror.

      At last, the Eastern World rose before her, and she saw a great ship drop out of the sky, leaving the Murwumps to find their way through the forest. Many of them were burned by the dranagin until a horned shadow showed them the way underground and how to harvest the elements of the Eastern World. She could see her sister, Phyllis, running, and, suddenly, she knew how it would all end.

      Ilieus opened her eyes. Even before the light receded, she knew her vision was now the present. Her breath was gone, and her body was alone. Cold. Still. Lifeless. Then her soul was whisked from that place, and a great many hands reached out to welcome her home.
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      Tears were the first things Phyllis was cognizant of as she watched. Her mouth was open in a silent scream; she held out one hand, reaching for Ilieus, while pressing the other over her mouth. She felt like a stone statue observing the events of another life, yet she knew it was happening to herself, and she did not want to believe it.

      Ilieus lifted up her hands, and Phyllis saw her soul leave her body, and her flesh began to transform. First, every inch of her body, starting with her head, including her eyes, and flowing down to her toes, turned pure white as snow. Then she began to melt, turning clear as crystal. As she did so, her body disappeared, and a white horse took her place. It shook its mane as it transformed, stomping its hooves against the ground. It stood taller than six hands, and as it grew, it turned to face Phyllis and spoke. “I have come to you in a time of great need. Use me well.”

      Phyllis stared, unwilling to believe what she was seeing. “Where is my sister?” she demanded, her voice shrill. “What have you done with her?”

      “Ilieus is gone. Yet she is here. She was a vessel for me during the time I lay dormant. But she is here, and she is with you. Search your memory. You will find her.”

      Phyllis shook her head, disbelieving, as she sank to the floor of the chamber. “Where is my sister?” she screamed. She struck the ground and then struck it again as she wailed over and over. “What have you done? Where is she?”

      The white horse faded before Phyllis, the last words it spoke echoing in the chamber. “Search your memory. You will find her.”

      A crystal, winged horse perched on the edge of the pool, and Phyllis lay down and sobbed as her world dissolved, her heart broke, and all she thought she knew ended.
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      Phyllis ran. Silent tears of fury streamed down her face. She felt like she had been tricked. She questioned whether grandmother had known all along who and what Ilieus was and had said nothing. Instead, she had sent them on an impossible quest without telling them the whole truth about who they were. Just as the white horse had said, as soon as she searched her visions for truth, she found them and wished they were lies.

      Long ago, her grandmother, Odella the Tall, had been born into the family line of Watchers. At that time, there was a strange occurrence in the sky, and members of the Watchers were sent to discover whether those happenings would have an impact on their world. It was then they discovered that Tharmaren the Wise had appeared in the Eastern World, left there by strange beings who quickly hid themselves in the North Forests. Prior to their arrival, a white streak had been seen in the skies; it was also said to have disappeared in the North Forests. The signs agreed; there were strange creatures in the North Forests who might bring danger to the Eastern World.

      Many had taken up the quest of finding the truth, but Odella the Tall was the first to go into the woods and the first to leave with knowledge and a token of power. She hid herself with the Trazames of Nungus Des-Lista for a time until she was ready to undertake her life’s great work. Seeing the future, she waited a lifetime until the double children, her very own grandchildren, were born. There was one of vision and one of strength, and the one with vision would have the knowledge, while the one of strength would wield one of the greatest powers in the world. When she looked into their future, she found their fate was tied to the Great Clyear of Power. One was the vessel. The other its keeper.

      This was the truth Phyllis knew as she ran through the cave, stumbling on bones and jewels, yet relentless in her quest. In her hands, she held the Great Clyear of Power, spoken of in tales of old, and she knew exactly what to do.

      When she reached the entrance, she was almost surprised to see daylight streaming into it. It seemed she had spent an age in the bowels of the cavern, yet she could hear the great beasts above her, roaring in flight. Their features were indistinct as they wheeled over Oceantic, hurling insults instead of ripping each other apart as other beasts did. Taking her chances, Phyllis continued to run, out through the opening to the crest of the great hill. She stumbled when she reached the top; her footing came loose as she pitched forward over the sand and ash and rolled down the hill. With one hand grasping at the Clyear, she used the other to reach for something to break her fall. Her fingers caught on a stick, and she leaned against it, gasping for air as her bruised and battered body came to a stop. She paused for a moment before she remembered her sister disappearing again. Rage welled up within her. She rose and pushed forward.

      She ran through sand, ash, and the burnt forest, back toward the tunnels where the Murwumps dwelt and back toward the prison they had created, where she had left her friends. Even as she ran, she heard the roaring of Oceantic, the cries of the dranagins, and a lone flute playing far away. It played a funeral song on an endless loop, and now she understood why. One by one, the quest took away all she loved. First, there was Mother; second, there was Father; lastly, there was her sister. She was alone now, and there was only one thing left to do now that she had no one to care for. Save the world. If they hurt her, she would hurt them back; she would make them feel the pain; she would make them suffer until they knew what they had done to her and how she felt about it. They would feel her pain. They would feel it to the extreme, and that pain would have a lasting effect.

      She ignored her rasping breath, the pain in her legs, and the spots that were starting to dance in her vision. She heard them calling her name, but she was past caring at that point. She dove into the tunnels, twisting down the dark paths from whence she had escaped hours earlier. She could hear the creatures in an uproar as she entered. Red eyes and pointed black ears swarmed before her, but it was as if she were invincible as she walked through them to the room full of explosives. She lifted the Clyear high and spoke in a language she had never uttered before, her voice ringing through the tunnels and vibrating through the depths.

      At first, there was silence, but then the explosives began to glow and rattle, and suddenly the ground began to shake. Phyllis put her arms down, knowing it was the end; all she needed to do was wait. The words rose up before them, and she whispered them as the tunnels shifted and caved in.

      

      The forest will tell you truth.

      The trees will give you knowledge.

      In exchange for one terrible price,

      They will tell you all you wish to know.

      Why the world fades.

      Why the end is near.

      There’s something you can do

      If only you can escape.

      Beware. Be warned.

      The price you pay is death.

      

      The adrenaline from her run began to fade, and the misery of her life rose before her. Once again, tears of fury rose unbidden, and she heard the shouts of the Murwumps as they began to realize what was happening.

      “What’s this?”

      “Bright and glowing, this should not be happening. Help!”

      “What now?”

      “The explosives are glowing; they are going to…”

      “Going to what?”

      “Going to explode.”

      “No.”

      “Yes.”

      “Turn them off!”

      “We don’t know how!”

      “Get help!”

      “That’s what I’m asking you for!”

      A great many voices began shouting, and a stampede of creatures sought to escape, running here and there. Phyllis felt someone grab her. A familiar voice whispered in her ear: “Come with us. Run!”

      Black dots danced past her eyes as she forced her feet to take flight again, despite the pain as they cried out against movement.

      The hum of the explosives increased, turning into a vibration because Phyllis had managed to set off all the ones that were scattered underground.

      Murwumps shrieked and cried, giving orders to each other as, one by one, they started to deactivate the explosives. But there were far too many explosives and far too few Murwumps.

      Phyllis reached the tunnel and realized she held Pharengon’s hand. He called to her as they climbed, but she couldn’t hear what he said, for a terrible wailing filled the air. It ripped through her ears like a child whose mother was ripped away by the elements. The ground shook and crumbled, falling apart with every footstep. Just as she saw pure light, starlight, the ground was ripped from under her feet, and she was thrown, blasted from the underground into the remains of the forest.
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      Sarhorr the Changer paused as he opened the portal to return to the South World. A terrible explosion was ripping through the Eastern World, but it was not above ground as he had instructed the Murwumps. It seemed to have destroyed the marshes, their underworld. He almost laughed as he listened to the shrieks of agony.

      Now he knew that the mortals of the Eastern World were just as strong as the mortals of the Western World. Even though he’d been secretive with his methods, this project was only a test. He had everything he needed to set his grand scheme in motion. Best of all, his brother and sister would finally trust him.

      The portal flew open, inviting him through. He took a step through and closed it behind him as easily as he would close a door. As he did, he sighed with one regret: if only he hadn’t had to use his first daughter as collateral in the deadly game he played. It was necessary; for little did the mortals know, he was only getting started.
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      Phyllis coughed as she woke, the taste of smoke lay heavy in the air. The buzzing sensation of pain slammed into her head as she opened her eyes. Ignoring it, she forced herself to sit up, surprised and disappointed to find herself still alive. The blast should have destroyed everything. What if some of the Murwumps had escaped? Above her, bare trees rose high; their branches were twisted, broken, and stripped clear of any sign of life.

      Pharengon stood to her left, watching the quiet wood. He turned at her movements and came to crouch before her. “Phyllis, you’re awake,” his voice sighed, indicating he was as weary as she felt.

      His hair was disheveled and swept back from his grimy face. Soot and ash covered his clothing, and she could see places where they were ripped. His cloak was gone, but strapped around his waist was the Jeweled Sword. She lifted her eyes to meet his and saw, flickering behind them, questions and the keen awareness of what she had lost.

      “How are we alive?” she asked, grabbing her throat as pain ripped through it.

      He reached out a finger and stroked her cheek. “There was a light.” He shrugged, looking past her for a moment, his eyes unseeing. “You had…” He met her eyes, unsure of how much he should say. “How are you feeling?”

      She shook her head; the sharp, tingling pain made her wish she hadn’t. “I…what have I done?” she whispered.

      He moved to sit beside her, gently placing an arm around her shoulders. “You saved us all,” he murmured.

      “But I lost everything.” She bit her lip, turning to hide her face in his shoulder, allowing the tears to flow once more. In response, he wrapped his other arm around her shoulder, hushing her as he stroked her mattered hair.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Cuthan stumbled through the charred ground with Artenvox at his side. His feet were bare, and the ash was still warm, singeing the bottom of his feet with each step. His arm was broken, and even though Artenvox had set it with splintered wood and his shirt, it still pained him with each step he took. He gritted his teeth and bore it, knowing it could be worse. It hurt too much to speak, but he was curious about what happened to Phyllis and Ilieus. If he had to guess, it seemed Phyllis had found the power they were searching for, but where was Ilieus? He stumbled, jarring his arm. Everyone was finding their power sources. Pharengon had the Jeweled Sword; Artenvox had found his sapphire ring, and Phyllis, supposedly, had the Clyear of Power. When would he find his jewel and reach his destiny?

      “Aye!” Artenvox called from ahead. He was limping and covered in sand and mud just like Cuthan. “I think I see Thangone ahead. Thangone?” he shouted, his hoarse voice giving out just at the end.

      Thangone turned slowly; one of his eyes was swollen shut and red. One hand grasped his sword hilt while he beckoned to them with the other. “I see the Jeweled Ones are invincible,” he remarked when they caught up to him.

      Cuthan grimaced against the pain in his arm and the slight jab. He’d known for a while that Pharengon and Thangone were not quite fond of himself and Artenvox.

      “Where are the others?” Artenvox skillfully ignored the remark and changed the conversation.

      Thangone pointed south, and through the burnt trees, they could see Pharengon and Phyllis waiting. Neither of them moved, and neither of them smiled.

      When he reached them, all questions Cuthan had died on his lips. The lost and vacant look in Phyllis’s eyes told him what had happened, and the slight shake of Pharengon’s head discouraged further conversation for the time being. They greeted each other with nods, glancing over each other’s wounds, well aware of their dire circumstances. They were injured and lost in the woods. Although they were headed in a southern direction, they had no food, shelter, or means of healing themselves. In short, it was only a matter of time.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A week later, the five travelers found themselves stumbling into greener lands where the sun began to shine through leaves of green. The oppressive quiet of the forest disappeared, and each morning, when the sun rose, the birds sang a song of welcome. The smokiness cleared, and the air became cooler. Once again, they followed a river, thankful to wash themselves free from the grit and ash of the explosion and to quench their thirst. Starving bellies were nourished with what little fish they had strength to catch, and their bones and bruises began to heal. They spent more time resting because they found themselves keenly aware of their misfortune. It was a known fact that none escaped from the forest, even Cuthan’s and Artenvox’s blind luck from years earlier could not be anticipated again.

      One night, they rested by the river, listening to the voices of the trees sing through the wind. Cuthan lay on his back by the riverbank; his broken arm was tucked up against his chest. “What are we going to do?” he sighed, dropping a hand into the water and flicking drops across the gentle surface.

      Thangone sat propped against a tree trunk. The swelling in his eye had gone down, but it was still discolored and ugly. “We follow the river until it leads us out; there is nothing to stop us now.”

      Artenvox snorted in laughter, almost choking on a piece of fish. “Nothing to stop us?” He chuckled again. “I have walked the paths of the wood for years. The forest played with me until it was done having its way. Then it spit me out in the west.”

      “Chased you out,” Thangone corrected him, annoyed at Artenvox laughing at him.

      “We don’t have years,” Pharengon objected.

      Cuthan lifted his head, his eyes darting between Pharengon’s and Thangone’s. At last, they came to rest on Phyllis, and he regarded her somberly with his emerald gaze. She met his eyes, but she said nothing. “Pharengon,” Cuthan went on. “Say we do escape the forest. What is your plan?”

      Pharengon stood and crossed his arms. “We have to return to Wind Fresh and ensure the Contrevails do not take over the Eastern World. Now that the threat to our world has been vanquished, we must make sure the people groups live together in harmony. If we return to bloodshed and war, many lives will be lost needlessly.”

      “Ah, a Horse Lord to the end.” Cuthan turned his face away, back toward the river.

      “We have been here for months; it may already be too late,” Thangone said.

      “I hope not.” Pharengon fingered his sword hilt. “We have everything we need to persuade the people groups. All we need is time to earn their trust.”

      “You mean to become king?” Artenvox raised his eyebrows.

      Pharengon paused before nodding, still hesitant to accept the responsibility. “It is my fate, according to the prophecy.”

      “You will make a great king.” Phyllis spoke for the first time that evening; her voice was clear and confident.

      Cuthan glanced at her, narrowing his eyes. He was sure she was hiding something from him. He still was unclear of the manner of Ilieus’s death, and he hadn’t seen the Clyear once, that is if she even had it.

      Phyllis stood suddenly. Her hair was still wet and braided back; it jerked behind her as she turned in surprise. “I hear voices singing. Can you hear it?”

      Artenvox waved his hand dismissively. “We aren’t in Midlands yet.”

      Instead of replying, Phyllis moved forward through the trees toward the voices of the night.

      Cuthan sat up, his ears pricked. “They are the not the same voices we heard in Midlands.” He rolled over first to his knees and finally to his feet, before following Phyllis.

      “I hope this adventure ends better than the last one.” Artenvox smirked.

      One by one, they followed her as they weaved through the trees.
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      As if answering a call, they fought the bushes and twisted through brambles and vines, always chasing the voices. The song rose and fell; the words danced through the leaves as if they played a game of hide and seek. At last, the underbrush gave way to a green glade where a new moon cast its light on the wood, and the trees stood back in reverence to watch the ritual begin.

      Cautiously, Phyllis peered out from behind a tree trunk, and she felt Pharengon come up behind her, placing a hand on her shoulder. She relaxed; his steady presence a reminder that there was one left in her life who cared. She did not like the way Cuthan watched her; there was something he wanted, and she suspected he knew much more about her and Ilieus than he revealed. She knew he wanted to know the details behind what happened to Ilieus, but it was not an event she could speak of without dissolving into tears.

      At night, instead of sleeping, she lay in silent grief, knowing why and understanding the words on a scroll. In fact, she understood more of the knowledge of the world as if an impartation had been passed to her. She could not bring herself to look at the Clyear again, knowing how powerful it was and how incorrectly she had used it. She saved the world, but she also destroyed another race entirely. There should have been another course of action; one that Pharengon, in his kindness, would have found. She had been grief-stricken and impatient, and although she did not regret what she had done, on some scale, she felt she had done wrong. That choice would stay with her the rest of her life.

      As she stood listening to the beauty of the voices, with the cool night air on her face, she lifted her eyes and saw the new moon; it was something she could not recall seeing since the world began to die. A tear rolled down her cheek, but it was no longer a tear of pain, but it was one of release. She would never forget what happened in the North Forests, yet now the quiet pull of the Tider rose within her, telling her to seek safer adventures.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Cuthan peered over a bush in the glade, and his jaw dropped. On the grassy knoll danced the most colorful creatures he’d ever seen. They were all female and appeared young and ageless with smooth skin. Their hair was the color of bright raindrops. They wore short frocks of feather and mists, which brazenly showed off their long legs and bare feet. They skipped in place, lifting their hands and dancing in a circle. Half of them weaved their way between the others, catching hands and slinging each other to the opposite side of the glade. Clasping arms, they danced in a half circle, kicking their muscular legs out, and started again, spinning and clapping. Their voices rose in a sort of half chant and half song, but the drums of the Midlands that kept the rhythm, and the friendly fire was missing. One would have thought they were Crons or members of the Dezzi, but the way their pointed toes touched the ground gave them the illusion of flight.

      In one move, faster than the eye could blink, they turned toward the five hidden in the trees and crouched, one knee bent while they held curved knives in their hands. One dark-haired female stood, while the others remained in a defensive position, and motioned for those hidden in the trees to show themselves.

      Sheepishly they emerged, coming to stand at the edge of the glade with their hands on their own weapons. The dark-haired female moved to the front. Her eyes flashed as she held up one of her hands to stay her tribe from attacking. Her other hand held a knife that glinted in the moonlight, showing off its sharp blade. “How did you find us?” she snapped. Her voice was fierce while her white teeth gleamed. They were small in her mouth, but they were pointed as if they were used to ripping flesh. Her intense eyes traveled over the weary travelers, noting Artenvox’s sapphire ring, and she paused when her gaze met Cuthan’s.

      “Please.” Cuthan held open his hands to show her he held no weapons. “We mean no harm. We heard your song and came to watch. It’s beautiful.”

      She said nothing; she just stared at his eyes, her stance never changing.

      “We are looking for help,” Pharengon interrupted, taking command. “We need to escape these forests and save our Kingdom.”

      His fingers strayed across his sword, and the female tore her eyes from Cuthan’s charming gaze to stare at Pharengon’s weapon. She pointed. “What is that you carry?”

      “I will show you.” Pharengon held out a hand, signaling peace, before he drew his sword. The jewels caught in the moonlight as he held it up. “I am Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword.”

      An audible gasp echoed through the forest as the females stared at the sword, their eyes as wide and round as the full moon. The dark-haired female hissed in surprise, and then she closed her fist and put her knife away. The others followed her lead, standing tall once more with their legs apart and arms crossed. Their eyes were the most animated parts of their bodies, roaming over the strangers in curiosity. “I am Indonesia,” the lead female offered. “We are Mermis of Spherical Land.”

      “Mermis,” Thangone whispered to himself. “I wonder if that explains the voices.”

      Indonesia glanced at him and gave a quick nod, although her eyes said she was unsure of what he meant.

      “Spherical Land?” Artenvox repeated in confusion. “But…I thought…that land is in the Western World. Is it not?”

      Indonesia cocked her head at him, narrowing her eyes. “You have listened to the stories well.” She spread her arms, including her tribe in the next words she spoke. “We are the descendants of Crinte the Wise and Marklus the Healer. We are the Watchers of the Four Worlds who tell the stories of great deeds so others will have hope and believe. You.” She pointed to Pharengon. “Have the Jeweled Sword. Do you know what it means? You must have a story.”

      “If we tell you our tale.” Pharengon slid his sword back into its sheath. “Will you help us?”

      Indonesia gave a laugh like the sound of silver bells. “You ask for assurance and for proof that we are not enemies? I give you my word, as the daughter of Crinte the Wise. If your tale is true and you are the king who shall rule over the Eastern World, we shall know.”

      A stunned silence overcame the glade as they realized whom they were speaking to. A thousand questions rose and fell, but Indonesia merely motioned for them to sit down in the glade.

      It was Phyllis who spoke up. “If you are the daughter of Crinte the Wise, then the tales must be true. Tell me; did the Five Warriors truly do all those great deeds?”

      Indonesia showed her teeth; it was hard to tell whether it was a grimace or smile. “Why do the mortals find it hard to believe?” she murmured to her companions. “This is why knowledge is hidden from mortals: you are not wise enough to know.” She pointed to Phyllis. “Your eyes have seen what no mortal has seen before. Tell us your tale, and do not forget a word.”

      Phyllis opened her mouth and closed it again, unsure of where to begin. She lifted a hand to her chest, where the Clyear was hidden, and suddenly the words came to her. They drifted from her past, reminding her of how it began with Grandmother and Mother fighting and Father leaving. Instead of bringing guilt and sorrow, she heard the humming comfort of a flute playing. When she looked, she saw the Mermis held long pipes. They captured her words and turned them into music, soft and indistinct, a sound she could barely hear. When Artenvox and Cuthan told their tale of hunting for treasure and Pharengon and Thangone chimed in at the right moments, the tears did not flow. She could feel her story happening again as if in a dream, and when she told of her journey to the dranagin’s lair and the revelation of the Clyear, her voice was as clear as a bell on a windless day.

      When at last their tale was finished, the Mermis kneeled, clasped their hands together, palm to palm, and bowed until their heads touched the ground. “All hail, King Pharengon,” they chanted, and the wood fell silent.

      Indonesia was the first to rise. She lifted her fingers to her mouth and gave a shrill whistle. “I would have many more words with you.” She glanced from Phyllis to Pharengon. “But come, we will take you back to your Kingdom on the Silver Herd.”

      “The Silver Herd?” Pharengon stood. But his words were needless because a troop of silver horses flew into the glade. They were much larger than the mounts the Horse Lords rode, and they were pure white with silver manes and giant wings. They trotted up to the Mermis, shaking their manes and nickering in excitement.

      “Oh,” Phyllis cried, bringing her hands to her mouth in awe. “They are beautiful.”

      “Yes, a gift from my Grandfather,” Indonesia announced proudly, almost smiling. “A gift for the Blended Ones.”

      “You are Blended Ones?” Phyllis gasped.

      Realization dawned on Indonesia, stronger than it had been those long years ago. She stared at Phyllis and realized they were the same. “Let’s ride!” she called instead.

      But it was Cuthan who walked up to Indonesia, standing on one side of the horse she was about to mount. “I must know,” he spoke quietly. “You came to the Eastern World to collect tales. Surely you will leave and go to other Worlds?”

      Indonesia caught his eye and nodded. “Aye. My Grandfather told us to look for something or someone. It is clear that he sent us here to bring Tharmaren the Wise so that you might save your world. But after we return you to your Kingdom, we will leave.”

      “Take me with me you,” Cuthan begged.

      Indonesia mounted her horse, not showing her surprise at his statement. She shook her dark hair.

      Cuthan reached out and grabbed her hand with his unbroken one. “Please,” he whispered. “I have seen all I want to see in the Eastern World. I have been through the forests time and time again. Please. Take me with you.”

      Indonesia froze, her dark eyes glaring down at him. Then she reached out her hand and pulled him up behind her.
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      There were a great many accounts of what happened that day: the day the sky turned white. As the years passed, people spoke of it in hushed tones and whispered of it to their children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren. They told them what they were doing at that moment when they looked up and the sky was blotted out in a cloud of white. There is only one account that is known to be reliable. According to Tharmaren the Wise, on that day, he saw the very beings that had cast him into imprisonment in the Eastern World. They flew through the skies, bringing back the king, his counsel, the Jeweled Ones, and the Keeper of the Great Clyear of Power. When they landed on Wind Fresh, the Contrevails fled to their ships, and instead of returning to Contres, they hid themselves in the landmass, forsaking any allegiance they once held to Kronter.

      The Mermis and their Silver Herd entered the castle, demanding all bow before King Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword as they spoke in awe about what he and his companions had done. At the encouragement of Tharmaren the Wise, they went to Contres to liberate the islanders and take Kronter into captivity because one as conniving as he should not be allowed freedom in the new era.

      It came to pass just as the prophecy foretold. Pharengon became the first king of the Eastern World. To ensure his rule, he rode out with his Horse Lords to each city in the landmass to bring harmony and fairness to its inhabitants. It was rumored that even the Dezzi queen and her people surrendered to his rule. However, King Pharengon offered the Dezzi the island of Contres as a refuge for the Blended Ones where they could not be attacked or persecuted. Although the Blended Ones were accepted as citizens with full rights, there were still those who disagreed with the king and stirred up mischief wherever they went. After all, the land was still young, and the people groups were learning to trust each other.

      During that time, Artenvox discovered another treasure calling his name, and at his request, Miri took her tiger and disappeared with him into the landmass. Pharengon and Thangone were dismayed at her actions, but there was nothing they could do to stop them. Crons will always be Crons: curious, unreliable, and always in pursuit of a great adventure. At last, Pharengon was able to rid himself of the pesky Treasure Hunters because Cuthan could not tear himself away from the Mermis. It was only a month later when they took their Silver Herd and forsook the Eastern World to spread the tale of Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword and his companions far and wide.

      It was Phyllis who found herself misplaced. She stayed in Wind Fresh while the Horse Lords rode out and the Treasure Hunters took up another quest. She found herself spending more time with Tharmaren the Wise, and the words he gave her to read were not so unfamiliar. She began to write, and it was she who told Tharmaren the Wise what truly happened in the North Forests. Thus, he wrote down his account, and she began to collect the knowledge of the wisdom of the world. When at last they were done, Tharmaren the Wise lay down his quill and closed his eyes, never to open them again. He dreamed, and at last, the shadows were gone from his memory.

      Hence the days of peace came to the Eastern World, and although the Order of the Wise was no more, the Watchers kept guard over the World. It was a year to the day of their return when Pharengon asked Phyllis to take a moonlit ride with him.
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      The door to her study was cracked open when Pharengon went to find her. He nudged it with his foot, and it swung soundlessly open, but she didn’t notice. She looked older, he thought, although not much time had passed. She perched on the edge of her chair; one finger was raised in the air, posing a question, while the other held a quill. Rolls of parchment covered her desk, and candles held the curling edges down, casting dancing light across the room. Ink splattered across the pages of words, written now in the common tongue. He crossed his arms, a smile touching his lips as he watched her in a world of her own. She’d taken to wearing her dark hair in a long braid, and he missed the wild curls that sprung across her forehead. Her mouth was frowning as she whispered words over and over, attempting to figure something out. At last, breaking the spell, he spoke her name aloud: “Phyllis.”

      She jumped and squealed, dropping the quill and leaping up.

      “Pharengon!” she cried, running to him. The joy radiating from her face cast the hollowness from her eyes. He held out his arms as she flung hers around him, burying her face into his broad chest while breathing in his scent. She held him tight, sighing with pleasure as he kissed the top of her head. “How long have you been back?” she asked, lifting her eyes to meet his and pulling back, her cheeks red in embarrassment.

      “Only a few hours,” he replied. “There is much to be said and done.”

      “Ah yes,” she noted, pulling back even more. “You are a great king now and quite busy.”

      “Quite,” he quipped. “Now, where are you going?” He teased, tightening his arms more securely around her waist.

      “You are a great king now and not the Horse Lord I met in the wild lands.” She smiled and her eyes were bright. “I must give you due respect.”

      “And you are a great Oracle now,” he returned. “I know your time is full spent here, translating the words of Tharmaren the Wise. May he rest in peace. But come, I would speak with you for a time.”

      She pulled away completely, turning her back on him to return to her desk. “I am glad you are here. I have been feeling uneasy about this.” She lifted the Clyear from where it perched and held it up in the candlelight. “I must admit.” Her voice dropped. “I am frightened of its power. What should we do with it?”

      He held out a hand to her. “Come, the night is young. Let us ride on the waves of the sea while we talk. There is a question I desire an answer for.”

      They left her study, winding their way through the castle to the moat. Boats rocked in the waters, and Pharengon untied one before rowing them gently out to the Westiles Sea. They were quiet for a time, listening to the lapping of the voiceless waves. The sounds of terror had drifted from the world and left calm in its place. Phyllis noticed, with pleasure, that when she looked at Pharengon, his eyes smiled at her. The sorrows of a past life had drifted away.

      He caressed the curves of her cheek in the moonlight; his rough fingertips tiptoeing as gently as possible across the map of her face. He stopped just shy of her trembling lips, dropping his hand to her shoulders. His eyes were dark blends of honey, and the moonlight made him stand out from the shadows, a white being in the darkness. “I know it is unfair to ask this of you. You have seen much loss, and yet I would ask you to give again. In exchange for my love, will you be my queen?” She opened her mouth to respond, but he shook his head and went on. “I know what you would think. You doubt whether the people groups will follow us. In part, that is why I ask. I am young, and you are one of the Blended Ones. By our union, we can show the people groups there is nothing to fear from us. It is as Ilieus once said, words and deeds will save us, not power. Let us leave the powers to the immortals, wherever they may be. It is more important for the people groups, the Purebloods and the Blended Ones, to live in harmony with each other. Will you help me make it so?”

      The words should have been easy, but she pulled back, gazing up at him and understanding the burden of what he was asking. “I would rather belong to you in the wild lands of Phillondorn, where adventure is free for the taking. I would rather set sail and battle the endless monsters of the Westiles Sea. But more than anything, I’d rather be at your side. So yes.” She took his hand, turning it face up and lifting his palm to her lips. “Yes, I will help you.”

      He leaned in until his forehead touched hers. “My queen,” he whispered.

      Phyllis held onto him, for he was all that was left, but even as she did so, she saw visions of the future. The sun would rise in the east and set in the west, and their children would run forward in a free, new land. There would always be the rise and fall of powers, but the Watchers would keep the world safe. And so she let him kiss her because she knew when the sun rose, everything would be new.

      “Our tokens of power…” she reminded him after a moment.

      “Yes.” Pharengon pulled the oars against the shining sea, dropping a hand to his sword hilt. “I must keep the Jeweled Sword for a while longer, but none should control the Clyear of Power; it attracts more evil than good.”

      Phyllis held it up, and as she did so, something shone within that clear, crystal horse that made her want to keep it. She turned it over in her hands, seeing her sister’s face once again. “It calls to me. It wants to stay.” She held it out over the water, unable to let go.

      “Where it goes, it attracts a higher power, a power we cannot control. It cannot stay here.”

      “And if it goes somewhere else? If it goes down south and destroys that land, that would be because of our actions?”

      “We cannot waste time wondering what if a great many things may happen. The sea serpent could swallow it whole; it might fly away into time and space itself. We cannot guess what will happen.”

      “Pharengon.” Phyllis held out the Clyear to him. “If the words of ‘Song’ are true, the One will need your sword.”

      “When the time is right, I shall know,” he replied as he brushed the Clyear from her fingertips. It fell like a lightning bolt, dropping over the edge of the boat with nary a splash and sinking down into the depths of the Westiles Sea. A small glimmer was all that was left, and as Phyllis watched it, she thought she saw a crystal path leading south.

      “I wonder,” she spoke as much to herself as to Pharengon. “Do all roads lead south? I wonder what is there.”

      “There is a tale I heard.” He moved to wrap his arms around her until her back rested against his chest. “A tale told by one of the Order of the Wise.” His breath tickled her ear, tingling with mystery. “They say if one sails south until the world tips over and falls into the void, there you will find paradise, and there is where all the ‘wild things’ go when their time has come to an end.”

      “Tell me. What do they say about paradise?”

      “It is said that the mortals and immortals will, indeed, live forever there. There will be no more war, pain, sorrow, or loss. Only love and beauty and life everlasting.”

      “Do you think such a land exists? It sounds impossible…”

      “Nay, does it?” His arms tightened around her. “All the best things are impossible to attain. Yet, when they happen, it seems so possible that we wonder why didn’t we believe in them before.”

      “Pharengon,” She tilted her head so he could kiss her. “I’m tired of mysteries. Will you take me home?”

      “Aye, my queen.”

      As their boat sailed into the cove and they followed the spiraling staircase back to the castle, a red dranagin flew overhead, landed atop the castle, and roared.
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      Over 100 Years Earlier.

      

      The quiet lapping of the waves continued as they always had, washing up on the white beaches of the eastern end of the South World and rushing back out into the deep waters of Oceantic. Yet at their last pull, they tossed a silver boat upon the shore and raced away in haste as the boat transformed. A dark-haired male fell out of what had once been the boat, coughing and stretching as he attempted to pick himself up. He was long and lank and sat still for long moments, holding his head in his hands as he attempted to remember how to use his legs again. The waves slowed, pulling back to watch and whispering in hushed tones to each other because they had never seen quite a thing before in all of the Four Worlds.

      At last, the male stood, swaying slightly on his feet and his loose dark hair tumbling to his waist. He turned in slow circles; his sky-blue eyes stared in bewilderment as he took in the waves, the ocean, and the outcropping of greenery that lay before him. A dense forest, thick with mystery, trailed into unknown lands. Emotions moved in swift entanglements over his face: first relief, a hint of fear, and then confusion. A sound made him jump. The waves rose up, moving closer up the shore, as a name was called out of the woods. “Legone!” It came again, a broken melody seeking an answer.

      “Paleidir,” the male whispered, and he stumbled desperately toward the line of trees.

      A blur of shimmering green burst out of the forest, and a lady ran, her skirts lifted in both of her pale green hands, while her long locks of translucent hair streamed out behind her. Ripples of green light rolled off her as she ran to the male, calling and crying all at once. His face broke as he reached out to her, and she threw her arms around his neck, fastening them tightly as if she would never let go.

      “Legone.” She wept, tears rolling freely down her face as she kissed his shoulder, his neck, and his cheeks. “My love,” she whispered over and over again.

      His arms encircled her waist as he leaned against her for support, yet held on, his eyes unseeing as he sobbed into her shoulder, coming undone for what may have been the first time in his life.

      The waves thundered onto the shore, and, embarrassed by the number of tears shed between the couple, rolled back out as the two sank to their knees, continuing to hold each other. At last, forehead to forehead, he cupped her face in his hands and kissed her long and deep. And the waves grew bored and filtered out to play in the deeper oceans for a while. When curiosity beckoned, and they returned, the two still remained on the beach, but they were standing again, arms around each other.

      Her tears had dried as she leaned into his shoulder, and he spoke to her of things past. “I did not dream I would see you again, and yet it came, a whispered thought of salvation, just as you said it would be.”

      “Did you bring them?” she asked.

      “Aye.” He held up two objects before her: one was a horn and the other a crystal, winged horse.

      “Well done, my love.” She looked at both the objects and pulled him tighter into her arms. “I have news. I know where the Green Stone is. Now, we can begin.”
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      Year 762. Castle Range.

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

        Magdela the Monrage, has gone and been killed,

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

        Up there will rise, Finder of the Jeweled Sword,

        Conqueror of Evil.

        He will come when he is young.

        He will wield the Jeweled Sword.

        He will dissolve the Green Stone.

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

        They will come out and rejoice.

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

        - “Song” - as told by

        Paleidir, Lady of the Green People,

        Daughter of King Islider, King of the Green People,

        Wife of Legone the Swift.

      

      

      

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

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

      The lady nodded. “He is the One.”

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

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

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

      “What is his name?” the lady inquired.

      Myran looked down at her son, and suddenly a proud joy shone out of her eyes. “Eliesmore.”
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      Year 929.

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      [image: ]
* * *

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

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

      [image: ]
* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Did you like what you saw?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Oh. How is the world?”

      "What do you know of the world?"

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

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

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

      “Tomorrow is your last night.”

      “Last night? What do you mean?”

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

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

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

      “But why?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Jewels,” Eliesmore whispered.

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

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

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

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

      “They turned evil?” Eliesmore asked in surprise.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Eliesmore said nothing.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      She was quiet.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Come where?” Ellagine demanded.

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

      “This is not about protection.”

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

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

      Grinning in self-satisfaction, Visra spread her wings and flew east, while the forest stood silent in the wake of their blur of movement.
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      Year 936 (3 years ago)

      

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

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

      

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

      “Arldrine!” the Tider exclaimed in surprise.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Farewell.” Idrithar waved.

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Mother, I know more than you think.”

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

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

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

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

      “No, Eliesmore.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      [image: ]
* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Is it something worse than the Changers?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

        Magdela the Monrage, has gone and been killed,

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

        Up there will rise, Finder of the Jeweled Sword,

        Conqueror of Evil.

        He will come when he is young.

        He will wield the Jeweled Sword.

        He will dissolve the Green Stone.

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

        They will come out and rejoice.

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

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

        Daughter of King Islider, King of the Green People.

        Wife of Legone the Swift.

      

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Optimistic has it,” she replied absently.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Where are you going?” Eliesmore asked.

      “Does it matter?” the badger replied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      [image: ]
* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

      “Come,” his brother ordered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Optimistic is the Keeper of the Green Stone.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Arldrine has information for us,” Ellagine explained.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

      
        
        “Under hill, under dell,

        Under sky, moon, and stars

        We will quest to the west.

      

        

      
        We will thrive; we will ride

        On the backs of horses white.

        Under barrow and under dew,

      

        

      
        We will go with great cause

        Down the range and up the heights.

      

        

      
        Under flower and under fountain,

        Here we go like falling thunder.”

      

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Come on then.” Arldrine led the way.
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* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      They slept on, unconscious of his voice.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

      “Novor Tur-Woodberry, Novor Tur-Woodberry,

      Please come and help our friends are stuck

      And sinking deep into trouble.

      

      Novor Tur-Woodberry, Novor Tur-Woodberry,

      They’re on your land, and you rule them

      So please come running quickly.”

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

      
        
        “Here we are, here we are

        The home of Novor Tur-Woodberry.

        The grass is fresh; the smell is sweet.

        Welcome, welcome.

      

        

      
        March to the door.

        There is no door.

        Find the initials,

        Friend or foe.

      

        

      
        Friends are welcome;

        Come and dine.

        Wipe your feet, and name your business,

        Friend or foe.”

      

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “More specifically?” Optimistic encouraged.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

        Magdela the Monrage, has gone and been killed,

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

        Up there will rise, Finder of the Jeweled Sword,

        Conqueror of Evil.

        He will come when he is young.

        He will wield the Jeweled Sword.

        He will dissolve the Green Stone.

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

        They will come out and rejoice.

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

      

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You are not the One!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Eliesmore stared at her.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      [image: ]
* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      [image: ]
* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

      
        
        “Crackle! Pop! I’m getting hot!

        Ready, ready to turn them tart.

        High I go; you stack the wood.

        Up I’ll fly to the roasting stick,

        Roast the creatures! Crackle! Pop!

      

        

      
        Smoke billows rise high in the sky.

        Tell everyone in the forest.

        Let them smell the cooking pot.

        Squish them! Squash them!

        Now the bones slide out nicely.”

      

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Run,” commanded Ellagine.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Zhane,” she responded, tilting her head.

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

      “I was searching,” she offered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Where are you going?” Ellagine asked.

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

      “Lead on then, Zhane,” Arldrine prompted.

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

      

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

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

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

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

      “How did you get in here?”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Oh. I thought everyone was gone.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What is it?” Eliesmore probed.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Arldrine.” He winked inappropriately at her.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Idrithar’s voice held them like a spell, and Eliesmore found himself leaning into it. A pleasant silence hummed throughout the fortress until a boisterous voice from upstairs hollered. “You didn’t tell me, Wekin. I told you to tell me first!”

      The spell was broken, and all eyes were lifted upward.

      “But he sent me to get Idrithar first and then you. I couldn’t help it,” the other voice shrieked with laughter.

      “I wanted to be the first one, and you had to beat me to it.”

      “Okay, okay, please stop,” the second voice begged. “We can go see them now.”

      A minute later Wekin and another Cron ran down the stairs, their clothes damp and rumpled. The Cron with Wekin had a short sword strapped to his waist. He was the same height as Wekin with dark brown eyes. His hair stood up straight on his head and was streaked with brown and blond, giving him a comical appearance. He dashed down the stairs and skidded to a stop. “Arldrine, Zhane, and Optimistic! Home again! And leaving when? Tomorrow?”

      “Or the day after that.” Idrithar’s tone turned dry with frustration. “You will have to dry up the floor after introductions.”

      Wekin and the other Cron looked at each other and grimaced. Idrithar moved to stand behind the two, placing one hand on Wekin’s shoulder. “Ellagine, Glashar, and Eliesmore, this is Wekin.” He put one hand on the other Crons’s shoulder. “And this is Yamier.”

      Zhane motioned to Ellagine. “This is Ellagine, Lady of the Green People, you may have met her before.” He motioned to Glashar. “Glashar the Falidrain.” He finally motioned to Eliesmore. “And this is Eliesmore, the One.”

      “Oh, ones.” Wekin’s eyes grew large. “I’ve never heard of that people group.”

      Yamier stared at Wekin. “Shh, he’s the One that ‘Song’ is sung about.”

      “And furthermore,” Optimistic added, “he’s a Cron.”

      “He doesn’t look…” Wekin started, but Yamier clasped a hand over his mouth.

      “Half Cron, half Tider,” Eliesmore explained.

      “Now Wekin,” Idrithar said with a stern look, “go dry up the floor.”

      “But…” Wekin started. Idrithar’s face was immovable. Wekin looked at Yamier, who gloated and put his nose in the air.

      “Yamier, make sure the meeting room is in order,” Idrithar told him.

      Yamier’s head came down fast, and the mischievous two ran off grumbling.

      No sooner had they disappeared then there was a quiet step, and someone cleared his throat. A male Tider walked up from the passageway, followed by eleven white horses. He was over six feet tall with rich dark brown hair. It was pulled back from his face yet cascaded down his back, nearly to his waist. His chiseled face was unsmiling, and his hawk-like gaze swept over them; it was dark and intense as if he disproved of everyone in the room. A quiver of white-tipped arrows was slung on his back along with a bow because everyone in the fortress carried their weapons in case of a surprise attack from the Black Steeds. His voice was deep and almost hostile as he spoke. “So, you have come.” He nodded, expressionless, at Zhane, Arldrine, Optimistic, and Ellagine. His dark eyes met Eliesmore’s and swept past him to Glashar for a long moment. “Who may they be?” He turned to Idrithar.

      Glashar stepped forward. Her eyes were wide in surprise or shock, Eliesmore could not tell. “I am Glashar the Falidrain. I used to stay here, if only for a few months.”

      “I am Eliesmore,” said Eliesmore quietly because being the One was implied.

      “You must be the One.” The Tider’s eyes narrowed. “May I see your sword?”

      Unsure what to make of the Tider, Eliesmore pulled out his long sword with the jeweled hilt. All turned to gaze at it and then at Eliesmore with respect and honor. The Tider kneeled before Eliesmore, just as Zhane had done. He looked up into the face of the One. “I am Dathiem—a warrior and a healer. I will come with you.”

      Idrithar motioned toward the stairs as Dathiem rose. “The day grows old. We shall sit together for the last meal and meet in the morning. For now, let us disperse so that the travelers may rest from their journey.” His words sank in; there would now be seven to go against the Rakhai as they began their quest. He turned to the horses. “Fastshed and company are welcome as well.”

      The horse called Fastshed moved his neck up and down, his silvery mane flashing. A slow thought occurred as Eliesmore considered the horses, they must be the ones sent to the South World to assist him and his companions. Puzzling at the turn of events, he followed his companions up the winding staircase, taking in the curving architecture of the fortress. The stairs ended in a spacious hall, allowing them to walk four or five in a row down to the meeting room at the end where there were another two doors. Idrithar opened one into a dark passageway where torches flickered in pools of light, showing off occasional doors. Yamier and Wekin were strutting down the hall toward them, mischievous grins on their faces as they elbowed each other.

      “There you two are.” Idrithar held open the door, waiting for them to pass. “The Mermis need barrels brought up to the kitchen before the last meal is prepared.”

      Wekin’s eyes became round. He opened his mouth to protest, but Yamier grabbed his arm and dragged him off. “Yes, yes, of course.” He flung his words over his shoulder at Idrithar.

      Idrithar pulled open another door. Before Eliesmore could follow the others through, Optimistic grabbed him. “Come on, I’ll take you to get a new shirt and tunic so you don’t have to wear this blood-stained one.”

      “Oh.” Eliesmore looked down at his travel-stained clothes as if seeing them for the first time. “Thank you.”

      “No need.” Optimistic led the way down the hall, his boots echoing in the silence. “What do you think?” he asked, spreading his arms.

      “What do I think?” Eliesmore repeated. “Why is it that so few White Steeds live here? This fortress seems impenetrable.”

      “Aye.” Optimistic sighed, his shoulders slumping. “We were attacked from the inside years ago. By then, everyone had given up, and that was our breaking point.”

      “I’m sorry,” Eliesmore whispered, realizing he did not know much about Optimistic’s background. “This is all quite terrible. I wish good people like you and others did not have to be involved. If the Dark Three had never risen, we would not be in this…” He broke off as visions of the torture chambers of the Torsilo Quarts flashed through his mind. He saw the red flesh, bone, and stripped backs. “It is too dark to speak of…” He gasped. Suddenly he felt hopeless; the number of White Steeds was so small. How could they possibly win against the strong power and many armies of the Black Steeds?

      “Eliesmore.” Optimistic paused, turning to face him. “Find a little hope. It could be just you and me, the Keeper of the Green Stone and the Finder of the Jeweled Sword. But it’s more; it’s all of us, from Idrithar to Wekin.”

      “You’re right,” said Eliesmore, suddenly finding Optimistic easy to confide in, “I feel I can’t see the way and I’m trapped deep underground. Much like I was when I was taken to the Black Steeds’ fortress in the Torsilo Quarts. I feel like I am back in that tunnel of darkness and I will never see the light.”

      “But you did.” Optimistic patted his shoulder. “And you will find it again; do not despair.”

      Eliesmore studied Optimistic, unable to hide his astonishment. “It is such a dark time in the world, and yet you find hope.”

      “Eliesmore, I first came to this fortress when I was fifteen after the Black Steeds slew my parents and burned my home. I escaped, and here I found people to help me. When I first came to the fortress, there used to be great joy. As the world turns darker, I have seen some of my very best friends and the wisest leaders turn into Black Steeds to serve evil. I did not want a fate such as theirs; I had to remain strong and keep hoping the One would come soon. When I was seventeen, Ellagine left. However, in January, four years later, I remembered her, and I went to find her in Shimla. She told me what happened when she met you, and I set off to bring you back. Now here we are about to embark on our great quest. There are friends I will never see again. I have had experiences in this corrupt world and so will you. The most important lesson I have learned thus far is if you look for the light, you will find it. If you give up all hope, you will stay in darkness forever.”

      Eliesmore let the words sink in, washing over him like a cleansing rain. “Optimistic, I hope you are always here to encourage me.”

      When the two Crons reached the end of the passage, Optimistic opened a door into a cavernous room. Its ceiling rose high in an arch above their heads, while a musky scent swept over him as Eliesmore stepped inside. He gasped in surprise as his eyes took in the rows of shelves and weapons hanging on the wall. Swords were ranked in a corner; each hilt was polished until it shone. Bows of all sizes lined the back wall with quivers full of white arrows stacked in rows. It was curious to note that the weapons accommodated the various sizes of the people groups: some were made for those closer to five foot while others were made for taller people groups with greater strength. Shields of silver and gold, with the crest of a white horse rearing, lined one wall with spears beside them. There were blades, sharp and gleaming. A collection of arrowheads and steel lay in another corner, and there was a stone to sharpen weapons on.

      Eliesmore rotated, his eyes flying around the room as his jaw dropped. He wanted to touch every weapon; he desired to pick up a bow and nock an arrow in it, practice his sword, throw a spear, and shield himself from invisible enemies. The innate love of adventure rose within him, and he was seized with an excitement unfamiliar to him.

      Clothes were folded on shelves; there were forest green pants, pure white shirts, and green tunics along with black belts, walking staffs, and travel-ready boots. There were empty sacks he could sling around his waist and packs he could throw on his back. A table sat toward the middle of the room, overflowing with maps, heavy books, quills, and ink. How had they done this? How had the White Steeds accumulated such a collection?

      Meanwhile, Optimistic nonchalantly strode over to the shelves of clothing and pulled out a shirt and tunic. He held them up, considering their size. “Here, Eliesmore. These should fit.” He handed the clothes to Eliesmore before grabbing a pair of pants and tossing them to him. “I have to run an errand. I will return shortly.”

      Eliesmore nodded as Optimistic left, shutting the door behind him. He continued to gaze about the room, seeing shelves with round bottles of substance shimmering in the oil they lay in. He saw rolls of bandages, which reminded him of his own nasty wound. Quickly he took off his tunic and his shirt and looked down at his side. It had an ugly, black hole in it that sent chills down his spine. Eliesmore flashed back for a moment to that horrible night. He felt his heart pounding violently in his chest as he pulled on his clothes and stumbled over to the table, sitting down to catch his breath.

      Once he was seated, the fear subsided, and Eliesmore looked at the maps spread out in front on him. One was a map of the whole South World, neatly drawn with all the cities named and portrayed in great detail. At the bottom of the map was signed the name “Wekin.” So, apparently Wekin the Foolish was skilled at drawing maps. Eliesmore traced his journey with his finger. His heart sank as he realized just how long it would take them to get to the Constel Heights. At the fortress, they were as far away as they could possibly get from his destination. Indeed, unless they cross the Jaded Sea in the north, they would have to cross the Cascade Mountains, an enormous mountain range that traversed the western South World.

      There was a creak, and the door opened. Unbothered, Eliesmore looked up, expecting to see Optimistic. Instead, his eyes met Glashar’s. She was clothed in golden light, and hints of mint and lavender drifted around her as she shut the door. She had bathed or at least cleaned herself from the journey. Her golden hair had a bounce to it, and her eyes were brighter than he’d ever seen them. “Eliesmore.” She shut the door, leaning against it for a moment to ensure no one was listening in. “I have come to tell you about your wound.”

      Eliesmore smoothed his fingers over the map, arching an eyebrow as she approached him. “What do you mean?”

      Glashar covered her mouth with her hand, her long fingers touching her nose as she considered. He felt like he could see thoughts move through her mind, shifting through what she knew versus what she wanted him to know. “I used all my powers to heal you, yet I fear the Rakhai may retain some control over you.”

      Even as she spoke, Eliesmore knew what they could do. They would call to him, draw him out, and try to force him to give up the Green Stone. Before, this knowledge would have frightened him, forcing him to react out of fear. It may have been the strength of the fortress or his companions that reassured him. “I will be aware.”

      Glashar nodded, opening her mouth once again. A thought perched on the edge of her lips; she had knowledge that she did not want to escape. Her face turned a shade darker. “Be careful.” She turned to leave, although Eliesmore could tell she had more to say. It burst out of her when she reached the door. She glanced over her shoulder, her sharp chin almost jutting into her thin shoulders. “Beware the Green People. They are up to something.”

      Eliesmore froze. “What?”

      “I am an Idrain; the Green People are Iaens. I know my kind. We are treacherous. We care only for ourselves and our wishes. Once they are granted, we leave the mortals to their own folly. The Green People set in motion the events of the world long again; now they have come to fruition. There will come a time when you should stop trusting the Iaens.”

      She opened the door, her eyes repeating the warning as she disappeared.

      Eliesmore sat still, eyes glazing over as he stared after her. What should he do? Who should he talk to? Frustrated, he stood and began to pace back and forth, wondering what he had gotten himself into and questioning whom he should trust.
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      Dathiem walked through the hall of mirrors, pausing to watch the light bounce off the windows and send shafts of rainbow light across the room. He’d broken away from the others for two reasons. Firstly, he wanted to pack his healing supplies for the long journey ahead. Secondly, he found himself irritated with the company that appeared at the fortress, more specifically, the One. Eliesmore was nothing like he should be. He was not a strong warrior like Zhane. His strength did not flow from powerful abilities or remnants of wisdom like Idrithar. He had no knowledge. No healing in his hands. Eliesmore was not only young, but he was also naive and fear shone out of his green eyes. There was something about him Dathiem could not quite put his finger on. He moved like the Idrains, and his voice had the same musical pitch as if he might break into song. Eliesmore was not an obvious choice, but perhaps his true strength would be proved in the quest. Dathiem sighed; nothing ever turned out like he expected.

      “I can’t believe you forgot me.” A reproachful voice interrupted his thoughts.

      Dathiem pivoted to see Glashar gliding toward him, her golden hair tumbling around her heart shaped face and giving her sharp features a delicate look. He inhaled, tasting hints of mint and lavender with each step she took. His mouth set in a thin line as his eyes roamed over her body. Glashar’s golden eyes stiffened at his reaction. He gestured toward the window seat, forcing the unintentional frown from his face. “It was seven years ago,” he protested, slinging his bow off his back as he sat down. “You left abruptly. One day you were here, the next you had gone with Ellagine. At least she said goodbye.” He was blaming her, driving accusations into her heart. He bit his tongue, cursing his direct nature and starting over. “You were here little more than three months. I do remember. You taught me the language of the Iaen and we…” He shook his head in an attempt to clear his thoughts. “Why did you leave?”

      Glashar moved to sit beside him, turning her body toward him. Hazel flecks flickered in her eyes as she searched his face, gauging how much she could tell him. “Dathiem.” Her voice dripped with regret. “This is hard to say.”

      He crossed his legs, facing her and letting her scent hold him captive. Reaching out, she lifted his right hand. She held it between her palms, tracing the lines of his fingers. A strange sensation vibrated through him at her touch, and his eyebrows lifted in surprise when he saw the raw desire and vulnerability in her eyes. A small sound escaped from her parted lips before she continued, speaking his name as if under a spell. "Dathiem, I left because I could not bear it. I was mortified when I found myself falling in love with you, a mere mortal. It is not probable that the lives of a mortal and an immortal should intersect in such a way. There may be Blended Ones in this world, but I would not be part of that crime; those with mixed blood are powerful and unpredictable. Besides, my kind, the immortal Falidrains, are not born. We wake as we are, fully grown and alive, and are filled with our share of knowledge and power. I never wanted to come here. I warned Ellagine against it, and she did not heed my words.” She shrugged her shoulders. Her eyes were drawn to the lights that danced in circles in the middle of the hall.

      Dathiem’s fingers curled around hers, encouraging her to go on. “When I came to the fortress and saw the mortals for myself and met you, I felt something else. Something I have been reluctant to admit. I thought by leaving I could spare myself. If I returned to my own kind, the Idrains, and threw myself into the song and dance of life, I would forget you. For a time, it was easy. It seemed as if we would go on hiding until the threat of the Changers ceased. But Dathiem, you are hard to forget. There is no use pretending. I love you. It is not the kind of love that varies; it doesn't matter who or what you are or how long or short your life span is.”

      She swallowed hard, her eyes swimming with certainty, tempting him. “I am whole when I am with you. I feel like I am myself, as I am intended to be. When you touch me, it sends shivers through my body, and even just the thought of you brings me joy. My heart overflows when you look at me. I think if only I could stay with you for as long as eternity would have us, I would be grateful. It doesn't matter what goes on in this world, whether we win or lose the war, as long as I have you. I never knew love was like this; I did not know the strength of my own feelings. It does not matter that we are different kinds. Our mortal and immortal blood is only a blip, and I will surpass every obstacle that keeps me from being with you. You are the epitome of everything I want, and I know you feel these feelings too, although they have not awakened in you. Please, do not feel burdened with what I have told you.”

      She leaned forward, angling her head toward him. Whiffs of her scent floated around him, confusing his thoughts and intoxicating him. “Why do you tell me this? Why now?” he mumbled, taken aback by her confession and refusing to answer her open invitation.

      She pulled back, a cloud of sorrow moving over her hopeful face. Her golden glow turned dark. “The barrier of protection over Shimla broke, allowing the Rakhai to invade the forest of the Idrains. Many of my kind fled, seeking the Beyond and the Pillars of Creation, but I could not make myself go. Even as I fled through the woods in that direction, it seemed fate steered my steps. I happened upon Ellagine right after the Monrages stabbed Eliesmore.”

      Dathiem gasped, and his fingers tightened around hers.

      “No, you would not know this. I had to use up the rest of my power to save him, pulling him from the dark grasp of the Monrages.” At Dathiem’s expression of disbelief, she added, “He has more strength than he appears to.”

      Dathiem snorted. “I doubt that. Alas, I am going on this quest though. I made a vow, and I will see it through. Although now that you are here…” His voice trailed off.

      “I must admit.” Glashar let go of him. “I used to be powerful. Although I miss it, I am also glad. When I was here, before, I was not sure I could stay my hand from seducing you. If I did so, you would belong to me without a say. I'd rather you make that choice.”

      Dathiem grunted as he raised his eyebrows, a shudder of fear running through his veins. His next words came out more harshly than he intended. “Don’t pretend. You know what happens when a mortal and immortal fall in love. There is a history that should never be repeated. It is their fault the world is in the mess it is. It is their fault the Changers arose and created the Monrages. Mortals and immortals should never mix. Love is powerful and only leads to the destruction of all.”

      Glashar bit her lip. “You don’t know that. Our story can be different; it will be different. We have a choice to create a future for mortals and immortals alike. Why should we run because we believe love will doom us? We are not them. We will not make the same choices they made. We will not let love blind us.”

      “You say this, yet you are already blinded by love. Do you know who I am? Do you know what blood flows through my veins?”

      “I don’t have to know.” Glashar’s eyes flashed with reproach. “And I don’t care. Love doesn’t depend on your history. It is the here and now; it is present and future, not past. Stop denying yourself love because of what happened in your past; don’t let those circumstances make you choose who you are.”

      Dathiem blinked; her words were hard to swallow. “Glashar, come, let’s not argue. I wish you had not left, but I am glad you have returned. Walk with me. I must pack for our journey.”

      They stood, and she slipped her hand into his, a firm reminder of what had transpired between them.
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      “Ready?” Optimistic flung open the door, pausing at the worried look on Eliesmore’s face. “What’s wrong?”

      Eliesmore brushed his hair back from his face, coming to a decision. “Nothing. What are we doing now?”

      Optimistic let the silence linger a beat, giving Eliesmore space to say more. When nothing was forthcoming, he nodded, a smile coming to his face. “Let’s go help Yamier and Wekin.” He led the way, closing the door behind them.

      “Where are they?” Eliesmore asked, happy for something to take his mind off Glashar’s words. He trotted down the stairs behind Optimistic, back toward the entrance of the fortress.

      “They are underground,” Optimistic explained, a lightness in his voice. “Where the barrels come in from Oceantic. Ever since the time of Magdela the Monrage when this fortress was first built to protect White Steeds, barrels began to drift into the gateway. I think the Daelidrains send us food or we would starve.”

      “You don’t have to grow your own food?” Eliesmore interrupted, thinking of the gardens he and his mother planted and harvested each year.

      “No.” Optimistic shook his blond head. “We live in hiding; we cannot go out into the forest to hunt, and there is no space to grow seed except down by Oceantic. In fact, once one enters the fortress, he or she isn’t allowed out again.”

      Eliesmore frowned. “What do you do all day here?”

      Optimistic moved into the passageway, leading the way down. “Now? I haven’t been here in months. When I was here, we would train, make weapons, and study. We’d all help out with the work around the fortress. Back then, there were more of us. There used to be mice who would bring in the barrels; they were amazingly strong for mice. Now they have all fled, and everyone takes turns doing the work. It often serves as a punishment for Yamier and Wekin, but we should help. Everyone has to haul in barrels every now and then.”

      “Ah, I see.” Eliesmore nodded, although he did not understand at all. It seemed odd to him that a group of people would live together in one building when they could be free and wild, the way he was born. “Where do you take the barrels?”

      “Up to the cooking room to the Mermis. They essentially run the fortress, even though Idrithar is our leader.”

      Eliesmore’s face brightened at the mention of the Mermis. “Are they the same ones we met at the house of Novor Tur-Woodberry?”

      “Aye, they have been here for years. When you have a chance, ask them stories from the past. They knew Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword.”

      “How surprised they must be,” Eliesmore mused, “to see the Jeweled Sword again.”

      “Indeed.” Optimistic would have said more, except they heard voices shouting.

      “Is that…them?” Eliesmore pointed ahead, unused to hearing discord.

      “Yes.” Optimistic grew quiet, twisting his fingers before replying. “Zhane, Dathiem, and I found Yamier and Wekin three years ago. Their parents were massacred by the Black Steeds, just like mine. They were only fourteen and fifteen back then; they were too young. I think their mischievousness is a way of dealing with their grief. It helps to have something to take your mind off of how serious it is out there. The Black Steeds need to answer for their crimes, which is why I am determined to see this through.”

      Eliesmore felt selfish. Thoughts of his mission consumed him, so much so he’d forgotten to ask his companions about their backgrounds. They all had lost those they loved, and he hadn’t even thought to offer condolences. Again, his thoughts were distracted by distant shouting.

      “How can you think of going? You can’t even fight Wekin!”

      “Ow! Yes, I can, a little bit, but not really. At least I’ve got a sword,” Wekin shot back.

      “No, you can’t fight. No more than you can stay out of trouble.”

      “I am learning. Zhane is teaching us.”

      “They still might not let us go. You know those looks Idrithar gives us.”

      “Yes, he thinks we are troublesome.”

      “Yes, he would say no, no matter what.”

      “But…we can sneak along! I want to go, don’t you?”

      “Oh yes…”

      The voice was lost in a loud crash, and Optimistic and Eliesmore trotted down a short flight of stairs in time to see a barrel roll off another one, sending apples flying. Another barrel burst and wine sprayed out of it. Wekin, who was lying on the floor, sat up and rubbed his curly brown head. “Ow, ow, ow, that hurt,” he moaned, falling backward.

      Yamier jumped up and began throwing apples at Wekin. “See? You hurt yourself. If we get to go on this journey, then you can’t lie down and go ‘ow.’ You have got to get up and keep running.”

      “But Yamier,” complained Wekin, “this is not funny. We will really be in trouble. We didn’t bring up the barrels the Mermis want, and we spilled a whole barrel of wine. Dathiem will have our heads.”

      “Well, it’s your fault. If you hadn’t decided to have an apple war…” Yamier started.

      “An apple war?” Optimistic interrupted. He grabbed an armful of apples. “Arm yourselves,” he called to Yamier and Wekin. “It is time for round two.”

      “Optimistic!” Yamier hollered. “It’s about time you got back.”

      So began the apple war, where the four of them threw apples at each other. They slipped in wine, rolled over barrels and each other, ducked and dodged apples, and, in general, got as dirty and disheveled as if they were in a real war. In fact, they were having so much fun running and shouting that they failed to hear footsteps in the hall. When the footsteps stopped they froze, and the four young Crons looked up to see Idrithar. “Young Crons,” he thundered, clearing his throat and attempting to look serious. “I am certainly displeased with you.” Here he was caught by a fit of coughing. “Clean up and haul these barrels upstairs to the cooking room. All four of you!”

      Eliesmore was horrified, knowing his behavior had not been such that resembled the One. He watched as Idrithar turned away, his shoulders shaking. “Was he very angry with us?” he pleaded, looking to Optimistic.

      Optimistic glanced at the passage where Idrithar had disappeared. “Him? No, he was laughing at us. He knows what Crons are like. He was young like us once.”

      “Do you think he’ll let us go along with you to the Constel Heights?” Yamier asked.

      “Not a chance,” Optimistic teased. “Zhane was talking of leaving you behind, and he and Idrithar are always in full agreement. I think that if you really want to come, you could, but you have to be serious about it and persuade Idrithar that he needs to keep you two in sight. And then you must be perfectly good.”

      “Optimistic, that’s hard,” Wekin complained.

      “We’ll try anything to be able to go,” Yamier interrupted, nodding his head eagerly.

      “That would be nice,” Eliesmore said, thinking of the long journey and the terrors it held.

      “Are you frightened Eliesmore?” Wekin’s eyes widened. He was serious for once.

      “You don’t know what’s out there.” Eliesmore shuddered. “The Rakhai will chase us. We will go through many dangers. The quest is impossible because of all the horrors waiting for us. And if we fail, if I fail, then everyone will be given over to the Black Steeds to be tormented forever.”

      The fun and laughter fled from the room, even Yamier and Wekin’s faces grew long at the prospect of doom and gloom. Optimistic put a hand on Eliesmore’s shoulder. “Look for the light,” he whispered.

      Eliesmore took a deep breath. “Let’s get to work.”

      They cleaned up the spilled wine and bruised apples. It took two to carry barrels, and they ended up making a game out of it, seeing who could carry the most barrels up to the cooking room. As they marched along the passageways and staircases, they sang the “Barrel Carrying Song.” It was first invented by the mice and did not make much sense, yet it matched the rhythm of their work. Eliesmore found thoughts of doom and gloom disappearing as they worked.

      

      “Heave-ho!

      Here they come.

      Roll them, store them.

      Here they come.

      

      Heigh-ho!

      Here we go,

      Marching upwards.

      Here we go.

      

      
        
        Heave-ho!

        Upstairs and downstairs,

        Carrying barrels.

        Here we go.

      

        

      
        Heigh-ho!

        Bring the food

        In and up.

        Still down we go.

      

        

      
        Heave-ho!

        Here we go

        Through the fortress,

        Moving barrels.

      

        

      
        Heigh-ho!

        Back down again,

        Barrels floating

        Here and there.

      

        

      
        Heave-ho!

        Roll them, push them

        Empty out to sea

        Return them full.

      

        

      
        Heigh-ho!

        So I am told.

        Thank you, land.

        Thank you, sea.”

      

      

      

      The barrels were stacked in the kitchen, where the Mermis laughed and thanked them as they cooked. The last meal was announced shortly afterward. Although the fortress was well equipped with a dining hall, the long tables and chairs dwarfed the small company of thirteen White Steeds and eleven white horses. They moved the meal to the kitchen where Indonesia, Sletaira, and Leaka served them.

      Idrithar sat with Zhane and Arldrine at one end of the table. Ellagine appeared, and shortly after, Glashar and Dathiem walked into together, carefully looking away from each other, even as they sat down together. Eliesmore sat with the young Crons, finding himself ravenous. Fastshed and company, seeing as there was nothing important being discussed, eventually left. As they dug into the food, Zhane glanced around the small company. “Where is Visra?”

      Idrithar pursed his lips in displeasure.

      Sletaira said, “She will be back tonight.”

      A slight mummer rose over the table. Eliesmore could see it like colors. Ellagine was annoyed. A flush of anger rose over Glashar’s face. Eliesmore wondered who Visra was. He did not get a chance to find out because everyone began to talk amongst themselves. As Eliesmore listened, he felt his appetite disappear, and the rich flavors were not enough to tempt him. Soon they would be leaving the secure walls of the fortress, venturing back out into the outside world where they would be chased and hunted. His thoughts turned pensive and sad as he listened to the light talk and laughter.  One day they might not have food, and they might not be sitting in safety—eating, drinking, talking, and laughing. The meal passed, Eliesmore grew weary, and the next thing he knew, Optimistic was leading him along a hall. “Come, you will stay with me, Yamier and Wekin. I forgot how tired we all are.” They entered a room with four beds, and Eliesmore collapsed into one. “Good night.” He heard Optimistic chuckling.

      “Good night,” Eliesmore echoed back.

      He closed his eyes, shutting out all the worries and cares of life. He was exhausted, but he was glad to finally be back in a bed with the strong walls of the fortress securing him. Within minutes, he was asleep, and it seemed to him he was back at the glorious house of Novor Tur-Woodberry. His dream from that house arose before him. He was sailing upon beautiful water, and he saw the shimmering curtain, full of light. He heard words singing a song that faded from memory the moment he awoke.
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      Arldrine perched on the back of a chair, gently rocking it back and forth. She could already feel herself folding in, turning inward and curling up. Zhane and Idrithar stood, bent over the table, staring at maps of the South World as they conferred on the route they should take when they set off to help the One dissolve the Green Stone.

      Ellagine listened, her ears rising and falling as they captured words. Glashar and Dathiem sat beside her, a comfortable silence humming between them. Arldrine continued rocking her chair, knowing she should go to sleep, but her mind was too antsy and awake to stop thinking.

      At last, it was time. For long years, she had waited for the One to rise up, and now, having traveled with him, she knew the impossible could happen. Only, her eyes were drawn to the turn of Zhane’s head, and she wished he would look up and acknowledge her. She stared as if her eyes could compel his gaze. Her feelings weren’t important. Her goal was to help the One, save the South World, and bring peace to the White Steeds so they could thrive without fear. No one should ever have to live in hiding again, knowing the day would come when all they loved would be massacred.

      A thought she’d buried deep inside her heart threatened to spill over. She refused to let Zhane talk about it, although the regard in his eyes was plain to see. At least, she hoped he offered something more than friendship. There was a future she dreamed of, and she hoped Zhane dreamed of it too. It was easier when they were apart when he traveled the South World and she was in Truemonix. She kept rocking. If only he would glance her way, she needed to talk to him. They both would be traveling with Eliesmore to the Constel Heights, and she needed to know where their relationship stood.

      Zhane looked up at her. A flicker of understanding passed over his eyes. He glanced at Idrithar who was marking routes on a map with his fingers as he spoke. Arldrine watched as Zhane glanced to Ellagine for help, silently begging her to intercede on his behalf.

      “Idrithar.” Ellagine stepped over to him.

      Idrithar straightened up, motioning for her to join him.

      Arldrine beckoned to Zhane. “We have to talk,” she mouthed to him.

      “I’ll follow you,” he whispered.

      Arldrine stood up to leave, miscalculated, and her chair crashed to the floor. She mumbled an excuse about being tired as she slipped from the room, suddenly not caring whether Zhane followed her or not. She found her way up a flight of stairs to a balcony and let herself outside in the dark night. The air was cold; clouds covered the stars, increasing the blackness. A little light shone out, and feeling the chill, Arldrine sat down and curled her knees up to her chest. She was strong. Only her feelings dared disobey. The unknown frightened her. She wanted everything to be all right, and they were set on that path. If anything got in her way, she could fight, although the fear of the Rakhai was strong. They had managed to frighten her, but she believed Eliesmore was the One and he would win in the end. She did not know where she fit in afterward. She knew her goal was to protect him and to help him in every way, and she couldn’t do that if…

      “Arldrine?” a voice whispered.

      She stood up, and there he was. “Zhane…” she began.

      He shook his head as he reached out, pulling her closer to him. “Let’s not talk about it. We are going to help the One. If our minds are on the mission, what happens will happen.”

      Arldrine sighed. The inner turmoil would not go away, but she was done fighting. She couldn’t help the next question that rose. She cursed herself as it drifted from her tongue. “Do you think that one day…?”

      “Yes. I know the day will come when the One brings the world to peace and we can live unreservedly.” He turned to face Arldrine, his expression hidden in shadows as she bit her lip. “I’m living for you.”

      Arldrine leaned forward, letting their foreheads touch. It was the first time they had alluded to what was there.
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      Eliesmore woke to the glow of candlelight. He sat up, taking in the cave-like features of his sleeping quarters. It was an inner room with no windows. It was plain and simple with a bed in each corner and an arched door on one end. Wekin sat upright in his bed, whittling a piece of wood with his knife. The carving created a fine dust on his white blankets. Optimistic snored face down in a pile of pillows. Across from him, Yamier slept on his back. One of his arms were thrown over his face, shielding him from invisible light.

      “Is it morning?” Eliesmore whispered to Wekin.

      Wekin’s head snapped up as if Eliesmore were a ghost. His mouth turned into an “o” before he relaxed and shrugged, turning back to his knife work. Eliesmore waited, but no words came from Wekin. He stood, dressed, and, taking his sword, slipped from the room.

      Silence buzzed around his ears as he walked the halls toward the kitchens, his boots thumping like drums on the stone floors. Passageways opened before him like a maze, and, like a thief, he slipped through doors, glancing behind to see if anyone were watching him lose his way in the sprawling fortress. It seemed the kitchens were lost to him until he saw daylight. He headed toward them, finding himself walking into a circular room full of windows. Carved golden columns rose at what would have been the corners of the chamber while the lights danced off each other, creating prisms. Suddenly, he felt like a child running off to find adventure and leaving his worried mother at the door.

      He raised his foot to step farther into the room. A hush of reverence vibrated so strongly he almost removed his shoes. As his eyes took in the scene, he saw her. She had her back to him and was standing on a window seat, her nose pressed to the glass. Ink black hair fell to her neck. Her back was bare with silvery wings fluttering as they opened and closed, sending light twirling in a riot. The lights bounced off each other in glee. Eliesmore could see her ears, curved and pointed, sticking up above her head. The shape and size allowed her to hear better.

      He rose up on his toes and took a step backward. His palms were sweaty as if he’d been caught stealing. He took another step, dropping his head to watch his feet, when, quick as a flash, the female spun around, paralyzing him with her eyes that shone like jewels. She floated for a moment before landing softly on her bare feet. She wore a halter-like outfit: short and scant that accented every move she made. She pointed an accusing finger.  “You must be Eliesmore, the One ‘Song’ is sung about.”

      “Yes.” Eliesmore’s voice trembled although he did not know why. She was only five feet tall, but her bare arms looked as if she could snap him in two and would enjoy every moment.

      “I am Visra the Jesnidrain.” Her eyes flickered over him in disdain. “I am coming with you as one of your protectors. See!” She yanked a short sword from her sheath and waved it much too close to Eliesmore’s face. “This is my sword, Énvictosry.”

      Eliesmore gulped, understanding the unrest his companions had demonstrated at the last meal. If this was Visra, he couldn’t imagine traveling with her. It seemed she was more likely to kill him than protect him. “I see.” His voice came out strained.

      Virsa put her sword away, a wicked smile lit up her face, and she giggled. “Eliesmore.” She tapped his shoulder with two fingers as she walked around him. “Are you scared of me?” She moved her face toward his, and he caught the tangy scent of sandalwood and something else, blood perhaps.

      “Nooo.” He drew out the word, knowing she knew he was lying. “Why do you want to come?”

      “Ha!” Visra turned her back to him, spreading her wings before tucking them into the skin of her back. Eliesmore felt revolted like he’d just watched a snake crawl out of its skin. “Maybe it’s because I want to help. Maybe it’s because I’m tired of hiding. Maybe…” She spun around and showed off a sharp row of pearly white teeth. “It’s because I’m bored and I want to kill things.”

      Eliesmore squeaked. He couldn’t help it. He didn’t feel much like the One, especially since he was lost in the fortress and she terrified him. She sniggered and walked out of the room, pausing once she was halfway down the hall. “Are you coming?”

      Eliesmore scrubbed the back of his neck, and he turned around, his face warm. “Where…where are you going?”

      She wheeled around and continued to saunter down the hall, leaving Eliesmore no choice. He followed her to the kitchens where the heavy smell of food caused his nose to twitch. They walked in to find the three Mermis gathered around a table with Ellagine and Glashar. All heads snapped up. Eliesmore noticed they were all staring at Visra.

      “Eliesmore.” Ellagine beckoned to him, her eyes roaming from Eliesmore to the Jesnidrain. “I see you met Visra.”

      “I’m back.” Visra laughed. She showed all her teeth as she leaned over the table.

      “Why are you here?” Glashar demanded, a golden glow of fury surrounding her. She spun to Ellagine. “Is she coming? I’m not going if she’s coming.”

      “She’s coming?” Visra mimicked. “Well, I’m going. She can’t come.”

      “Enough!” Ellagine snapped, holding her fists out. Green flames leaked from them. “The past is the past. Let it go! Let your differences drift away.”

      Glashar gave Visra an animalistic hiss and crossed her arms, refusing to move. Visra frowned, throwing her words to Glashar: “This isn’t over.”

      Glashar continued to glare at her, and Eliesmore shifted from foot to foot. “What are you looking at?” He pointed to the table where strange markings grew, writing themselves with invisible ink and disappearing again.

      Ellagine placed her hand on the table, pausing the movement of the letters. “Languages, which you should learn. There is the language of the Iaen and the language of the Black Steeds.” The markings on the table changed into different words and different languages.

      Eliesmore felt his guard come up as he stepped beside Ellagine, unable to read the words. “What is this?” He pointed to a language swirling around the table. It was made of visuals, yet their shapes seemed to warn him. He stared at the illusion of the carvings, finding no meaning until they faded away.

      “These are the markings for the Valikai Dialect,” Ellagine explained. “It’s an old, peculiar tongue.”

      Eliesmore cleared his throat. “Does anyone speak it?”

      “It is time for the first meal,” Glashar snapped. She moved her hand over the table, and the markings disappeared.

      Eliesmore took a step back like he’d been slapped. Ellagine touched his shoulder with two fingers, a light pressure meant to be a comfort. “We’ll discuss later,” she whispered.
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      Idrithar held up three fingers as he stood in the middle of the meeting room. Eliesmore shifted beside Optimistic, glancing at Ellagine for reassurance. They were all there. Four Crons. Two Tiders. Three Mermis. Eleven White Horses. Two Idrains. One Green Person. One Ezinck. Himself: a Blended One. Eliesmore scratched his sweaty neck, listening to the low hum of animosity scatter across the room. Could the others hear it? They sat in a circle, backs pressed into cold chairs while Idrithar paced the room. His intense gaze held their tongues silent as he spoke.

      “Three deeds must be completed,” Idrithar began. “The first is to go to the Constel Heights and dissolve the Green Stone. As simple as it sounds, we have a problem. The Changers, whom we call the Dark Three, have sent their servants, the Rakhai, to hunt us down. As members of this company, our goal is to protect Eliesmore, the One, and Optimistic, Keeper of the Green Stone, until we reach the Constel Heights. This is not a quest for the faint of heart, nor for those who are desire life beyond this. Even as I speak, the Mermis of Spherical Land in the Western World have roused a great army of Xctas and Zikes to fight with us. They must cross miles of Oceantic, and there is no guarantee they will arrive at the Constel Heights in time. The Rakhai are aware the quickest route to the Constel Heights for us is through the lower Hill Countries, back through the Land of Lock. I propose we take the road north into the Sandg Sizge Hills, pass through the Torsilo Quarts, and cross the Jaded Sea in Truemonix.”

      “Is it not risky to travel close to the Torsilo Quarts?” Dathiem’s dry voice spoke up.

      “I am concerned with the size of our company,” Zhane added, spreading his hands to indicate all of them. “We will be easier to spot in the wild lands.”

      “There is no need. The Mermis have been working on something to shield us.” Ellagine gestured toward them. “Our auras will be difficult to read and watching eyes will not readily see us as we travel.”

      Dathiem sniffed. Zhane nodded.

      Wekin, who was counting on his fingers, piped up. “How come there are three deeds? I thought…”

      “You thought the Green Stone would be dissolved and that was it?” Idrithar’s eyes bored into Wekin’s.

      Eliesmore squirmed. He’d thought the same thing. Once he’d dissolved the Green Stone, his quest would be done. His whole life couldn’t be dedicated to being the One. Frustration mounted and questions rose, but Idrithar continued to speak.

      “Once the Green Stone is dissolved, Eliesmore will have the power he needs to defeat the Dark Three, which is why there are three deeds. The Dark Servant resides in Castle Range, also known as the Constel Heights. That is where we must go to dissolve the Green Stone.” His voice dropped, and his eyes stared off into the distance. “The Constel Heights are where the first battle for this world will take place.” His fist clenched and shook. “The second deed is to find the Phutal. We believe the Dark One is in charge of it. However, we could be wrong. It is the device the Changers use to create portals and move between worlds. It is how they banished Magdela the Monrage to the Eastern World. As long as they are able to move freely in the Four Worlds, we will never be able to outsmart them. Once the Green Stone is dissolved, we must trap them here in the South World.”

      “Shouldn’t destroying the Phutal be the first quest?” Dathiem spoke up again; his voice was soft this time.

      Idrithar stroked his beard. “We need the power of the Green Stone. It is likely the Changers will sense us coming; after all, they are drawn to power. We have to take the risk that they will be more willing to prevent the Green Stone from being dissolved than to flee through the portals and leave the fountain unprotected.”

      Optimistic raised his hand like a child, waiting for Idrithar to nod at him before he spoke. “How do we know there is only one Phutal? What if there are other devices that can open portals into worlds?”

      “A wise question.” Idrithar strode back to his seat, perching on the edge of it. “We cannot be certain. From what we know of history, eight portals open into the Western World, whether they were done by the same device or eight individual ones is unknown. When they were closed, they left remnants that briefly flung people from one side of the world to the other. It is known that the first Changer, the Ruler, went to the Western World via a portal and dwelt with the Green People there.”

      His eyes slide past Ellagine at the mention of Green People. Eliesmore noticed her ears twitch as if someone had pinched her. It was not her fault. How could Idrithar blame her for the deception of her people? Although it wasn’t the first time, Magdela the Monrage had risen from the heart of the Green People in the South World.

      “One of the Changers has the Phutal. We need to find and destroy it.”

      “Is destroying it necessary?” Visra grinned, showing off her wolfish teeth. “We should use it.”

      “No!” Idrithar cut her off, raising a hand to ward off her words. “No,” he repeated again with less urgency. “If we keep the Phutal, the Changers will hunt us down, find it, and use it for their own purposes. It is safest for us to take it to Daygone and destroy it.”

      “I think we should keep it,” Visra muttered under her breath, crossing her arms as she slumped in her chair. Yamier winked at her in agreement.

      Zhane stood, crossing his hands in front of him. His deep tone penetrated each corner of the meeting room. “The Phutal must be taken to Rededak—the Dark—in chunskin olwlen, the Place of Evilness. It is only through fire and water that a powerful relic can be destroyed. However, the Dark One resides in Daygone, and it is there we believe he creates the Monrages.”

      Eliesmore pulled at his shirt, suddenly finding it hard to breathe. He remembered stories his mother told him: tales of Five Warriors who saved the Western World and stories about the civil war in the Eastern World. He remembered Ellagine’s words about the Ruler and how he’d escaped, somehow, from the Five Warriors. “Which of the Dark Three is he?” he found himself blurting out. “Which one is the Ruler?”

      Ellagine stiffened as if she’d been hit, and Eliesmore felt all eyes turn to him. He saw it then. He knew something they did not know. Something they were not supposed to know. The Mermis knew. The Iaens knew. Perhaps Idrithar knew this truth, but the others were in shock. Zhane sat down, covering his heart with his hand. Arldrine’s eyes were dark. “Who told you this?” she demanded. “Ellagine, is this true?”

      “Run,” Ellagine whispered. “Run. Run. As fast as you can. Never stop.” Her eyes glazed over in a trance.

      “It is true,” Glashar spoke up. “Few know this. The Ruler who wreaked havoc on the Western World was a Changer. The Five Warriors thought they had him when they trapped his spirit and dropped it into the transformative waters. Yet he escaped and came here to finish what he started. We call him the Dark One; they called him the Ruler. His name is Sarhorr, a name that should never be uttered again lest we inadvertently summon him here. He is responsible for creating the Monrages because creations and transformations have always been his gifting. It is no surprise that he has some predictabilities, staying in Daygone where he had rebuilt a version of the Great Water Hole. It is likely he has the Phutal.”

      “Wait.” Wekin stood, sputtering. “But I thought…I thought…” He sat down again, unable to finish his thought as disappointment stared out of his blue eyes.

      “I did, too.” Yamier patted his shoulder.

      Dathiem bowed his head, hiding his face.

      Optimistic reached over to Ellagine and squeezed her hand.

      “What is the third deed?” Eliesmore tried to keep the quiver out of his voice, even though he could see the blackness dancing around his vision.

      “The third deed is to conquer the Dark Three and cut back the power of the Black Steeds,” Idrithar explained. “If it is all out war, so be it.”

      Eliesmore wasn’t sure how he found his feet. When he came to, he was standing outside of the meeting room. He was bent over with his hands on his knees. He took deep breaths. His heart was racing. Dissolving the Green Stone was impossible enough, but hunting down the Changers, killing them, and restoring the South World to the White Steeds was impossible. How many of them were left in the world? They would surely die.
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      “Eliesmore?” Ellagine bent down, attempting to see his face. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” he huffed after a moment, standing straight. “Ellagine?” He watched the shadows dance across her face and the way her cheeks pulled back in worry and her lips parted. Her blue eyes searched his face, waiting. “How come you didn’t tell me everything?”

      She licked her lips. “Eliesmore, you ran when I told you about the Green Stone, knowing more or less would not have changed your mind.”

      His retort died on his tongue, knowing she was right. He regarded her silently, recalling Glashar’s words of warning and letting them fall to dust. Ellagine did not frighten him; he could feel her aura of compassion enveloping him. She wanted him to succeed.

      “I have something for you.” Reaching into the bag she wore tied around her waist, she pulled out an amulet. It was silver with a crown inside a star that lay inside a shining circle with four points shooting out from it. As Eliesmore took it out of her hands, a sense of familiarity overcame him. “It matches the one on your sword,” Ellagine added.

      “What does it mean?” Eliesmore compared the two.

      “The Watchers of the Four Worlds use this symbol; originally, it comes from the Green People. It is the light of Shalidir.”

      It felt heavy in his hands. “Shalidir,” he echoed. “Is that a person or a place?”

      Ellagine moved back toward the meeting hall; she put her hand on the doors. “She was a Green Person who built the Idrain Fountain where the Green Stone will be dissolved. Are you ready?”

      He wanted to say no and to tell her he’d never be ready. Fear faded, leaving the old anger he’d felt when he first met her. It was her fault he was forced into being the One, and while he liked his new friends and the idea of adventure, he did not want to fight Changers. It seemed for a moment that he could dash down the halls, out of the fortress, and escape from his fate. Her eyes caught his, warning him not to leave. “We are your protectors.”

      Wekin was standing in the middle of the meeting hall, pleading. The mischievous sparkle was gone from his eyes, granting him an older air. “Yamier and I would like to join the company of warriors who are going to do the three deeds. It seems useless to stay here when we could be helping. I am good with maps, Yamier can cook, we can carry bags, and…” he trailed off, his eyes beseeching Idrithar.

      Indonesia walked toward him, her dark hair cascading over one shoulder. She placed one hand on her heart. “Idrithar, I know you do not want Yamier and Wekin to come. The journey is long and the quests too dangerous. Yet, they are the youngest of us all, and the most willing to go. They are Crons. They are seekers.” Lifting her sharp eyes, she addressed Idrithar. “Take them. Take everyone here. My kind, the Mermis, belong here. A day will come when the White Steeds come out of hiding. They will come to this fortress to take up arms, and we will give them their tasks.”

      Idrithar pursed his lips in response. “I cannot say this choice pleases me, but it is decided. We leave today before midday.”

      Indonesia stepped away from Wekin, dropping her hands to her side. She motioned for the Green Company to gather together. “There is a blessing my grandfather taught me.” Leaka and Sletaira moved to opposite corners of the room, lifting their hands with their palms to the sky as they surrounded the company. They closed their eyes and began to chant, their words weaving through the room like ribbons. They cast sparks of silver and gold.

      The blessing surged through Eliesmore, blowing away the fear, anger, and thoughts of darkness. It scattered the webs of confusion from his mind, leaving nothing except encouragement and power. He took a deep breath, allowing the urge to flee to disappear into the dark recesses of his memory.

      “We shall call you the Green Company.” Indonesia broke the spell. “Here, we’ve had green cloaks made for each of you, and your packs are waiting in the dining hall.”

      The three Mermis moved forward. They handed out the cloaks and touched each head as they passed, sealing the blessing.

      “No one goes anywhere alone,” Idrithar called over the flurry of activity as they prepared to leave. “Remember, our intent is to protect Eliesmore and Optimistic at all costs. Those who are lost in our journey will remain lost.”

      Eliesmore barely heard Idrithar's words as he felt his green cloak drape around him. A walking stick was pressed into his hands, and a pack was slung over his shoulder. Zhane stood over him, “It’s easier if you carry your sword on your back,” he explained. Eliesmore nodded as if he were in a dream while Zhane showed him how to strap the sword to his back.

      Yamier and Wekin jumped up and down, whispering to each other as if saying it out loud would make it real. We’re going. Can you believe it? They are letting us come. This will be our moment. Idrithar pulled Ellagine aside and spoke into her ear. Her face changed, and her hair slipped forward, hiding her expression as she nodded. Optimistic handed items to Arldrine, carrying a light conversation as they worked together. Dathiem departed from the room with the white horses. It seemed Visra and Glashar had disappeared as well. “It is time to go do the three deeds,” Idrithar announced, and Eliesmore heard the words in a fog. Even with his protectors, he was alone.
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      Glashar leaned on one of the white columns of the fortress with her arms crossed. Her eyes blurred and unfocused as she waited for the sensation. It hadn’t hit her until she saw Visra again. Now she understood the gaping hole the loss of powers left. Perhaps her decision had been rash. Memories of the ceremony rose before her: the Idrains stood in the circle of the amulet of Shalidir, chanting. Their arms rose and fell like their words. Their auras twisted around each other until they became one. They drew power from its source, setting it free before capturing its essence. She could smell the sharpness of it and taste the flavors that made her eyes burn brighter and her steps faster. She missed the thrilling elation and the knowledge that her kind could do anything they pleased. Only they had deserted the world, leaving it to the hands of the Changers. If they had stayed and if they had faced the Changers, there would be no need for the One. Time and time again, the Idrains had a chance to save the world, yet they ignored its plea and turned an inward eye to their own wishes. Seven years ago, she would have done what they had; she would not be like them now. She would make a stand. Even as her thoughts swirled in silver cyclones around her, the cold blade of a sword pricked her neck. She froze. Waiting.

      “I should kill you now.” The venom in Visra’s voice was potent. “While no one is looking. Only the trees will see this, and they’ll believe the Black Steeds have returned.”

      “You don’t want to kill me,” Glashar whispered, her face turning warm.

      “Why not? You took everything from me.”

      “We have a quest. You cannot do this without me.”

      “It’s not a quest. It's suicide. We’re all going to die when we get to the end.” All the same, the sword moved away from Glashar’s throat.

      “Yes,” Glashar confirmed, still frozen in place. “We are all going to die. Wait. Wait until then.”

      “But you are like me. We are powerless. Why wait?” Visra moved closer, and her fingers strayed over Glashar’s throat.

      In the blink of an eye, Glashar spun, elbowing Visra in the back and pinning her to the column. She twisted her hand behind her back. “You forget,” Glashar whispered in her ear. “I’m just as strong as you. I may not wear the skin of an assassin on the outside, but I’m just as lethal. Stop hiding behind your tough demeanor. We are Idrains, regardless of our power.”

      Visra struggled out of the hold. Her eyes were emotionless. “We may be on this quest together. Still, I don’t forgive you for what you did to me.”

      Glashar backed away with her hands up. “I’m not sorry. It was the right thing to do.”

      Visra spun on her heel. “That’s what’s wrong with you. You have no remorse. You want your version of ‘right,’ but you never think about the consequences.”

      “Spare me your untruths,” Glashar flung over her shoulder as she walked away.
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      A clod of dirt, old roots, and decayed leaves lay at his feet. He kicked them, watching the crumbles bounce across the dead ground. Life had forsaken the South World. “Eliesmore.” Leaka looped her arm through his elbow. “Come with me.” She walked with him down the wide steps of the fortress. “You must be very brave.”

      “I don’t feel very brave,” Eliesmore admitted. He sank into her touch. Her warm hand on his arm was a comfort.

      “When I was young, I grew up between two worlds,” Leaka remarked. Eliesmore noticed the other Mermis were leading the Green Company to white horses, three by three. They drifted to each one: touching, embracing, and saying goodbye. “Our Father, may he rest in peace, was a great hero in his time. He had honor, respect, and the love of all things that live and breathe. Being his daughter, I struggled to find my place in the world because of assumed expectations. If you ever feel the same way: lost and lonely, reach out. You have skilled warriors protecting you, and you also have friends.”

      “Why did you do it?” Eliesmore tilted his head toward hers. “Why did you leave your world to come here?”

      A throaty laugh escaped her lips. Her fingers squeezed his arm. “Why does anyone leave except for the sake of adventure?”

      “Saving the world doesn’t seem like an adventure,” he countered.

      “Oh? It depends on your perspective.” They halted in front of a horse, and Leaka reached up, placing a hand on its nose. “Eliesmore, this is Flywinger. Flywinger, meet Eliesmore.”

      Flywinger snorted and shook his head, his silvery mane moving up and down. “Hello, Eliesmore. I am Flywinger. I love to run.” He turned to the side, allowing Eliesmore to mount up.

      “Have you ridden before?” Leaka asked, stroking Flywinger’s side.

      “Once.” Eliesmore shuddered, thinking back to the impromptu flight from the Rakhai.

      “Grip with your thighs, and by all means, do not pull his mane.” She cupped her hands. “I’ll give you a leg up.”

      Feeling inadequate, Eliesmore allowed her to help him mount up. “I’m sorry we did not get to talk longer.” He looked down at the Mermi. “I would have liked to hear more about your father and your journey.”

      Leaka smiled; her pointed teeth glittered in her mouth. “We will speak again. When you return.” She patted his knee, a gesture that reminded him of his mother, and a teardrop of sorrow enfolded his heart.

      “We ride north with Fastshed and his company until we reach the upper edge of the Sandy Sizge Hills,” Idrithar called, springing up on Fastshed. He tucked his staff behind him. “From there, we turn west.”

      Indonesia, Sletaira, and Leaka stood shoulder to shoulder. As Fastshed leaned into a gallop, they lifted their hands in farewell. Eliesmore twisted on Flywinger’s back, watching their exotic forms fade into the trees. The fortress disappeared in a blur as if it had never been there. The horses picked their way through the thick underbrush. Vines poked and prodded Eliesmore as he ducked low over Flywinger’s back, gently twining his fingers through the silver mane. It was only a few minutes before his eye caught the cusp of a blue twinkle, and he started, sitting up straighter on Flywinger’s back and looking out. The trees parted like doors, and he caught his breath in excitement as the view ripped into his vision, opening his senses. Before him lay a great body of water much like the Jaded Sea. It was a sea of sapphire, bathing itself in sparkling light. He watched the way the waves twinkled as they curved, creating a song and dancing to music only they could hear. White froth threw itself on the shore, scattering the bleached sands and tossing up lily pads, bracken, and seaweed. The light salt tickled his nose and charmed his tongue, and just when he thought the taste of raw fishiness would turn his insides, he caught another odor—strong and distinct but not unpleasant. It quivered around him before it disappeared.

      “Ready?” A voice drifted to him, and it was a few seconds before he noticed Flywinger was speaking to him. Before he could reply, Flywinger stretched out his neck, picked up his hooves, and began to run. They dashed across the sand, sending sprays of grit flying out behind him. Eliesmore closed his eyes, leaning into the acceleration as moist wind slapped against his face. Their speed picked up until he felt a bouncing in his heart like he was flying. He heard the thunder of the Green Company as they tore up the beach. They were headed north to uncertain lands. Anxiety drifted away as an involuntary smile covered his face. He felt foolish as he grinned like an idiot. This must be the spirit of the Cron his mother had passed on to him: the desire to be out in the wild where adventure was his for the taking and the freedom of traveling through glorious lands where mysteries awaited. He basked in the knowledge he was not alone, only one of those seekers, those Treasure Hunters, one who would right the world. Something gave way in his heart, and he didn’t know how, but he found himself laughing like he was back in the glade singing and dancing with the creatures of the wood.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Pink rays shot across the sky, and the horses slowed to a canter. The shores had long since faded, leaving the water of Oceantic naught but a dream. Pale grasses flowed over Sanga San, and Eliesmore was still burning with excitement when Idrithar called for a halt. Flywinger snorted, his body heaving as he caught his breath. Eliesmore tumbled off him, watching the white horses drift away. The horses grazed in the grass, their noses searching for fresh water. Unsure of what to do next, he turned and observed his companions. Glashar stood on a hill and watched the south with her arms folded across her chest. Idrithar walked up the slope toward her. His deep voice drifting to Eliesmore’s ears: “What do you see?”

      “Nothing yet.” Glashar’s eyes remained forward. “It is not safe. We should not tarry here long.”

      “Fastshed and company need a rest,” Idrithar agreed. “We eat here and then move on.”

      Glashar gave him a brief nod as he walked away, staying where she was.

      Eliesmore turned to the west. Dathiem and Zhane were walking among the white horses. Curious, Eliesmore observed as they went to each one, patting their backs, rubbing their noses, and speaking with them. Before he could question their actions, he was distracted by a whiff of smoke. Yamier was standing over a fire, poking at something in a hole he’d created below the fire. Optimistic and Wekin sat cross-legged on the ground near him. Optimistic waved his hands as he talked, and Wekin laughed as he picked at the grass, tossing it aside to create a mud pile for himself. Further north, Arldrine stood with Ellagine and Visra. They strode down the hill and disappeared out of sight. “Eliesmore!” Optimistic waved a hand over his head. “Come join us.”

      By the time Eliesmore reached them, he could see Wekin drawing a map of the Eastern Hill Countries in the dirt. “How did you learn how to do that?” he asked, staring at the details of hill and forest.

      “My father was a mapmaker.” Wekin’s blue eyes drifted before they focused and a grin came to his face. “He taught me. It’s the one skill I have.” He laughed. “And likely the only reason Idrithar let Yamier and me come along. I’m a mapmaker, and Yamier is a cook. We can’t do much else.”

      “Don’t discredit your talent,” Optimistic encouraged.

      “What about your weapons?” Eliesmore’s noted Wekin’s sword.

      Wekin shrugged. “I don’t think I can fight. I have a sword, but I am terrible at using it, despite Zhane's instruction.”

      “I don’t know how to use mine either,” Eliesmore admitted. “It’s mostly out of fear, I think.”

      “What?” Dropping his stick, Wekin jumped up, and his mouth hung open. “But you’re the One. You are supposed to know everything. How can you be the One if you don’t even know how to fight?”

      “Aye!” Yamier walked over. “Wekin keep it down.” He glanced around to see who had seen the outburst. “I see Idrithar looking over here. I don’t want to get into trouble.”

      “I don’t care,” Wekin announced, sticking his nose in the air. He turned back to Eliesmore. “What did you learn growing up?”

      Eliesmore sat down, surprised and offended by Wekin’s outburst. It only confirmed his suspicions. How was he supposed to be the One if he didn’t know the languages of the world, how to fight, or even how to navigate? “My mother told me tales of the Heroes of Old,” he began. Wekin’s curious blue eyes caused his memories to unlock. “Every year we planted a garden. I know how to make plants grow and how to harvest them, and I do know a thing or two about cooking.” He squared his shoulders, feeling better about himself. “I think my mother knew I was the One; she kept me close. The only time I was away from her was when I snuck out to dance with the Iaens and creatures of the wood.”

      “You did what?” Wekin rocked forward on his knees. “Tell me about it!” he demanded.

      Optimistic, who had been looking off north, turned back to their conversation. “I’ve been curious about this as well. Eliesmore, the Iaens will not permit anyone to enter their wood, much less dance with them. How did it happen?”

      Eliesmore smiled. Here was one secret and one advantage he had over the others. “It used to happen each night,” he began, eyes glowing as he leaned forward. He described for Wekin and Optimistic the gathering of animals on the hill and the trail to the forest. Yamier joined when he explained in great detail the Iaens and the enchanting music they played. It seemed a dream of long ago, and he wished with all his heart he could be back in the middle of glory. Words fell flat, and he was unable to convey the sensation of life it gifted him. When he finished, he sat back, and the joy evaporated from his face.

      “And now they are gone,” Wekin burst out in dejection. “No more to song and dance.”

      Optimistic patted him on the shoulder. “At least we have three of them with us; maybe they will restore the glory days.”

      Idrithar cleared his throat behind them. “Come now. We need to eat so we can move on.”

      “Move on?” Yamier’s mouth dropped open, and he stared from Idrithar to the fire.

      “What? We just stopped,” Wekin spluttered, recovering his tongue much faster than Yamier did. “We don’t even get to sleep?”

      Idrithar leaned on his walking staff, weary for a moment. “Yamier, I know the Mermis packed a special meal for this moment. It should be done cooking. Put out the fire and serve it so we can leave.” With that statement, he turned and walked away.

      Wekin turned to Eliesmore; his dark blue eyes were wide. “Can you believe it? He wants to go!”

      Optimistic burst out laughing, rocking back and forth.

      Eliesmore shrugged. “On my way to the fortress, we ran all day and half the night. Even then, we got up early to run on.”

      “What?” Wekin sat back, fanning himself. “Weren’t you tired?”

      Eliesmore frowned. “Yes, the Rakhai were hunting us though; we had to keep going.”

      “Eh?” Wekin grunted. “I did not sign up for all this traveling with no sleep. I need my rest. Do you think Idrithar will recant?”

      “Wekin.” Optimistic snorted. “You can’t be serious! This is a quest. Please don’t ask Idrithar; he’ll make you go back.”

      Wekin huffed. “I suppose. Optimistic, you should have explained what this quest involved.”

      “Would you have changed your mind?” Optimistic grinned as he stood, dusting off his pants.

      “No…” Wekin jumped up. “At least we get to eat, aye, Optimistic?”

      Yamier kicked over the fire and smothered it with the grass. Using a stick, he dug out what he’d been cooking and began to hand food out. As if a bell had sounded, the rest of the company began to gather, lining up behind Yamier’s fire as he handed a parcel to each one. Optimistic walked over to Eliesmore, holding two flat leaves with what looked like a loaf of round bread. He held out one to Eliesmore. “Oh, I’m not hungry.” Eliesmore waved it away.

      Optimistic raised an eyebrow before sticking the bread right under Eliesmore’s nose. “Smell that? How about now?”

      Despite himself, his mouth watered as he smelled the yeast on the bread and the heavy tang of meat and vegetables. He opened the leaf and bit into the bread. It melted in his mouth, and a few drops of gravy dribbled down his chin. He took another bite into carrots and beef, humming in satisfaction. He hadn’t realized his eyes were closed until he opened them and saw Visra smirking down at him. His throat grew dry, and his hunger faded.

      “Visra, join us.” Optimistic waved his hand. “Eliesmore, have you been introduced to Visra yet?”

      Eliesmore choked and coughed. How could Optimistic be so warm with the terrible Jesnidrain? “We’ve met,” he croaked out.

      “Yes, this morning in fact,” Visra confirmed. Lifting her stuffed bread, she took an enormous bite, her cheeks bulging as she chomped down her meal.

      “Relish it, Visra.” Optimistic laughed at her. “You can’t be that hungry.”

      Visra crossed her ankles. “Starving. Whatever we ate for the first meal was rubbish.” She pointed to Eliesmore, talking with her mouth full. “Optimistic, I think your friend is frightened of me.”

      Optimistic jerked his blond head to Eliesmore. “How come? Oh, Visra, did you try to frighten him? You know you shouldn’t greet people like that. Eliesmore, I promise she’s harmless.”

      Eliesmore could not tear his eyes away from Visra’s pointed teeth and the way her dark eyes glared at him. They were cold. How come Optimistic couldn’t see that?

      “Tell him my story,” Visra suggested to Optimistic, sticking her chin out at him. A chunk of meat got stuck in her teeth, and she reached a finger in, yanking it out and inspecting it before popping it back into her mouth.

      Optimistic had the decency to look slightly uncomfortable. He turned to Eliesmore as if Visra did not exist. “Visra used to be an assassin before the Idrains caught her. They took her powers away from her as punishment before letting her walk free. She has roamed the forests between Shimla and the fortress in Sanga San, waiting for you, I suppose. We have all been waiting for you, Eliesmore.”

      “Now you know.” Visra grinned suddenly and spread her hands. “Are you going to eat that?” She pointed at Eliesmore’s half-eaten meal.

      “Visra,” Optimistic warned. “Yamier has more if you are hungry.”

      Visra glanced toward Yamier, who was eating with Wekin and Arldrine. “I think not. Optimistic, did you bring me more songs?”

      Optimistic’s face reddened, but Eliesmore noticed the light in his eyes. “Err…no. We should write one about our journey.”

      “I would like that,” Visra said, and for the first time, Eliesmore saw a softness in her eyes. That must be what Optimistic saw.

      “We are writing a book of songs together,” Optimistic confided to Eliesmore. “But, please, don’t tell anyone. They’d laugh.”

      “Who would laugh?” Eliesmore smiled. He was happy to be confided in. “I think present company would be impressed.”

      Optimistic ducked his head and continued to smile, just as a piercing whistle split the air. “Prepare to travel!” Idrithar called.

      Visra jumped as if she’d been burned. Spreading her wings, she strode away without another word.

      “Don’t worry about her,” Optimistic said, noticing Eliesmore’s shudder as he watched her. “She’s harmless.”

      Yamier and Wekin walked up to them, tugging their packs onto their backs. “I already miss the Mermis.” Yamier pouted.

      “You can go back to the fortress.” Wekin nudged him. “And miss out on the adventure and lack of sleep.” He narrowed his eyes in Idrithar’s direction.

      Zhane walked by. He paused when he saw Wekin’s map. “We don’t need Wekin to get into trouble today,” he muttered, brushing away the map with his hands and covering the bare patch with grass.

      “Zhane.” Eliesmore walked over to the tall Tider.

      “Yes?”

      “I never learned how to sword fight properly. Will you teach me?”

      “Yes, along with Wekin and Yamier. We must all be able to fight well.” He looked ahead, and his eyes darkened. “We know not what lies ahead.”

      As soon as Zhane finished speaking, they both heard a faraway howl. A deeper one sounded, vibrating across the ground and chilling Eliesmore as his eyes met Zhane’s. “Danger.” The word dropped from Zhane’s lips.

      Eliesmore nodded at him, feeling a kinship toward the Tider as they shared a mutual feeling of endangerment. “We should go,” Eliesmore added. He felt his heartbeat quickening; the rigid stiffness was back. He never had a moment to relax or to bask in the enjoyment of the adventure. Turning, he snatched up his pack and fled toward the white horses. Flywinger trotted forward to meet him.

      “To the horses. Now!” Dathiem stern voice swept through the air, leaving no choice except obedience.

      Eliesmore saw Arldrine ahead. She dived onto one of the horses and leaned over his neck, her legs curled up over the horses back. Her mount took the lead, hooves kicking up chunks of dirt as they fled over the rolling hills. For a moment, Eliesmore wished he were taller and faster. Flywinger nuzzled his shoulder and knelt, allowing Eliesmore to mount with ease. “Thank you,” he breathed, watching Flywinger’s ears twitch.

      Behind him, he heard Wekin cry, “Wait for us! We can’t get on the horses quite as fast as you can.” There was a clear note of fear zinging through his voice.

      Eliesmore turned as Flywinger rose beneath him. He watched Zhane give Wekin a leg up and Dathiem toss Yamier onto a horse before they ran to their own mounts. No sooner had the company set off when they heard two more howls, one right after the other. Their screams were closer to the Green Company. Fastshed and his herd did not waste any time. Refreshed, their legs surged forward, turning from a canter into a full gallop. Like a strong wind in a storm, they skimmed through the grass with the horses’ hooves touching the ground for mere seconds. As they traveled farther, Eliesmore began to relax. The way the horses were running reminded him of a song Optimistic has sung their first night of travel. It was a time which seemed so long ago. The words: “here we go like falling thunder” seemed quite relevant to the way the horse hooves pounded the ground, knocking the grass flat.  They galloped for a while as the night turned black; the stars were hidden by clouds. The moon came sulkily out to watch the goings down below, yet it often hid behind clouds. From far above, those down below looked like white shadows hastily covering the ground.
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      Much later, perhaps toward the midnight hour, Eliesmore saw Glashar, who was riding near him, turn back. A ray of moonlight caught her face, showing him her wide eyes. Twining his fingers through Flywinger’s mane, he dared a glimpse back, yet his eyes saw nothing. Glashar rose on her mount, shouting in the Iaen language: “Ti hítíer retítíh fatverívóg govírevatfi.”

      The horses slowed down and circled, prancing in place and giving their riders a moment to convene. “What do you see out there Glashar?” Idrithar asked, taking charge of the situation.

      “They are coming,” she said, her voice falling into the shadows of the night.

      No one asked who or what was coming. A sinking dread filled Eliesmore. He knew. “We ride northwest!” Idrithar ordered. Fastshed led the way across the wild lands; his company reared and leaped with ferocity behind him. The grass grew shorter beneath their hooves; trees and bushes dotted the landscape, creating obstacles to gallop around.

      Eliesmore shut his eyes, hesitant to believe the Rakhai were there. Where had they come from? How had they found the Green Company so quickly? Hadn’t the Mermis cloaked their journey in secrecy? He closed his eyes, feeling the wind rush across his face. Turning his neck, he opened them.

      At first, he saw nothing except the silvery shadows of night. Relief flooded through his body, and just as he turned away, one of the shadows leaped. He saw it clearly in a beam of moonlight: a black creature, much like a panther. It kept pace with the horses, although its body was low to the ground. Eliesmore could see the creature leaping over bushes without a thought, yet it was the being on top of the panther that made his heart grow cold. The Monrages had returned, silently surrounding the Green Company on the red-eyed creatures. Eliesmore tore his eyes away, unsure what to do. Should he warn the others? Could they see their doom at their feet, running beside them?

      Ahead of him, Eliesmore saw one of the panthers leap, claws out, as it swiped at one of the horses. Flywinger whined in fear and changed course, jumping over a bush and gaining speed. In a blur, Eliesmore saw the other horses spreading out, attempting to escape. A howl echoed through the night behind him, and a horse crashed into the underbrush, screaming in fear and possibly pain. Eliesmore dropped one hand to his sword hilt, losing his balance as Flywinger jumped over shrubbery. Eliesmore bounced like a bag of potatoes. One hand gripped the Jeweled Sword. He drew it just as Flywinger ran under the low-hanging branch of a tree. Pain shot through his face as the branch lashed him, forcing drops of blood to drip from his head. Using the back of his sword hand, he brushed it out of his eyes and raised his sword. He could hear Flywinger laboring as he dashed toward the trees. Glashar was standing in the entrance of the wood with the white horse she had been riding. They looked like a formidable pair because Glashar was glowing gold with fury. She lifted her bow and sent a white arrow flying through the air toward one of the black panthers.

      Flywinger slowed down as if he were growing tired. When Eliesmore leaned forward to urge him onward, he saw one of the Monrages riding alongside him. She gave him a dark grin as their eyes met and reached for him, a wasted hand calling for him. Fear bloomed brightly in his heart as he slashed at her hand with his sword. A shock reverberated through his body as he made contact and was hurled through the air. Eliesmore lost his breath for a moment as he landed, only to be dragged up and back. “It’s okay Eliesmore,” Arldrine’s voice assured him. “It’s just me.” He stopped flailing as he allowed her to help him stand. She met his eyes for a brief second and pushed him backward, leaping in front of him as she reached for another arrow.

      Eliesmore held his sword gingerly, ducking as Arldrine let loose an arrow, even though he was behind her. In front of them, Zhane was on the ground, dodging the attack from one of the Rakhai on her beast, his sword flashing in the brief glimpse of light. He was quick with his sword and fast with his feet. All the same, Arldrine took aim. She let loose an arrow that sank into the beast Zhane was fighting. The panther snarled, baring its teeth, and merely continued to fight.

      Dathiem was nowhere near the forest, and Eliesmore noted most of the Rakhai were between Dathiem and the Green Company. Dathiem was running, pausing to send arrows that shot the life out of some of the creatures. Eliesmore counted as he watched, his heart flip-flopping as he realized he could only see five of the Rakhai. Where were the others?

      “Eliesmore!” Arldrine jolted him back to the present moment. “Get back into the forest out of sight.”

      Eliesmore stumbled over branches as he obeyed, slamming his back against a tree truck. He paused, forcing himself to catch his breath. He held the Jeweled Sword in both hands, watching the sharp blade as he breathed. Fear danced on the edges of his vision, tempting him to run and reminding him he wasn’t old enough, experienced enough, or knowledgeable enough to be the One. His pulse pounded, and he could feel himself sweating. To distract himself, he peeked out from around the tree trunk to see how his companions were faring.

      Zhane’s sword sliced through one of the panthers, ripping it from end to end. Its body fell open, and the innards spilled out on the ground. Eliesmore balked in horror at the violent action. His eyes were riveted to Zhane as he spun around and shouted something to Dathiem. Zhane turned toward the forest where Arldrine stood. She had an arrow in her bow yet no target in sight. That’s when Eliesmore noticed the Rakhai seemed to have disappeared, leaving only their monstrous creatures behind.

      “Run!” Zhane was shouting as he bounded closer, the blood on his sword leaving a crimson path behind him.

      Arldrine dropped her stance and ran toward Eliesmore, leaving Glashar to guard the forest while she waited for Dathiem to catch up. “Let’s go!” Arldrine shouted to Eliesmore, pointing farther into the wood.

      Eliesmore leaped out of hiding and ran forward only to stumble to a stop as a Monrage rose in front of him. He could see her wasted face quite clearly. It was as if she’d been there all along, waiting for him to move. Again, he was taken aback by her uncanny resemblance to Ellagine, yet his thoughts did not tarry long as he saw a black crown grow on her head. Light shot out of it, aimed at Eliesmore, and out of reflex, he lifted his sword, blocking it. The Monrage gave a scream of anger and raised her hands, her fingers curling into a fist. One of Eliesmore’s hands flew to his heart as if someone were draining his strength. He sank to the ground just as a black panther sprang out of the wood with a howl, leaping toward him.

      A white arrow caught the panther in the throat, tossing it onto its back where it lay still. The Monrage shrieked and dashed away as Eliesmore gasped for air. Arldrine ran past him, dagger in hand, as she stood over the panther. In an instance, all was still in the wood aside from their heavy breathing.

      “Where are the others?” Dathiem demanded as he ran up to them with Glashar and Zhane.

      Arldrine reached out a hand and helped Eliesmore up. She jerked her chin west. “I believe they are on the other side of the wood.”

      Glashar grabbed another arrow from her quiver. “Ial iál, something is wrong,” she whispered in two languages.

      Eliesmore felt the sting of her words vibrate through his body, hastening his steps. They ran through the forest out into a glade where the moon shone down upon a battlefield. Blue fire flew from Idrithar’s fingers as he power fought the Monrages while Ellagine was nothing more than a queen of green fire, intensifying as she strode forward. Yamier and Wekin were backed into a corner by a panther who sprang and snarled at them, yet no one seemed to notice their predicament. Visra was laughing, a high-pitched whine that carried through the air while she fought, twirling and slashing in vain. Her sword moved too fast for the naked eye to grasp. It was the quiet whimper that made Eliesmore jump with his heart in his throat. A blond head was sprawled in the grass. One arm was lifted as if the person were begging for help. Dathiem ran toward the whimper with his pack in his hands; his bow and arrows were forgotten.

      “Let’s cover them.” Arldrine motioned to Glashar, raising her bow.

      Zhane was already gone, tumbling in the direction of Yamier and Wekin.

      Eliesmore froze, watching the white arrows spin in the moonlight. He turned to follow Dathiem, dreading what he would find. Even as he spun, something cold and hard dug into his neck. It was sharp enough to tear the soft skin around his hair. Jerking backward he knew, even before his eyes saw her. When he tilted his head, he found himself face to face with a Monrage.

      We meet again, her eyes said, although not a word came from her lips. The dark eyes flickered as she pushed the sword into his neck. A drop of blood rolled down; its fall cushioned by his shirt. Come with me.

      The words danced in his head, shutting out everything else. You’ll be free. You’ll be powerful. Come.

      Why? He didn’t understand. How could he be free if he went with the Rakhai?

      They brought this upon themselves. They are using you for their own wishes. Come.

      Eliesmore did not have a response; he felt trickles of sweat rolling down his cheek while the Monrage pushed harder with her sword. An odd sensation rippled through his body. He heard someone calling his name; they sounded far away. His hand twitched, and suddenly he brought his sword up. The Monrage hissed, recoiling at his sudden action. He could feel his hands shaking as he swung the sword toward her, unsure as to why she hadn’t killed him when she had the opportunity. A profound sense of foreboding overcame him as he fought, knowing it was only a matter of time until she stabbed him again. His wounded side hurt, reminding him he was too weak. He couldn’t fight a Monrage and expect to win. Although she was not in his head anymore, he could see the laughter in her dangerous eyes. She meant to kill him one way or another.

      “Get away from him,” a voice demanded from behind him. It was cold, hard, and furious. A ball of green erupted, lifting up the Monrage and throwing her flat on her back. Ellagine strode forward with a sword in hand.

      The Monrage attempted to rise. Ellagine hurled another ball of green flames at her, driving her into the ground. The Monrage lifted her hands in front of her face, ducking and cringing in anticipation of the next blow. It came without hesitation. Ellagine moved forward, relentless, and hurled flames of light into the Monrage until she lay prostrate on the ground.

      Eliesmore gaped in horror, unable to look away from the lack of control displayed by Ellagine. Two strong hands grasped his shoulder. Zhane. “This way!” he ordered.

      Eliesmore was restored to his feet, and even though his legs felt heavy, he ran with the others. The night passed in a blur. He found himself once again on Flywinger’s back. A torrent of thoughts flew through his mind. What happened to Optimistic? Where were the Monrages? Had they lost them? It seemed so long before they slowed to a stop and Eliesmore heard Idrithar calling, “We rest here tonight.” Eliesmore tumbled off Flywinger and sank down where he landed. He used his pack as a pillow. The strain of the night was over, and he relaxed into a blessed sleep.
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      “Something is wrong.” Idrithar leaned on his staff, his brow heavy with trepidation.

      Zhane folded his arms across his chest, letting his fingertips graze the hilt of his sword. His body was alive with adrenaline from the intensity of their encounter with the Rakhai. The undercurrent of anger pulsed through him like a need. Once he started fighting, it was hard to stop. “They had us.” His left hand squeezed into a fist. “They should have slain us all.”

      Idrithar narrowed his eyes, reaching a hand up to pinch the bridge of his nose. “They want to frighten us and make us run. Think about it. Optimistic could have been killed today. Instead, they stabbed him and moved on.”

      Zhane hummed, uncertainty tickling the back of his throat. “Why are they doing this?”

      “Remember when Optimistic left, in January, to search for Ellagine?”

      Zhane nodded. He’d disagreed with Idrithar’s choice to let Optimistic leave. By the time he had a chance to voice his opinion, Optimistic was gone. “It was a needless danger to send the Keeper of the Green Stone out on his own.”

      Idrithar scratched his beard, ignoring Zhane’s rebuke. “You know I followed him for a while. Nothing touched him. According to the old scrolls, the Green People discovered the location of the Green Stone over two hundred years ago. In fact, it stands to reason that Magdela the Monrage was aware of the Green Stone and the prophecies concerning it. It begs the question: why have the immortals left something so powerful in the hands of the mortals? Why not take it for themselves?”

      The knowledge danced just out of his reach as Zhane turned his body to face Idrithar. “What are you saying? There’s a reason Optimistic has the Green Stone? Still has the Green Stone?”

      “Perhaps.” Idrithar grunted. “It is purely speculation on my end. I believe the Green Stone is useless.”

      Zhane gave a short, barking laugh. “Useless? Have you not held it in your hands and felt the power?”

      Idrithar held up a finger, continuing his thought. “Unless Eliesmore dissolves it. I think the immortals know there’s no point in killing Optimistic or Eliesmore until it’s done.”

      Zhane sighed, confused. “Then why keep the rest of us alive?”

      “It is peculiar. We may see they start to cut off us and divide us from each other one by one. Zhane.” Idrithar’s hand gripped Zhane’s shoulder, the solemnness of his next words driving into Zhane’s core. “If that happens, if we fall, you must keep going. Do not turn back; do not stop. Forward is the only way. You and I both know the way to the Idrain Fountain. Eliesmore will need one of us to complete his quest.”

      Zhane nodded, frowning. There was no need to confirm Idrithar’s words; they were both aware of the oath they had sworn. Idrithar dropped his hand from Zhane’s shoulder and turned his gaze toward the west. The land was eerily quiet. Zhane squeezed his fists, allowing doubt to poke holes in his mind. He bit his tongue before he let his next words drift to Idrithar’s ears. “If the Changers are waiting for Eliesmore to dissolve the Green Stone, they are planning an elaborate deception and are waiting to ambush us.”

      “Yes,” Idrithar replied. His voice was bland and matter-of-fact.

      This was what Zhane liked about Idrithar; they tended to be alike in their thinking. They could speak plainly with each other, weighing the pros and cons of a situation before coming to a decision.

      “Then we need to find out how to avoid the trap before we reach the Constel Heights.” Zhane scrubbed at his face in frustration.

      “We have to think like they do,” Idrithar suggested.

      “It makes me question why we need to dissolve the Green Stone.” Zhane shrugged. “But I can’t see any way around it. Either we go to the Constel Heights or else the Changers take over. I fear we may find ourselves in a worse predicament once Eliesmore dissolves the Green Stone.”

      “I will continue to think about this. Let’s discuss this again soon,” Idrithar reasoned.

      “Should we talk to the Idrains? Perhaps they will know?” Zhane offered.

      “Perhaps.” Idrithar pinched his lips together as if he disagreed.
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      Year 783 (160 Years Ago). Castle Range.

      

      He spent the next year drowning in pleasure. Once the Green Lady agreed to help him, it seemed as if she cast her spell over Castle Range. She deceived his brother and sister into trusting her and decided to take over the care and management of their prisoner. She dropped clues regarding the Green Stone while pretending she needed to study the knowledge of the deep to find it. She taught the people groups to trust them and encouraged them to move into the castle to not only guard it, but also take care of their daily needs of food and drink. Within the month, she became his lover, or he became her lover. He could not tell how she had bewitched him.

      “Tell me,” he’d asked her once. “What do they call you? Do you have a name?” The Green People had a naming tradition. The daughter usually took the last syllable of her mother's name. A name would give him a clue to her parentage.

      “You may call me whatever you like.” She’d given him a shy smile. “I will tell you my name on the day you give me yours.”

      He’d frowned, but he hadn’t given in to her charms. His name was sacred. He feared speaking it, lest the people groups hear and discover him alive against all the odds. As for her, he could not understand why she was tight-lipped when it came to her past.

      “Who are your parents?” He lay in bed, propped up on one elbow as he watched her.

      She wore a sheer gown that left nothing to the imagination as she perched on the windowsill with her leather journal in hand. It seemed to be her constant companion. She only wrote in it occasionally, but, from time to time, she studied it. He planned to steal it from her, yet the opportunity eluded him.

      “Does it matter who my parents are…were…” She stumbled over the words, chewing on the end of her quill. “Who are your parents?”

      “I am much older than you. Besides, I have no family.” The truth was all he could give her. She was too young to understand half-truths. “I heard the Green People dwelt solely in the Western World.”

      “They did,” she confirmed, nodding yet refusing to take the bait. “They migrated here after the great war.”

      “But you have always been in the South World?” He knew every face of the Green People, yet he’d never seen hers. Either she’d always been in the South World, or she was new and young. Quite young. He shifted in annoyance.

      “Yes. Where does this line of questioning lead? What are you attempting to guess?”

      “If you had family, we could stay with them in hiding. We could no longer be prisoners within these stone walls.” He gestured to the room that bound them inside. “We could leave, build an army, and throw down the Dark Two who quest for the Green Stone, the ultimate power. You know what will happen if they find the Green Stone, dissolve it, and take the power of creation for themselves.”

      “Yes.” She rose. Leaving her journal by the window, she returned to the bed and straddled him. Placing her hands on his naked shoulders, she stared down at him. “I have been thinking about our dilemma, and since you mention family, I have a solution. It will not be swift, but as you say, ‘Blood of my blood’, one does not betray one's own bloodline. If you had a child, if we had a child, it could be the start of our own army. You are as strong and powerful as am I. Think of what we could accomplish with our own children.”

      She rocked against him as he grabbed her waist, hard enough to bruise her. She hypnotized him with her words. He knew he was an all-powerful being; he should never stoop to mix his blood with those beneath him. She was beneath him, but he was lost, drifting and drowning in her embrace.

      “Children.” He repeated, loathing the word yet recognizing the hope it gave him. “Children will be our allies, and none will suspect them.”

      “Yes.” Her breath came short. “They will complete the deeds. Find power for us. Free us from tyranny. They will be our hope.”

      “Freedom,” he whispered. It would take time. Time he had. And just before he succumbed to pleasure, a plan unfolded and ripened.
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      Eliesmore awakened lying face down in a pile of damp moss near a bush. He rolled over, blowing leaves out of his face and wrinkling his nose against the rotting smell they gave off. It seemed to be midmorning, and he could hear the gentle snore of his companions. He sat up, counting them with his eyes. In the distance, he could make out what looked like Idrithar, standing with his back to the Green Company. He was hunched over his staff in a way that it appeared he slept standing up. Yamier and Wekin lay near him, back to back, with their hands tucked under their heads as they snored faintly. Zhane was leaning against a tree. Eliesmore could not tell whether he was asleep or awake. Dathiem and Optimistic were sprawled out behind some bushes. Before he could figure out where his female companions were, his stomach rumbled in dissatisfaction.

      Reaching for his pack, he opened it for the first time and peered inside to see what kind of treasures the Mermis had given him. At the top, there was dried meat wrapped in leaves. Eliesmore unfolded one and began to chew; it was salty with hints of hickory. He turned it over on his tongue, unsure how he felt about the taste. A sound made him jump; he looked around. The quiet snores of his companions continued. He took another bite, and then it came again: a hiss and then chattering above him. Eliesmore craned his neck, searching for the source. His eyes spied a booted foot hanging from a tree branch. It moved. Looking up, he caught a glimpse of Glashar’s golden hair. “I just want to talk,” Glashar whispered.

      Eliesmore, keeping an eye on her, crawled closer to the tree until he could hear the exchange properly. He wondered who she was talking to. A squirrel? A bird? He couldn’t imagine why she would take the trouble to climb a tree to speak to an animal.

      “Go away,” a creature replied to Glashar; its tone was hostile and forceful.

      The words were almost visible, sharp as a pointed sword, driving into Glashar. He could see her petite frame perched on a tree branch. Her legs swung free as she held on to a twig with one hand. Although her face was hidden, he could tell she was angry by the way her shoulders hunched forward. “We are only passing through; we will not bother your tribe.”

      “You are trespassing on our land. Get out!”

      “I will wake my companions, and we will leave. You have my word.”

      “No, you will leave now. We detest people. The very sight of you makes our eyes hurt. Go a different route that is not through our land.”

      Eliesmore determined the person responding to Glashar was a female, but he could not see her.

      “You have my word,” Glashar went on. “I will return to the ground, wake my companions, and we will leave you in peace. Will those terms be agreeable?”

      A hush came over the treetops as if the creatures were considering. There was a hasty chatter, and Eliesmore saw the branches flutter and shake as if tiny animals were climbing through them. He was puzzled as to why he couldn’t see them.

      “Agreed,” the spiteful reply came.

      “I thank you.” Glashar turned to climb down.

      A buzzing sound sprayed the air, and a dark form landed on the branch beside Glashar. “Glashar. Wodnidrains!” Visra shirked in glee.

      Glashar arched her back and hissed, either in surprise or anger, Eliesmore wasn’t sure which. Her eyes settled on Visra, begging her to shut up. “We just made a deal.”

      Visra threw back her head and gave a harsh laugh. “A deal? You can’t make a deal with the little devils.”

      “It is the enemy!” a Wodnidrain (Eliesmore assumed) cried. “Rally! Rally!”

      The call of a horn blasted through the leaves that began to shudder and shake when a large number of voices took up the cry.

      “See what you’ve done!” Glashar spun to Visra in a fury.

      Visra snickered and lifted off, drawing her bow and arrow. “Oops, looks like we have to fight them.”

      Eliesmore crawled away from the tree. “Wake up,” he shouted to his companions. “The Wodnidrains are assailing us!”

      Dathiem walked up from behind a bush. His bow was slung on his back. “Wodnidrains? In these parts?” Optimistic stumbled behind him.

      “Yes, look!” Eliesmore cried, pointing to the tree where Glashar and Visra were still arguing.

      Arldrine appeared with her hands on her hips. She glanced at the tree in displeasure. “What do they think they are doing? You can’t negotiate with Wodnidrains.”

      “We should be going,” Idrithar called, reminding them to get moving instead of staring.

      “Going? Now? But we haven’t eaten yet,” Wekin protested as he picked up his pack.

      “You will have to learn there are more important things than eating on this journey, Wekin.” Idrithar frowned at him.

      Wekin stuck out his lower lip, caught Yamier’s eye, and gave a deep sigh.

      “Seftisws, I wonder where Fastshed and his company have gotten to.” Zhane peered at their surroundings; the white horses were nowhere to be found.

      “This way.” Dathiem pointed, striding through the trees.

      Eliesmore fell in step with Zhane, noticing no one seemed to be as concerned about the Wodnidrains as he was. “What was that word you just said? It didn’t sound like the common tongue,” he asked

      “It’s the language of the Iaen.” Zhane shrugged. “It comes so naturally now that I often forget I am speaking a different tongue.”

      “I would like to learn it,” Eliesmore said tentatively.

      Zhane paused, glancing down at Eliesmore before nodding in agreement. “So you shall.”

      He said nothing more so Eliesmore turned to Optimistic. He was unusually quiet; his lips were closed tight. “How is your wound?” Eliesmore ventured, regretting the question the moment it escaped his lips.

      Optimistic blinked, a streak of agony piercing his face. “It wasn’t deep. Thanks to Dathiem’s healing skills, it barely hurts now.” He shrugged.

      “Oh…” The look on Optimistic’s face discouraged further conversation.

      As they strode out of the sparse wood, they found Fastshed and company standing in a circle with their heads down. At first, Eliesmore thought they were grazing, but as he watched them, he saw they weren’t moving.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked Zhane.

      Zhane waved his hand, motioning for the others to halt as he and Dathiem walked forward to join the circle of horses.

      Eliesmore counted, and there were only nine. He felt his heart sink. What happened to the other two White Steeds? He felt cold and glanced over his shoulder, searching for the enemies of darkness that had come to steal away his peace. Idrithar strode past; his face was an impassive mask. “Those who are lost remain lost,” he muttered.

      “This is a great loss indeed,” Arldrine said. She moved between Eliesmore and Optimistic. “We should grieve with them.” She led them up to the circle of white horses.

      Placing their hands on the horses’ backs, the Green Company stood in silence; they let the memory of their lost comrades sink in.

      Eliesmore shifted, realizing he’d never known the names of the lost horses. He wanted to walk away from the moment of silence, feeling guilt rise up. It was his fault, after all, that the horses were dead. Killed. The Rakhai were after him. Perhaps it would be better if he and Optimistic slunk away. Even as he thought it, Eliesmore knew he was too selfish to do anything other than follow the Green Company. He had no idea where they were nor where they were going. He assumed west toward the sea. How would they cross it? What mysteries lay on the other side? He wanted to leave and move onward without waiting for the company to grieve. It seemed an eternity until Fastshed lifted his head and told Idrithar he was ready to move on. Eliesmore turned away; he was the first to break the circle as he searched for Flywinger. Walking up to the giant stallion, he smiled. “Hello, Flywinger. I’m glad you’re safe.” Even as the words came out of his mouth, they felt wrong.

      Flywinger tossed his mane. “Eliesmore.”

      Dathiem walked up to distract him; a frown was centered between his brows. "Here, I'll give you a leg up." He bent his knee and cupped his hands. Dathiem’s dark brown hair had been braided back, and Eliesmore could see shades of red as the sunlight hit it. Feeling intimidated, he accepted Dathiem’s help and settled onto Flywinger’s back. He opened his mouth to express his thanks, but the words were stuck in his throat.

      "Optimistic." Dathiem spun, not one for small talk. "Come. Ride with me."

      Eliesmore saw Glashar out of the corner of his eye. She was scowling with her arms crossed before Ellagine tapped her on the shoulder. She nodded, still eyeing Dathiem and Optimistic. Eliesmore sighed. The attack of the Rakhai had damped their spirits; he could see the dejection in the way the Green Company moved. It was folly to think he could do this. One day out, and they’d already been chased, lost two companions, and morale was low. If this was the way the quest was going to go, he wanted to escape. His head ached with thoughts as they surged forward. Seconds later, a shot of pain slammed into his forehead.

      Lifting a hand, he prodded the tender skin on his head. His hand came away with only one drop of blood. He reached up again, feeling something wedged into his skin. Gritting his teeth, he pulled it out with a grunt, surprised to find himself holding a thorn. He glanced around. Who was hurling thorns at him? He tried to catch a glimpse of Visra or Yamier and Wekin. The usual suspects were nowhere in his vicinity.

      “Wodnidrains!” Idrithar’s deep voice boomed from ahead. “Gallop!”

      Fastshed and company leaped forward. Their hooves gained speed as they moved from a trot into an all out gallop. Eliesmore heard a screech, and looking up, he caught a glimpse of a miniature creature. Instantly, he was reminded of his time dancing with the creatures of the wood, where tiny creatures in the trees were not impossible to believe in. Though back then he’d never seen creatures such as these. They were about twelve inches tall with long black hair cascading down their backs. Coal black eyes stared out of heart-shaped faces; thorn-tipped arrows hurled into Eliesmore’s body as they lifted their bows. Despite himself, he shrieked.

      “Aiii, get them!” a high-pitched voice screamed.

      Eliesmore ducked as a volley of arrows rained down on him and his companions.

      “Pull your hoods up, and watch your heads,” Zhane ordered.

      “Revenge!” shrieked Visra.

      “Try not to kill them,” Ellagine called, a hint of impatience in her voice. “They are not the enemy.”

      Eliesmore bent low over Flywinger, pulling more thorns out of his back and shoulders. The tiny creatures were relentless; they hopped from treetop to treetop, easily keeping pace with the Green Company. At one point, a horse went down, tossing its riders into a clump of trees. Eliesmore glanced back to see Arldrine emerge, screaming obscenities up to the trees as she attempted to shield her face from the arrows. Impatiently, she raised her bow, and an arrow shattered the treetops.

      Eliesmore gulped and looked away, wondering if his companions were all warriors without control. He recalled Visra waving her sword and Ellagine slamming balls of green fire into the Monrage without stopping. If it came to all out war, it seemed they would let their bloodlust control them instead of their minds. Would he be like them? A warrior without control seeking to kill and destroy? Didn’t they endeavor to prevent the onslaught of death and destruction? It seemed the world had fallen into a lack of respect for life, and he began to realize he knew very little about the companions he traveled with. He was the outsider.

      Just as he thought they were ridding themselves of the Wodnidrains, he heard a buzzing close to his ear. “Don’t move, or I will shoot your ear off,” the voice squeaked.

      It reminded him of a mouse, singing shrilly in the glade of the creatures of the wood. He sat as still as he could on Flywinger’s back, although the motion of galloping forced his body to rock forward.

      “I have a message,” the squeaking continued. “Your presence is requested in Daygone. The Dark One would like to speak with you. Go to Daygone.”

      The buzzing ceased, and just when Eliesmore thought it was safe to look around, an arrow slammed into his neck. He heard a tiny laugh as the Wodnidrain dashed away, chortling over her shoulder at him.

      Eliesmore felt his eyes water as he reached up, biting his lip to keep from crying out as he withdrew the thorn from his neck. He tossed it beneath Flywinger’s pounding hooves. Of course the Dark One wanted a word with him. He likely wanted to kill him and take the Green Stone. He would never go to Daygone.

      After the message was the delivered, the Wodnidrains ceased shooting arrows, or perhaps they ran out of thorns. The trees turned into thinner saplings, and the Green Company rode forward into the rolling hills of Sanga San. The hills were steep, almost shooting straight up in sharp angles. The horses slowed to a stop at the sight of them. Idrithar held up a hand and dismounted, allowing Zhane and Dathiem to join him. There was a brief discussion with Fastshed and much pointing at the hills. At last, Idrithar turned around and announced: “These are the Sanga San hills. We will walk for a while.”

      “Walk!” Wekin exclaimed. “It will slow us down considerably!”

      “Yes, Wekin,” Idrithar replied. “Fastshed and his company are already tired. They don’t need to carry us up those hills and down again.”

      “Can they carry our packs?” Yamier piped up.

      “Why don’t you ask them? They have tongues,” Zhane suggested.

      Yamier looked a little timid about asking the horses as he dismounted, so Wekin, of course, did it for him. Eliesmore laughed quietly to himself.

      Once everyone had dismounted and tied their packs securely to Fastshed and his company, they started up the hill. The incline was steep, so they went slowly, nearly crawling up the hill at times.

      “I wish this hill weren’t so steep. I hope in the Sandg Sizge Hills we won’t be climbing up and down hills,” Wekin complained.

      “Well, at least this isn’t the Cascade Mountain Range,” Optimistic said cheerfully.

      Wekin gave Optimistic an irritated look. “Yes, but those are mountains. These are supposed to be hills!”

      “You’re just having a hard time because you can’t float.” Glashar laughed as she and Visra walked up the hill effortlessly.

      “And we’re short,” Yamier said disgustedly.

      “I wish I were a tall Cron, like Idrithar,” Wekin grumbled, sighing loudly as he slowly climbed uphill.

      “Don’t feel sorry for yourself. I’m only as tall as you are,” Arldrine said. “Besides,” she whispered mischievously, “Optimistic and Eliesmore are shorter.”

      “Oh,” Wekin said, at a loss for words. “Well…”

      Arldrine smiled and nodded. “That’s right, Wekin. It’s best not to say anymore.”

      Wekin looked to Yamier for support. Yamier, who was not feeling sympathetic, just laughed.

      When they got to the top of the steep hill, Eliesmore found his side was hurting, and even Optimistic looked uncomfortable. Glashar and Visra were already walking down the hill as if gravity were not a problem for them. Idrithar, Zhane, Dathiem, and Ellagine scouted out the territory before slowly and carefully heading down. At last, the five shorter ones came huffing and puffing their way up, only to stare at dismay at the long, everlasting sight of hills running onward.

      “Oh no.” Wekin shook his head. “This is not happening; I am too tired to walk another step.” And he promptly squatted down at the top of the hill to catch his breath.

      “You’ll have to,” Arldrine said, starting down with Optimistic and Eliesmore trudging at her heels.

      Yamier nudged Wekin, upsetting his balance. With a yell, Wekin fell forward, arms flying in the air. He snatched at Yamier, and the two fell headlong, rolling down the hill. They crashed into Arldrine, Optimistic, and Eliesmore with such force that all five of them continued down the endless slope with nothing to make them stop. They crashed into Idrithar, Zhane, Dathiem, and Ellagine, who managed to stay on their feet. Glashar and Visra had already reached the bottom and barely missed getting hit by the mess of flying feet, shouts, moans, and groans.

      Zhane was laughing as he ran down to help everyone up. “Next time, Wekin, don’t sit so precariously at the edge of the hill.”

      “It wasn’t my fault,” Wekin complained. “Yamier pushed me.”

      “Next time, think a little before you act, Yamier and Wekin,” Idrithar advised.

      A moment later, Fastshed and company appeared at the top of the hill asking, “What happened?”

      The sunlight faded out of the sky, and as the time for the last meal passed, Zhane stood on top of one of the hills and surveyed the landscape. “We stop here,” he announced. “There are no more hills, and tomorrow we shall have to pass through a small village. We camp between the hills tonight.”

      Yamier collapsed. “I’m glad. I’m so tired,” he said as he curled up to go to sleep.

      The others sat down while Wekin sat staring up at the last hill. “What about going on to the village? We could find an inn with warm beds and good, hot food,” he suggested dreamily.

      “No, we will not go to the inn,” Idrithar said. “You talk too much, and you will tell everyone where we are going and what we are doing. We will sleep on the hard ground and eat cold food. There will be no fires tonight.”

      Wekin lay back and looked up at the stars. He turned to Yamier, and Eliesmore heard him whisper, “We need some bacon. If we had bacon, everything would be better.”

      Eliesmore leaned back against the hill between Optimistic and Yamier. “How is your wound?” he asked Optimistic.

      “Better, much better, although I can feel it when I trek up and downhill,” Optimistic said soberly. “Now I know how you felt, except yours is much worse. You know the Rakhai are very angry; they will do anything to get the Green Stone, to kill us, and to keep us from completing the three deeds.”

      “I know. I wish they would go away and never come back.” Eliesmore sighed. "They will hunt us to the Constel Heights and back.”

      “Well, at least they aren’t hunting us, and we can rest,” Optimistic said.

      “Yes, that’s right,” Eliesmore replied, closing his eyes.
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      Dathiem perched on the crest of a rolling hillside, watching the flurry of activity below him as the Green Company set up camp. He felt someone come up beside him and knew it was Zhane without looking. The two of them had an easy friendship, sharing the bonds of adventure and the connection that came from being from the same people group: Tiders. Zhane sighed as he sat down beside Dathiem. “All clear?”

      “Aye.” Dathiem nodded. “I would not expect an open attack here in the Eastern Hill Countries.”

      “Nay. That kind of destruction belongs in the west. If the Black Horse Lords ride this way, we’ll spot them from afar.” Zhane lapsed off, his eyes drawn back to the camp.

      Dathiem followed Zhane’s gaze, seeing where it landed. He paused before speaking his mind, unsure if he were crossing unspoken boundaries. “You’re in love with Arldrine, aren’t you?” It came out more as a statement than a question. The words fell from his lips as calmly as noting the sunset.

      Zhane jerked around to face Dathiem; his eyes were narrow and cautious. “What makes you say that?”

      “You watch, yet you don’t speak to her. It’s as if the two of you are dancing a wary dance of silence. Who will be the first to confess?” Dathiem lips curled for a moment. “I know. I feel the same way about Glashar.”

      Zhane frowned, looking down the hill. “Do you think that is wise?”

      Dathiem gave a short laugh. “No. I’ve wanted to have a word with you. In private.”

      Silence.

      “About?” Zhane prompted Dathiem to continue.

      Dathiem felt his shoulders slump. He took a deep breath, letting the words he did not want to say bite the air. “You know we have to kill the immortals once we get to Castle Range.”

      Zhane’s eyes traveled back down to the encampment, flicking to Glashar and Ellagine, who sat at the base of a hill with theirs heads together in the middle of a discussion. Visra was with Wekin and Yamier, either making fun of them or tempting them with dangerous stories. “Do you mean the Changers or our friends, the Iaen?”

      Dathiem let his gaze fall on Glashar, wondering if she could feel his eyes on her. She seemed to think his thoughts, to know when he was thinking about her, and to come to him when words were on the tip of his tongue. “Our friends, the Idrains,” he repeated softly. Even before the words left his mouth, Zhane was shaking his head. “You know why,” Dathiem added.

      “Dathiem.” Zhane’s tone was even as he explained. “What you are saying is madness. We cannot slay our friends; we would be no better than the Changers and Black Steeds. It’s not up to us to curb their actions.”

      “Don’t you understand?” Dathiem threw his hands in the air, frustrated at having to justify himself. “The Iaens are the reason Changers exist. You know the Green People started this. First they saved Sarhorr, the Ruler, when he went through the portal in the Western World. Then, to add insult to injury, they came here, to the South World, and allowed Magdela the Monrage to rise up from their midst. Time and time again, every occurrence that calls for redemption is because of the Green People, the immortals. What do you think will happen when we reach Castle Range and Eliesmore dissolves the Green Stone? He is weak! He doesn’t have a mind of his own; he does whatever we tell him to do. Look at him, notice who his closest friends are. Do you think it’s a coincidence that Ellagine, Lady of the Green People, found him first? Don’t you think it’s odd that Iaens, who never interfere with mortals, now find it in their best interest to join us in ridding the world of Changers? Don’t you see that Changers threaten the Iaen, and if the immortals can use a dispensable mortal to rid themselves of Changers, they will? Eliesmore, however, is different. He is the One. You know the power of the Green Stone. Once he unleashes it, he will be the most powerful being in all the Four Worlds. If you were immortal, wouldn’t you want to control the One who dissolves the Green Stone? Wouldn’t you brainwash him so he will answer your every beck and call? That’s what they are doing!”

      Dathiem forced himself to stop, although he was shaking with rage. He felt flecks of spit on his cheeks and brushed them off, almost ashamed of his temper. He was sure, though, that Zhane would see how he felt about it. Zhane would understand. He clenched his fists. “They have to die before the Green Stone is dissolved. We need to control what happens next.”

      Beside him, Zhane appeared quite calm. One of his hands grasped his sword hilt as he considered. “I understand, Dathiem. Only what would you propose we do? I am disinclined to murder our friends.”

      “That’s why I wanted to discuss with you. What would you propose? We both know you are more…soft-hearted than I.”

      “Yet you are the one who is in love with an Idrain.” Zhane was quick to point out the irony. “The immortals will have to return to their forests after a time. When they do, we shall go on with Eliesmore. I will get close to him while you distract the Iaens. It is important that Eliesmore understands the ways of the mortals. It is true; he is adaptable in his thinking right now. I hope, in time, he will come to have a mind of his own.”

      “I cannot distract the Iaen alone,” Dathiem mumbled. “Glashar and Visra loathe each other, and Ellagine is distant.”

      “Do what you can. Have you discussed this with Idrithar?”

      Dathiem shook his head. “Not in detail like this. I tried…Perhaps you will succeed.”

      “Humm.” Zhane rose. “Dathiem, promise me you will not murder any of our companions.”

      “I promised to protect the One,” Dathiem countered as he stood beside his best friend.

      Zhane put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “My friend, you have been through enough already. Don’t torment yourself with this choice. Leave it to me.”

      Dathiem nodded, his eyes growing dark as Zhane alluded to his past. Zhane turned to walk down the hill, yet Dathiem’s words stopped him. “Don’t you think you should stop tormenting yourself?”

      Zhane paused, half turning back. “What do you mean?”

      A soft smile came to Dathiem's lips, leaving no traces of his earlier anger. “When it comes to Arldrine.”

      Zhane frowned. “Given the discussion we just had, it would be foolish. I will send Glashar to you with food. Keep watch.”

      Dathiem knew he had crossed a line. Regret washed through his mouth. He watched Zhane walk away before pivoting to observe the landscape. The relief of having shared his concerns with Zhane faded as he watched dark shadows form on the horizon.
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      Arldrine crossed her arms, watching Zhane and Dathiem’s heated discussion on the hilltop. With a frown, she turned back to Yamier and Wekin as they cooked. She let their endless chatter wash over her. Zhane was ignoring her. Perhaps she had misunderstood the discussion they’d had before they left the fortress. She shrugged. Conceivably, it was the lack of conversation. She’d hoped they would be friends and was not expecting to be hit with a wall of silence. Zhane marched down the hill; his expression was guarded. Seizing the moment, she turned to meet him. “Zhane, have you eaten?”

      He shook his head as he met her at the bottom of the hill. “Not yet.” His words came out thick and harsh.

      When she got closer, she could see a storm of fury on his face. “What’s wrong?”

      He brushed past her, his eyes barely seeing her. “Nothing. I must speak with Ellagine.”

      Arldrine bit her lip in disappointment, letting her hands drop. She told herself it did not matter. Zhane had his duties as she had hers. It was better if they did not speak. She cast one final glance in Zhane’s direction. He was already deep in conversation with Ellagine and Glashar. No longer hungry, she walked uphill to join Dathiem.

      He jumped when she appeared beside him. He was muttering under his breath before she arrived. “Oh, it’s you.” He smiled at her, turning his lips up and not letting his teeth show.

      “Who did you think it was?” Arldrine glanced down the hill and back to Dathiem in confusion.

      “Zhane or…Glashar.” He spoke her name gently as if she might hear if he spoke it too loudly.

      Arldrine sat down, stretching her legs over the rippling grass. He joined her, taking a sip from a flask before holding it out to her.

      “Ah, you’re still drinking,” she observed, eyeing the flask before taking a long draught from it. A calming sensation rushed through her body. She closed her eyes, letting the cares and worries of the quest fade away. “Thanks.” She handed it back to Dathiem.

      He tucked it away, nodding. “I know I shouldn’t but…” He shrugged, staring off into the hills.

      They sat quietly for a few moments. Neither felt the urge to fill the air with useless words. Arldrine lay back, propping herself up on her elbows.

      “How are you holding up?” Dathiem inquired.

      “How are all of us holding up?” she deflected, unwilling to talk about her emotions.

      “Our progress is slow. I have my suspicions.” He shrugged.

      “There are many of us.” Arldrine gestured down the hill. “And it’s true we all have our own concerns and motives. As long as we keep our final goal in mind and as long as we trust each other, we will be okay.”

      Dathiem’s face reddened. He reached for his flask. “What if some of us aren’t trustworthy?”

      “We are the only ones left,” she argued. “We cannot fail. There is no life and no law. The Wise Ones have forsaken us. The Watchers stay hidden in their land.”

      “I know,” he interrupted her. “It’s the west…I worry what will happen when we reach the west.”

      Arldrine hummed a response, knowing Dathiem and Zhane came from the west. They were like brothers, having grown up in a town near the mountains until the Black Steeds invaded once and for all. “When I was at the home of Novor Tur-Woodberry and his Singing Men, Fúlishités, as they call them, he mentioned the west. Dathiem…” Her voice grew urgent. “Are there mankind in the west?”

      “Men?” Dathiem froze, the word piercing the air like a blade.

      “Yes. Humans.”

      “The race of men,” Dathiem spoke in awe, facing Arldrine. “Why do you ask?”

      “After Eliesmore dissolves the Green Stone, we will need an army to fight the Changers and the Black Steeds. If there are men and if they are real, we could use their help.”

      Dathiem watched the horizon, considering. “What makes you think they will help us? After all, Novor Tur-Woodberry and his Singing Men will not come to our aid.”

      “It’s because they cannot,” Arldrine explained. “If they leave the land they were given, the Land of Lock, their power will fade, and they will become like us.”

      “Power.” Dathiem opened his hand as if expecting vestiges of power to manifest.

      “They have hidden themselves well if they exist. Where is there to hide in the west?”

      “If you seek men,” Dathiem told her. “You should go to the western mountain ranges. Perhaps you can ask Wekin to draw us a map, and I will point it out to you.”

      “Or you can just come with me,” Arldrine suggested.

      Dathiem smiled and then chuckled. “Perhaps you should ask Zhane.”

      Arldrine grimaced; her eyes were drawn back down the hill to where Zhane and Idrithar were deep in conversation. “I will go alone. You and the others will be busy helping Eliesmore.”

      “There is an army coming from the Western World. You don’t think they will be enough?”

      Arldrine shook her head. “Something tells me we need to prepare for the worst.”

      “Am I interrupting?” Glashar’s questioning voice invaded their conversation.

      “No,” Arldrine responded. Her black hair stirred in a slight breeze, dancing behind her back.

      “Glashar,” Dathiem breathed, his tone a mix of desire and relief.

      “I brought food.” Glashar handed a leaf of food to Arldrine and one to Dathiem before sitting down beside Dathiem.

      “Oh,” Arldrine exclaimed under her breath. Everything made sense as she looked from Glashar’s flushed face to Dathiem’s expression. She stood. “Thank you, Dathiem, for the information.”

      “Where are you going?” Glashar asked. “Sit with us.”

      Arldrine glanced at them again, stepping away. “I think not. I must rejoin the young Crons.” She spun, striding down the hill before either could utter another word. It was not her place to warn them, yet she feared their attraction for each other would distract them from the quest.
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      Eliesmore opened his eyes to pink streaks in the sky. He smiled lazily, watching the glory of dawn fade into a morning rich with beauty. Droplets of dew graced the rich green grass, and he propped himself up on his elbows. Everything came crashing back in an instant; he wasn’t at home with his mother nor had he just returned from dancing with the creatures of the wood. The shadow of fear crept up as he glanced around at his companions.

      Optimistic slept beside him, but Yamier and Wekin had vacated their spots, leaving only their packs behind. Eliesmore studied their campsite. Zhane and Dathiem sat with their backs against the hill, eating apples. Ellagine sat with Glashar while Arldrine was speaking to Visra. From the way they waved their arms, it seemed they were arguing. Fastshed and company were grazing in the distance. Idrithar sat on a hilltop. His staff was in his lap, and he had a grave expression on his bearded face.

      Eliesmore strapped his sword to his back as he walked toward Zhane. “Where are Yamier and Wekin?”

      Zhane looked up, chewing nosily. “We don’t know. Idrithar thinks they have gone to the village.”

      “The village? But why? Wasn’t someone watching all night?”

      Zhane shrugged, jerking his chin in the direction of Arldrine and Visra. “Yes, they disappeared during Visra’s watch, which is why we don’t think Black Steeds have anything to do with their disappearance. Idrithar is keeping watch should they return.”

      Eliesmore recalled Idrithar’s words. Those who are lost remain lost. He walked up the gentle incline and sat down beside Idrithar. “I think they will return,” Eliesmore said, watching the dark blur in the distance that must be the village.

      “If they don’t return soon, they will be left behind,” Idrithar announced with finality.

      Eliesmore frowned and strained his eyes, hoping the two would make it back. “Look down there,” he pointed.

      Idrithar stood up and leaned on his staff, his expression did not change as he nodded. “Yes, here they come. They have been into the village for sure, stirring up trouble.”

      Yamier and Wekin were running and carrying sacks of something. They came up the hill, smiling triumphantly.

      “What have you got there?” Idrithar demanded as they started down the hill to join the others.

      “It smells delicious,” called Optimistic, determined to make light of the situation and delay Idrithar’s anger.

      The others got up, grabbed their packs, and surrounded the two Crons. They were curious to hear their story.

      “Bacon!” Wekin announced, waving his sack. “There’s plenty for all!”

      Eliesmore could visibly see the relief in the air at the very words. He glanced at his companions, slightly confused at their hungry expressions. Unbeknownst to him, bacon was a great favorite among Crons and Tiders; Iaens, though, did not particularly care for it.

      “And sausage,” Yamier added. He sat down and opened his sack.

      “We went from house to house, so we got a lot.” Wekin dug his hands into the bag and began to pass out thick, juicy slices of bacon.

      “We got the people to cook it for us, too. That’s what took so long,” Yamier put in.

      “And probably told everyone what we are about,” Zhane remarked dryly.

      “No, we actually didn’t. Idrithar warned us last night, so we just told them we are weary travelers,” Wekin defended himself between bites.

      “Weary travelers?” Dathiem laughed at the irony. “We hardly have been gone.”

      “Yamier. Wekin.” Idrithar folded his arms. “We were about to leave without you. If you attempt to risk the quest on something as trivial as bacon and sausage, we will leave you behind.”

      Wekin looked up at the sky as if to ask it why he always got himself into trouble.

      The sacks of bacon and sausage continued to circulate, and Wekin even went so far as to offer some to Fastshed and company. They simply looked at the bag, and one said, “Bacon and sausage? We’ll settle for grass.”

      The Green Company laughed and continued eating. But before long, Idrithar stood. “We must go now and eat on the way. Instead of traveling through the village, it is better we go around it, lest anyone should recognize Yamier and Wekin.”

      Zhane stood up and picked up his pack. The horses stopped between mouthfuls of grass. “Are you wanting to ride?” Fastshed asked.

      “No, eat your meal. We will ride later,” Idrithar replied. He swung his pack on his back and started up the hill.

      The others hastily jumped up and stuffed their mouths full before grabbing their packs and following Idrithar. Once down the last hill, they walked toward the south to go around the village. It was small. Still, going around it was slightly out of their way.

      Eliesmore could not keep his mind on food. He ate only a little of the delicious bacon and sausage and declined more, even though the smell of bacon hung in the air.

      Glashar was displeased about it. “At this rate,” she complained, “anyone can smell us from far away.”

      “Then we leave the sacks. They are almost empty. We can leave them here,” Yamier suggested hopefully.

      “In the middle of the grass, I think not,” Zhane said.

      Wekin began to lag behind. He felt sorry now for their adventure to get bacon because it seemed to have turned the company against him. Yamier did not look too happy either.

      “White steeds!” A cry rent the air. People ran out of the village and headed toward the company. Their faces were angry, and they carried pitchforks, axes, and other tools that could also be used for fighting.

      “Ashíea asíhsa! Why are those people following us?” Dathiem cried.

      The Green Company halted, standing together. Fastshed and his company were a distance away, eating grass, when they realized the danger.

      Zhane's eyes fell on Yamier and Wekin. “They must know we are White Steeds. After all, we are traveling with white horses.” Zhane pointed.

      “Why would they want to harm us?” Eliesmore inquired.

      “They are angry that we are White Steeds in a Black Steed’s world. We must run,” Idrithar stated.

      Ellagine shimmered pale green. She called, “Wistfes seftisws mocteo etomoc.”

      Fastshed and company turned and cantered toward the group. The people’s cries grew louder as they quickly ran toward the small group of White Steeds.

      “We’ll have to ride fast,” Idrithar told the horses as they came up.

      “Mount up, and we will go. We shall go no faster than slow gallop; we have just eaten,” Fastshed answered.

      “A canter will do fine,” Idrithar said as he leaped onto Fastshed’s back.

      Eliesmore hurried over to Flywinger who still had grass sticking out of his mouth. Flywinger knelt as Eliesmore mounted. He called, “Come ride with me, Optimistic.”

      Optimistic climbed up behind Eliesmore with little difficulty. Flywinger rose, and the two watched as Dathiem gave Yamier and Wekin a leg up; then he sprang onto his mount. Arldrine was the last; she glanced back at the people, and then they set off while the people continued to run and shout: “White Steeds!”

      Eliesmore saw a swarm of angry faces, which were quickly left behind in a cloud of dust. The village grew smaller as well, turning into merely a speck on the landscape.

      Back on course, the horses began galloping. The grass was now yellow-green. The ground swelled and rolled into gentle hills that were spaced evenly apart.

      Eliesmore rode uneasily on Flywinger. He was still upset by the episode at the village. He wondered if all Black Steeds in the South World hated White Steeds with a passion. The nauseating fear began to creep up on him as his brain whirled with thoughts. If all the Black Steeds, even those who seemed to live at peace in their villages, wanted to hunt and kill the White Steeds, how much more dangerous was the world? With every route and every road they took, they had to stay out of sight from everyone. It was a task hard to accomplish within such a large company. Slight mistakes led to an uproar; wisdom had to be at the forefront of every decision. Impossibilities rose up in his mind: the Rakhai were chasing them, the Black Steeds were full of hate, and he, the One to do the three deeds, was laughable. Others were better equipped; others had more knowledge.

      Eliesmore wondered if he would ever be carefree and happy again, such as the days when he danced with the Iaen. He wondered if the land would ever be bright and beautiful as it once was in a time he had never seen.

      Eliesmore closed his eyes, and a sad, tired look stole over his face. They had only been traveling three days, and already the Monrages had chased and fought them, the Wodnidrains had come after them, they had lost two White Steeds, and Yamier and Wekin had gone off to get bacon and caused an uproar in the village. But it wasn’t their fault that they did not think. Beginning to feel amused, Eliesmore opened his eyes and looked back at the two. They looked very sorry as they rode together. Eliesmore wondered how their lives had been when they were younger. As for himself, he felt he had woken out of a beautiful dream and come to terms with the evil of the world. His childhood seemed far away. As if sensing his thoughts, Optimistic placed a comforting hand on Eliesmore’s shoulder and squeezed.

      After a while, Idrithar called out, “Rashla alhsar, we rest now.”

      “Rest?” Yamier perked up. “For the second meal? Does that mean I get to cook?”

      “Yes.” Idrithar gave a noncommittal nod. “Zhane will give you a lesson in sword fighting.”

      “How long do we have?” Wekin grinned in triumph, punching a fist into the air.

      “For an hour or so,” Idrithar responded. “Then we ride long and hard far into the night.”

      The horses slowed to a stop on an elevated area. The company dismounted in various ways: jumping, tumbling, or floating to the ground. Once free of all burdens, the horses began to graze. Yamier sat down and pulled open his pack, murmuring to himself. “It’s a good thing I thought to bring my cooking gear. Wait, there’s no firewood!”

      “Come, and I will help you find some.” Dathiem walked down the slope.

      Yamier jumped up to join him, and Wekin set down his pack before he ran after them, calling, “Wait for me!”

      Glashar eyed Dathiem’s retreating form. “They might need my help.”

      While the laughing four disappeared down the hill, Eliesmore lowered his pack to the ground, deciding what to do. Idrithar was sitting at the edge of the incline, eating a bright red apple and talking to Ellagine and Visra. Optimistic perched on a large rock, also eating an apple. Arldrine was nearby, clearing a place for the fire. Zhane, with a glance at Arldrine, pulled out his sword and walked toward Eliesmore. “While we are waiting, do you feel up to a lesson in sword fighting?”

      Eliesmore’s face brightened. “Oh yes.” As he pulled out his sword, the jewels began glistening on it.

      They started out with a few well-aimed blows, and after a few minutes, Zhane called, “Halt!” They stopped. “I see you hold your sword well, but loosen up your grip when you fight. Don’t be afraid to move around and follow through with your blows. I can tell you are pulling back at the last moment; don’t be afraid of hurting me,” Zhane instructed.

      “That’s right,” Arldrine called as she sat down beside Optimistic to watch. “Zhane’s the best sword fighter around; you couldn’t possibly hurt him.”

      Zhane shook his head, pretending not to hear. “Let’s give it another go.”

      The two went for another round, metal clanging together in the sunlight. By the end, Zhane was saying, “Better, better. Now faster.”

      Up and down their swords flashed side to side and over- and underhanded. Their feet moved quickly. Zhane stepped backward, and Eliesmore kept right up, moving forward until Zhane called for another rest. “In battle,” he began, “you may be surrounded by enemies on foot, so you will have to learn not only to move from side to side but backward and forwards. All the while laying blows.”

      “Now it starts to get complicated.” Eliesmore laughed.

      “Of course, you seem to be naturally good at swordplay. All you need is the practice,” Zhane encouraged. “Let us stop for now and have an apple for your hard work,” he said, grabbing one from his pack and tossing it over to Eliesmore.

      “Thank you.” Eliesmore sheathed his sword. Maybe he would be good at something, and he smiled to himself as he sat down.
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      Yamier and Wekin ran up the hill with their arms loaded with firewood. Another minute or two behind them were Dathiem and Glashar. The two were deep in conversation. Yamier and Wekin dumped their wood on top of the place that Arldrine had prepared. Dathiem came and dropped his pile on top. “Build your fire, Yamier.” He nodded. Then he turned to Glashar, and the two strode off together again.

      “Good.” Yamier threw open his pack, not noticing that Dathiem had walked away again. “What should we eat? Oh, I saved some sausage from Wekin…”

      “I wasn’t eating it all!” Wekin interrupted.

      “You ate about half of it, and you can’t deny a thing because I saw you.” Yamier wagged his finger at Wekin and gave him a superior nod. “As I was saying, we have sausage, and I could make stew. Ah, it’s rather warm for that and takes too long, don’t you think? Or I could make some…”

      “Just make something and hurry because some of us are hungry,” Idrithar informed Yamier.

      “Good,” Yamier agreed yet continued to dig into his pack, muttering, “Now, let’s see, we could have…”

      Finally, Yamier started his fire and began to cook sausage with wild herbs and vegetables. As the delicious scent filled the air, the company crept together to take their share before dispersing into groups to eat.

      Eliesmore surveyed the company before deciding which group to join. It seemed each person fell into a routine and drifted into the same groups. Idrithar and Zhane could generally be found together with Ellagine nearby. Dathiem and Glashar were inseparable. When they were apart, Glashar seemed to steal glances at Dathiem as if he might disappear if she were not watching him. There was something unusual about their friendship; Eliesmore felt uncomfortable speculating any further. Optimistic and Visra were working on their book of songs, and Arldrine often joined their company. Eliesmore still shuddered when he thought of Visra. Every now and then, she’d catch his eye and give him a devilish wink that made him wish some evil would befall her. Wekin and Yamier tended to be doing one of three things: talking too much, laughing too much, or eating too much. Currently, Yamier was being mercilessly teased about some stale bread that had been found in his pack.

      Eliesmore walked away from the merriment over to the Idrithar, Ellagine, and Zhane. “Eliesmore.” Ellagine’s face brightened as she made room for him beside her, reminding Eliesmore he hadn’t had a chance to speak with her since they left the fortress. It seemed her attention tended to be elsewhere instead of solely focused on him.

      “Eliesmore,” Idrithar said keenly. “You look as if you have questions for us.”

      “I do.” Eliesmore nodded, the mouthwatering odor of his sausage distracting him momentarily. “I would like to learn about languages, particularly the one the Idrains speak.”

      “That would be the Iaen language.” Ellagine smiled at him and held up four fingers. “There are four main languages of the world; the one we speak is the common tongue. The Black Steeds speak the common tongue, and another language called Blackbastia. They created the language during the time of Magdela the Monrage to keep the White Steeds from figuring out their plans. There is an even older language called the Valikai Dialect; perhaps it is as old as the common tongue. It is a dark language that no one speaks yet it is still written. There may come a time when you need to know how to read each language.”

      “Yes,” Idrithar added. “We use the Iaen language for the words that carry a deeper measure of potency than if they were spoken in the common tongue.”

      “For instance,” Zhane went on, “say something, and I will say it back to you in Iaen.”

      “Alas, the world is dark,” Eliesmore lamented.

      Ellagine translated. “Ìal iál íthar isgurald ea hearstra.”

      “It…it sounds beautiful. Like…singing,” Eliesmore exclaimed in wonder.

      “It’s supposed to be. There are no harsh sounds in the Iaen language,” Ellagine explained. “You speak it higher than you normally would and softly, so it blends and flows together.”

      “Beautiful,” Eliesmore repeated. “What does each word mean?”

      “Ìal iál means ‘alas’; íthar can mean ‘the,’” Idrithar explained. “Isgurald means ‘world”; ea means ‘is,’ and hearstra means ‘dark’ or ‘black.’ Or something bad or evil. In some cases, the sentences translate word for word to the common tongue. Often that is not the case.”

      “Like?” Eliesmore asked around a mouthful of sausage.

      “Ti hititer retith fatverivóg,” Ellagine breathed.

      “It translates, ‘and listen, faster,’ but it actually means, ‘listen and go faster.’” Zhane leaned back, enjoying the lesson.

      “What do you say to Fastshed and his company?” Eliesmore wrinkled his nose.

      “Wistfes seftisws mocteo etomoc,” Idrithar said, “which translates: ‘White Steeds come.’”

      “I am beginning to understand. When can you teach me all the words?” Eliesmore asked impatiently.

      “Along the way, a little at a time. If we say something in the Iaen language—or any language unknown to you for that matter—just ask us for the translation.” Zhane got to his feet, glancing quickly to where Arldrine was sitting with the Crons. “Mocteo etomoc Yamier and Wekin, time to learn sword fighting.”

      Yamier and Wekin jumped up and pulled out their short swords, grins splitting their faces.

      “Who wants to go first?” Zhane chuckled.

      “Wekin does,” Yamier volunteered him, sheathing his sword and returning to the group around the fire with a smirk on his face.

      Wekin opened his mouth and stared at Yamier in protest. “Come on, Wekin," Zhane called. "We have to go over how to hold the sword."

      “How to hold a sword?” Wekin made a face. “Bah, I know how to hold a sword; we've done this ten times.”

      “Yes," Zhane grunted. "I tell you the same thing every time. You hold your sword too tightly to twist and turn it in the way necessary. Grip it loose enough so that you can turn it under- and over-handed.” Zhane glanced in Arldrine’s direction, nodding in admiration. “You should see Arldrine with her dagger; she can flip it with her fingers. Will you show them, Arldrine?”

      Arldrine stood, leaving Visra and Optimistic dreaming up songs. She pulled out her bone-white dagger, and she tossed it in the air. It flipped twice, emitting a whistle as it sliced through the breeze. Arldrine watched it, reaching out a hand at the precise moment the blade lined up with the ground. A smattering of applause met her, and she gave a mock bow, throwing a hand out as she smiled.

      “Arldrine?” Eliesmore moved closer to her. “There are strange markings on the blade. What are those?”

      “Ah.” She held it up to the light, allowing Eliesmore to see the oracles on it. They tilted and twinkled in and out of view as the blade caught the light. “They are relics, jewels, and other symbols. See?” She pointed to one. “Here is the Light of Shalidir and the Horn of Shilmi. This one is the Green Stone, and here is the Clyear of Power. There are many others you might not know yet."

      Eliesmore opened his eyes wider in awe. “Where did you find this blade?”

      “It was a gift from Ellagine.”

      Eliesmore wanted to ask more, except her tone suggested she was done explaining. He turned to rejoin Ellagine while Zhane continued to instruct Wekin. “No, Wekin, not like that. Loosen up your wrist.”

      “Like this?” Wekin held his sword up in triumph.

      “Finally.” Zhane sighed, wiping his brow. “Now, try to hit me.”

      Eliesmore watched them for a bit longer until Ellagine touched his shoulder. “Come. I will teach you the Valikai Dialect.”

      Eliesmore met her eyes, watching the shadows behind them. He shuddered. “It seems like an evil language. Are you sure I need to learn it?”

      Ellagine nodded. Her eyes were earnest while her fingers applied pressure to his shoulder.

      He sighed. “Did it take you long to learn these languages? Blackbastia and Valikai Dialect?”

      “No.” A shadow flickered behind her eyes and she looked away. “Knowledge is heredity among the Green People.”

      “You have always known?” Eliesmore clarified, wondering what it would be like to be born with knowledge.

      “Ci—which means ‘yes’ in Iaen. The Valikai Dialect is written with symbols, and each symbol translates to a word or sentence. Multiple symbols could convey a story or meaning. However, the translation is not as simple as translating from the Iaen language to the common tongue. Many of the words the Black Steeds use come from Valikai Dialect and have not been translated. For example, the word ‘Monrage’ has not been translated into the common tongue.” She leaned over, her hair falling past her shoulders as she reached for a stick that was charred from the fire. Kneeling, she scratched a symbol into the mud. “This is the symbol for ‘Monrage,’ and here is the symbol for ‘Rakhai.’” She drew what looked like lines.

      “I see,” said Eliesmore, even though he didn’t. “But what do the words mean? If I see the symbols, how will I recognize the words?”

      “I’m hoping you will come to understand them,” Ellagine admitted. “In the same way, I have come to know languages. The meaning for ‘Monrage’ has escaped me for some time.” She bit her lip, her eyes shifting away. “The word ‘Rakhai’ means ‘sisters’.”

      “Sisters,” Eliesmore repeated, his eyes locking onto Ellagine’s face as she studied the symbols she’d written. He caught a faint glimmer of green light, and sensed the topic was uncomfortable for her. Yet it seemed as if a key unlocked his mind, and he caught a glimpse of the knowledge she’d mentioned. The symbols rearranged themselves in front of his eyes, glowing, and as he gazed, he sensed the meaning. “It means ‘blended one,’” he said at last.

      Ellagine went still. She cocked her head, facing him; her eyes were guarded. “You do understand.” She nodded like an instructor who was both proud and frustrated with her student. “It has a darker meaning though,” she added. “Each symbol can have two meanings.”

      “Like Rededak,” Eliesmore went on, eager to impress her. “It means ‘The Dark’ or ‘Great-Black-Evil.’”

      A sudden gloominess cuts off the sunlight, and shadows grew long about them. A wind started to blow, tossing sparks and charred bits of wood toward Eliesmore’s face. He straightened, growing cold as he realized the words he spoke inadvertently invoked doom.

      “Words have power,” Ellagine whispered, her breath tickling his ear.

      Glashar stood with a hand on Dathiem’s shoulder; her gaze was directed north. “We should go.” The wind snatched her words, ripping them away.

      “Put your weapons away,” Zhane called. “It is time to ride long and hard.”

      “All night,” Idrithar added, rising with his staff in hand.

      Yamier poured water on the fire. Wekin put his sword away and scrambled for his pack. Visra spread her wings, flying low toward the horses. Eliesmore reached for his pack, finding his fingers trembling as he rose.

      They set off with Idrithar in the lead, trotting toward the rolling hills and gathering speed as they approached flat lands. Eliesmore found himself riding close to Glashar and, knowing she had far sight, called out, “What do you see moving among the hills?”

      Glashar glanced over her shoulder, her long hair streaming out behind her. “Nothing yet. We must keep moving and allow our trail to grow faint. The Rakhai will not be merciful the next time they find us.” Eliesmore could see her shoulders quaking. “If our luck holds, we may cross the Jaded Sea before they find us.”

      “What’s that?” Wekin yelled as he rode up with Yamier not far behind him.

      “Prepare for long, sleepless nights of riding and then running after that,” Optimistic teased.

      “What?” exclaimed Wekin, his mouth dropping open. “I hadn’t bargained for this when I decided to join the company!”

      “Well, you are stuck now. There is no turning back,” Optimistic shouted as he galloped past.
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      Seven days passed and Eliesmore began to grow used to the friendly banter of his companions, the steady pace the horses kept, and the frayed edges of fear dancing away in the wind. The Rakhai seemed to have faded into obscurity because no warnings reached their ears. One afternoon, just as they were reaching the foothills of the Sandg Sizge Hills, the horses stopped. Idrithar waved for them to dismount, and Eliesmore, thinking nothing of it, settled down with the young Crons, fully intent on resting before traveling on into the night as usual. Idrithar, Zhane, and Dathiem moved among the horses, touching their heads and exchanging words. Finally, Idrithar turned and called, “Here we go our separate ways. Fastshed and company have decided to rejoin us on the other side of the Jaded Sea in Silversliversidell.”

      “What?” Wekin stopped digging through his pack. “Why? What are we supposed to do?”

      Idrithar frowned. “All White Steeds have free will and can choose how long to continue with us. Our road is perilous, and we must honor the requests of our comrades. As for what we will do, we will walk.”

      A hushed mummer swept through the company, and Eliesmore stood at a loss. His eyes fell on Flywinger, who had his head down. He was avoiding Eliesmore’s gaze. Idrithar leaned on his staff; his eyebrows took the shape of angry v’s as he watched the countryside. It was Arldrine who stepped forward. “Come. We must say goodbye.” She walked among them, much like Zhane and Dathiem, touching their noses, stroking their manes, and wishing them well.

      Optimistic was quick to join her, whispering words of blessing under his tongue as he weaved through each one. Visra gave a mocking laugh and walked on alone. “Of course, they choose to leave us,” she called. “We are too close to Daygone.”

      “Visra,” Ellagine scolded, joining her. “You should not say such things.”

      Visra merely laughed and spread her wings.

      Eliesmore walked up to Flywinger, a blanket of unease pricking his shoulders. “Must you go with them?” he asked.

      “Fastshed is our leader as Idrithar is yours.” Flywinger lowered his head. “I must do as I am commanded.”

      “Goodbye then,” Eliesmore offered, his shoulders slumping.

      The nine horses galloped southwest, and as they disappeared, Eliesmore felt like he was losing old friends. He could see their auras as they disappeared into the horizon, a grayish blur snapping in waves against the air. It reminded him of the conversation he’d had many years ago with one of the Idrains regarding auras, and he narrowed his eyes. Gray. What did it mean?

      “Cheer up, Eliesmore.” Optimistic walked up to him. “At least we will meet them again on the other side.”

      “They are gone though.” Eliesmore sighed, allowing his fears to surface. “Our journey will take twice as long, What if the Rakhai return? How will we defeat them if we cannot flee? Why did they leave us? Why are they afraid?”

      “It could be worse.” Optimistic’s tone was gentle and understanding. “We are still together, all eleven of us. The fates have been with us; perhaps the Rakhai will not return. Besides, there is strength in the company; we could all be going our separate ways. We are free White Steeds, yet we have chosen to come with you.”

      “You and I don’t have a choice in this,” Eliesmore huffed.

      “I would not have it any other way,” Optimistic mumbled.

      “Look at Glashar?” Wekin interrupted from behind them. “What is she doing?”

      Ahead of them, Glashar stood at the high point of a hill with Zhane and Dathiem on either side of her. Zhane was kneeling while Dathiem squatted with an arrow in his hand. Glashar tilted her head, first to one side and then the other. Her large ears moved back and forth as if she were listening to something almost indistinguishable.

      “The way she’s always on the watch scares me. You know she doesn’t even sleep!” Wekin went on, not allowing anyone to get a word in edgewise. “I wish she would relax like the rest of us.”

      “Like the rest of us?” Eliesmore repeated. “I’m not relaxed, even in sleep. I don’t think I will relax again until the three deeds are completed.”

      Wekin’s sharp blue eyes stared at him. They were round in shock. “I couldn’t do that!” he blurted out.

      “Look, Idrithar is stopping.” Yamier nudged Wekin.

      Wekin straightened up and put a hand over his mouth as if to keep himself from spewing out his opinions.

      “What happened?” Optimistic hurried forward to where Idrithar stood with Glashar, Zhane, and Dathiem.

      “From now on, we will go straight west across the hills.” Idrithar pointed.

      Eliesmore noted their route would keep them high up on the plateau; it was close to the summit where they would not have to tirelessly climb up and down the craggy hills. He took a deep breath, already feeling the veiled thinness in the air.

      “Be prepared,” Idrithar went on. “We move quickly and only stop when needed. We will not run all the time, but be ready.” His deep eyes swept over the company. “Glashar? What do you hear?”

      “I hear a strange call,” she admitted. “If I had to guess, I would say the Dark One in Daygone is sending out a message, calling something or someone. Listen.”

      They stood silently. Eliesmore glanced at each one, noting the way Ellagine turned her back to them and twisted her hands together. Closing his eyes, he opened his ears and listened. At first, there was nothing, and then he began to notice the wind across the hills and the odor of mud, dust, and something else. It was in the wind, yet it thudded across the ground. There was a voice that was so deep and quiet that it almost could be missed. It repeated a chant: “Harbfigula, owml fogethesta moragah.” Then it came again in a different language. Again and again, it repeated the chant in those two languages. Eliesmore listened, and an ache began in his heart. It spread throughout his body, taking root and dragging him toward the source. He wanted to and needed to march up and out of wherever he was. It seemed he was underground--climbing stairs, running through passages, and searching and yearning for the summit. He climbed and clawed. He lifted his weapon; he was ready to slay all he saw. Blood. He needed the blood to flow. He had to make it run.

      “I can’t stand it! I can’t! Make it stop!” Wekin shrieked, jolting Eliesmore out of his dark vision.

      Eliesmore found himself sweating. His arm was across his shoulder, and his hand clasped his sword hilt. As his vision cleared, he realized most of his companions were holding their weapons with their faces turned north.

      “It must be the Dark One,” Idrithar confirmed. “Calling something to join the war. Let us continue. Talk among yourselves lest the voice persuade you.”

      The Green Company moved forward across the barren hills, stomping over slabs of stone with dirt and brown grass in-between them. The Sandg Size Hills was a rocky, desolate country with few inhabitants, or so it seemed to Eliesmore. Once in a while, a raven would circle above them, screaming out a cry. The first time it happened, Wekin jumped, muttering curses and something about shooting it down and cooking it. The second time, Idrithar ordered them to keep the hoods of their cloaks up to obscure their presence on the hilltops. The sun beat down unmercifully. Eliesmore kept thrusting back his cloak, wishing for the chill of the night to sweep away the burning heat of the sunrays. His side began to ache, his pack was heavy, and the walking turned monotonous. Eliesmore glanced at Optimistic from time to time, remembering it could be worse.

      The second meal passed uneaten. Yamier appeared at each person’s elbow, giving dried meat and encouraging them to drink from their water skins to stay hydrated. Eliesmore accepted his food gratefully. He was hungry despite his irritation with Fastshed and company and his discomfort from the uncanny call originating from Daygone.

      Idrithar led the way, setting a quick pace over the hills. Ellagine walked beside him, and Eliesmore could not help but admire her beauty, even in the fog of his own uncertainty. From time to time, he could see the profile of her face; her expression was unreadable. Visra half-walked, half-floated behind her, making unpleasant remarks to Arldrine. Optimistic walked beside Eliesmore, humming under his breath as if he were not hot and bothered. Wekin and Yamier were behind them, singing offbeat words in tune to the ditty Optimistic hummed. Just behind them, Glashar, Dathiem, and Zhane walked.

      Music wove through the thin air, fragments pulsing through Eliesmore’s mind. They shut out the dark call that thudded through the ground. He noticed the entire company seemed to take up the tune. Some sang the words; others whistled or added their own variety of soft noise. It was contagious, and in that beautiful moment, Eliesmore felt his heart lift while the fears of his quest faded. Between beats, he felt he was back in the shady forest of the Iaen, preparing for a night of song and dance, and his heart swelled with joy. The drums tapped out a rhythm while the creatures of the wood gathered. Warmth flooded his heart because he was one of them: young, wild, and free.

      Night came, bringing the cooler air. Idrithar waved for them to stop.  “We may have a short rest before going on. Yamier, it is too dangerous to start a fire from this height.”

      They sat down among the boulders, each pulling food from their packs. The darkness and silence lay in hostile heaviness, weighing down their buoyant spirits.

      “Cold sausage would have been incredible today,” Wekin remarked, ignoring the death grip of grimness in the land.

      “Don’t get any ideas,” Idrithar ordered.

      Wekin sighed as if he hadn’t heard. “There isn’t a town though. It would only cause more trouble.”

      Yamier changed the subject. “What will we do when we run out of food?”

      “We will find more when we reach Truemonix,” Zhane answered. “There is a store house for the White Steeds with supplies and boats for our journey across the Jaded Sea.”

      “Do we have time for a short lesson on languages?” Eliesmore turned in Ellagine’s direction.

      “Ci,” Ellagine replied, her face brightening.

      “It means ‘yes,’ right?” Eliesmore confirmed.

      Ellagine nodded. “Now you must learn some Blackbastia.”

      “It is the easiest language to learn.” Dathiem walked over. He picked up a stone to write in the dust.

      Eliesmore did not know exactly what to think of the tall, grim Tider. He seemed quiet, reserved, and always holding something back. The others appeared to have formed some sort of a bond with him, yet for some reason, Eliesmore found Dathiem difficult.

      Wekin, noticing Dathiem’s actions, murmured, “Humm…rocks and dirt mean maps." He snatched up a stone and began to draw a map of the Hill Countries.

      Meanwhile, Dathiem wrote out the Blackbastia alphabet, and with the last traces of light still surrounding them, Eliesmore looked at the alphabet writing.

      “It’s easy, you see,” Zhane, who had also come around, pointed out. “Blackbastia is written the same way the common tongue is written. The only exception is the order of the alphabet. The sounds are the same.”

      “I see.” Understanding dawned on Eliesmore. “So the word ‘journey’ would be spelled ‘vgqinxp’?” Eliesmore wrote in the dirt.

      “Ci, you have gotten it right. Now let us move on.” Idrithar stood.

      “Time to go already? We just stopped, and I haven’t finished my map,” Wekin complained.

      “Your map,” Idrithar stroked his beard. “Let me see it.”

      Eliesmore followed Idrithar and Dathiem over to look at the map. Wekin stood back, hands spread out to display his drawing of the hills they were traveling across.

      “That is correct.” Dathiem bent down and pointed to a hill. “We are about here. Before long, we will have to go down.”

      “Yes. Our path takes us across the farmlands of the north. Though it is early in the year and their plants aren’t as tall, our presence should go unnoticed.” Idrithar sighed as if something else weighed heavily on his mind. “Come, we will go downhill to find a shelter from searching eyes.”

      Eliesmore stared at the map of hills; he was curious about how they could make sense out of it. It just looked like lines scratched in the mud. Shrugging his shoulders, he hurried back to grab up his pack and join the rest of the company. As they walked across the hills before going down, Eliesmore thought he could hear the foul words repeating. He tried to block them out with his mind, yet they rang on, even though the potency he’d experienced before was gone. He thought about the words and questioned whom the Dark One was calling. Was he waking a beast to destroy them? Were the Rakhai not enough? The fear started again, and Eliesmore shook his black hair out of his eyes as if he could shake the anxiety away. His mind filled with a thousand questions for Idrithar.

      Time passed, and they started down a steep hill. It was barren and dusty with a scattering of shrubs the company held on to as they slipped their way downwards. When they got to the bottom, they looked back at the tall hills and felt quite small. Before them lay flat farmland. “We rest here tonight,” Idrithar told them, his warm voice enveloping the silence. “Be prepared to go on early tomorrow; we need to be seen by as few eyes as possible.”

      Wekin looked off in the direction of the farmland and sighed. “Only if there were bread and cheese, everything would be all better.”

      “First watch, Wekin!” Idrithar called.

      “What?” squeaked Wekin; he was astonished and horrified at the same time.

      “I’ve warned you before about making remarks about food,” Idrithar quipped. “Perhaps you shouldn’t have come if you are so worried about food.”

      “I wasn’t worried about food. It is just something interesting in life, like adventure,” Wekin complained.

      Eliesmore smiled to himself as he stretched out. He could see stars shining in the distance. Eliesmore looked over at Optimistic, who was already asleep. Soft snores drifted from his nose. It was another night they weren’t being chased. Another night in which they could sleep in peace.
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      The stone was cool beneath her, and she was thankful for the slight glimmer of moonlight as she watched. The shadows were quiet in the night; so far, nothing was moving on the outskirts of their encampment. Her fingers clenched her bow. She was alert and ready for movement. Dropping her eyelids, she watched Dathiem sleep beside her. He looked like a bronze statue with his eyes closed and his long, light lashes brushing his cheeks. The intense thunder of his gaze softened by dreams. She wanted to reach out, stroke his hair, touch his lips, and listen to his heart thump in his chest. If he belonged to her, she would without hesitation, but he had made his position clear. He would come to her when he was ready, leaving her in torture. Making a fist, she watched the golden glow of her lost powers settle around her skin. Traces were all she had left, the visages of a past life. If she were a Changer…A mirthless smile crept to her lips at the thought. If she were a Changer, she’d steal power from an immortal, ripping and tearing until she was whole again. Even that act required power. No, it would not work. There was no way for her to regain what she had lost. Instead, she would have to wait for him to love her, to say the words, and to take action.

      A deep breath escaped his parted lips, and his eyes fluttered. He was awakening. She turned away while he stretched, giving him those moments of privacy between sleeping and waking. He sat up hastily, reaching for his bow and rubbing his eyes. “What time is it?” His voice rumbled low, sending a tingle of emotion rippling down her spine.

      “Midnight.” Resting her chin on her fist, she leaned forward to watch him. He was solid and smelled like a blend of cedar, pine, hints of a rich wine, and splashes of a dark, earthy chocolate. When his eyes met hers, they were gentle. Rescuing herself from the drowning sensation, she added, “You should sleep longer.”

      “No,” he murmured. “I’m awake now. I should make the rounds.”

      “Don’t go.” She hoped it did not sound like she were begging. “You forget that I can see in the dark. All is quiet.”

      He paused mid-rise and sat back down, laying his bow at his feet. He gave her a half-smile, one corner of his face turning up; his eyes were soft. “I grow restless out here without the daily routine of the fortress. I always want something to do; my hands should be mending and healing and fixing. I should be studying or plotting or planning. I forget how easy it is to sit here with you under the moon and just be present.”

      “What did you do before?” She found herself gravitating toward him, slipping off the stone until her knees touched his. “Before you came to the fortress.”

      He glanced from the rock she had been sitting on to her, noting their close proximity. He was making calculations in his head. “Glashar, we should not speak of the past. Let’s stay in the here and now. See how the blades of grass stand upright in the moonlight? Watch the way the night flows around our companions. See how they are sprawled out. They aren’t all asleep; they know better. If you listen close, you can hear the song of the night, weaving through tree and bough. It’s a wordless lullaby, singing us to sleep. Don’t you feel your eyes grow heavy as you listen? The moonlight flickers because it knows a secret it cannot tell. It hides its face yet comes again. See? The present is much better than the past.”

      He spread his arms, and when his fingers brushed her shoulder, she shuddered. “I see,” she whispered, unable to drag her eyes away from his face to see the shapes he was pointing out. She could hear the song of the night, a song which inspired her to dance. Instead of singing her to sleep, it woke her senses. The way Dathiem painted the night was beautiful, unlike the way the Idrains described the time when they were most active.

      “Do you truly never sleep?” His curious eyes strayed to hers.

      She shook her head. The last time she’d slept was after healing Eliesmore. The loss of power left her weak. “There is no need. I can tune out my consciousness, but it is not like the way you sleep.”

      He leaned back, tucking his hand behind his head and considering. After a moment, he reached out his other hand and pulled her to him, pressing her head to his chest and allowing his arm to drape around her shoulder. “Listen,” he whispered. “Just listen.”

      She breathed in, allowing his scent to envelop her as she smiled into his chest.
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      “How do you do it?” Eliesmore asked Optimistic.

      The Green Company was following a dirt road; white dust parted before their feet and swept away their existence as they passed. Golden fields, dotted with stripes of green, stretched high on either side. Hills rose in the distance with circular huts perched atop flat mounds, allowing the farmers to easily watch their fields from home.

      “Do what?” Optimistic raised his fair brows.

      Eliesmore gestured toward the company. “Everyone likes you and prefers you.” He hated to admit it, but he found himself a bit jealous of Optimistic’s easygoing nature. Optimistic could laugh and tease Yamier and Wekin while exchanging lore of the Four Worlds with Arldrine. He could slide into a deep conversation with Zhane and Dathiem. Even Idrithar did not seem to mind taking time out of his pensive thoughts to speak with Optimistic. Ellagine smiled when he came near. Eliesmore had seen her aura, reaching out to Optimistic to welcome him. Visra’s hostile attitude became tolerable as they argued over lyrics, and Glashar’s concern for their safety was friendly instead of patronizing. “When you are near, everyone feels at ease. It feels…it feels…” He struggled for words to convey his meaning. “This quest seems possible.”

      “It’s my nature to draw others to me,” Optimistic explained, although his face began to turn a pinker shade. “It is as my father told me. When it comes to others, they are interested in themselves. It is not selfish; it is simply the state of our world. If you can find what one truly desires, you gain a simple advantage.”

      “Advantage?” Eliesmore wrinkled his nose. “I don’t understand.”

      “Nay, let me reword it. It is the understanding of one’s desires and how they are revealed that allow me to empathize. It might be a result of carrying the Green Stone or perhaps my inner quest for knowledge. Have you ever thought of the meeting of two people, particularly two individuals from different people groups? When you meet, each of you brings a past, rich with history, to the present moment. How do you find out about it? You must ask. There is a sort of a bond between two people when you share your past. Telling stories will always lighten your inner burden of worries, thus creating a kinship with those you share your concerns with. This is why I write songs. My father was poetic and set many words to lyrics. Repeating his habit and following in his footsteps makes me feel closer to the family I lost.” Optimistic swept his blond hair out of his eyes. Although there was sadness in his eyes, Eliesmore also saw a calmness. Optimistic was proud of his family and the values they passed on to him. He enjoyed speaking of them, letting the sorrow stand as a reminder of who he was.

      “What was your father like?” Eliesmore asked, the heaviness of Optimistic’s words passing over him. Ask. That’s what he should do. Ask his companions for stories and for tales and try to understand their desires. It felt contradictory to attempt to care about others when he was at war with his own inner thoughts.

      “He was brave.” Optimistic smiled. “During the time of Magdela the Monrage, he lived in a tribe in the west, a mix of Crons and Tiders. He left everything he knew to come east, bringing word of hope to the White Steeds. He also carried the Green Stone because he feared the Changers were growing too strong in the west and would soon discover his secret. My father was unselfish; he risked his life to return and help as many as he could escape from the wrath of the Black Steeds. I see him as a hero. By the time I was born, the terrors from his past had faded, and he was happy, funny even. You would have liked him. What was your father like?”

      Eliesmore tasted the sourness of jealousy as he bit back his desired response. All the same, it came out harsher than he intended. “I never knew him.”

      “Ah. I’m sorry.” Optimistic’s tone turned warm and understanding. “The pang of loss and never knowing isn’t a wound that heals. The Black Steeds have done this, ripping families apart and draining power. For that, they must pay.”

      They were the most vicious words Eliesmore had ever heard Optimistic speak, yet they came out as a lament instead of angry. He opened his mouth to respond when Visra buzzed in front of them. “Eliesmore. Optimistic.” She grinned, showing all her teeth. “Why the gloomy faces?”

      “We were speaking of loss.” Optimistic nodded encouragingly at her as she landed and folded her wings into the skin of her back.

      Eliesmore grimaced at the movement; her aura continued to repulse him.

      “Loss.” She grunted, sticking out her tongue in distaste. “Pathetic. Optimistic, I’ve thought of a fine phrase to complete our sonnet.”

      “Tell me.” A light sprang to Optimistic’s eyes.

      Visra leaned over, cupping her hand to whisper in his ear. Her body bumped Optimistic’s side while they walked. As she whispered, her eye caught Eliesmore’s; she wiggled her eyebrows and winked.

      Blushing and swallowing hard, Eliesmore slowed his pace. He rubbed the back of his neck as he left Optimistic and Visra to their songwriting.

      Yamier and Wekin sprung up on either side of him as if they’d been waiting for the opportune moment. “Whatever were you talking too Optimistic about?” Yamier quizzed.

      “You seemed deep in conversation; it must have been extremely important,” Wekin added, his curious, dark blue eyes rounding and his eyebrows rising.

      Eliesmore shrugged. “Optimistic was explaining something to me.”

      “Oh. What?” Yamier rubbed his hands together.

      “Something,” Eliesmore snapped, not realizing how short and brusque his answers sounded.

      Yamier and Wekin exchanged glances. “You seem annoyed,” Wekin announced a bit bitterly.

      Too late, Eliesmore realized he was doing the exact opposite of what Optimistic suggested. He’d allowed his vexation with Visra to push away Yamier and Wekin.

      “If you don’t want to talk, we’ll find something else to do.” Wekin rolled his eyes.

      “Wait…” Eliesmore started, fully intent on repenting. He was already too late.

      Leaving Yamier to walk with Eliesmore, Wekin bounded ahead. He sniffed around the edges of a field before he snatched a plant out of the ground and came back shouting, “Look! Murthweeld! We’ll be rich!”

      At the same time, two ferocious barks drowned out the sound of Wekin’s celebration.

      Zhane grabbed Wekin’s arm and shouted to the rest, “Run!”

      Eliesmore dashed forward, wondering what Murthweeld was.

      Idrithar pointed north. “There’s an orchard up ahead. Scale the trees.”

      A howl echoed through the farmland, followed by sharp barks and a growl. Eliesmore’s vision spun; he couldn’t see the animals, yet it sounded like they were surrounded. The howls and barks continued, raising the hair on Eliesmore’s back. The golden fields blurred before him, changing from gold, to green, and finally to gray. The shapes clicked in his mind before his eyes saw them. Dogs. Wolves. Black and gray creatures raced through the fields, running low on four legs. Their slobbering, pink tongues hung out of their mouths. A lone wolf sat back on its haunches on a hill. It turned back its head and sent a chilling call sweeping across the fields.

      Idrithar was already at the orchard, swinging up into the trees in a spry way Eliesmore was surprised to see. Ellagine and Glashar were close behind him. Visra floated above the ground. She had a sword in her hand and a smirk on her face as she watched the creatures dash toward them.

      Optimistic snatched at the branch of a tree and scrambled upward. Eliesmore arrived at the base of the tree and reached. A hand grabbed his arm and hauled him to a branch, resting on his shoulder to steady him. Eliesmore looked up and found Arldrine crouched beside him, already reaching for Yamier. He moved back; he was surprised at her ability to lift the Crons. Wekin had his head down; his unruly curls hung in his eyes.

      By the time they had reached the lower tree branches, a pack of wolf dogs was at the base, howling and digging at the roots.

      “Look!” Yamier squeaked. “They’ll uproot the tree!”

      “No.” Zhane shook his head. “Nevertheless, we should move on.”

      “Move on?” Wekin perked up, grabbing at a tree branch to steady himself as he swayed. “Where?”

      “We go onward through the trees,” Idrithar explained. “The wolves are the least of our worries.” He pointed.

      Eliesmore could see figures in the distance. They were Crons or Tiders. They conferred together, pointing to the wolves, before taking out swords and walking downhill, toward the noise.

      “I thought we would go unnoticed!” Eliesmore objected, touching his cloak as if to confirm it.

      “There is nothing for it; they’ve seen us now,” Idrithar countered, muttering the last sentence under his breath. “The powers that keep us guarded are proving to be unreliable at times.”

      They climbed through the treetops like squirrels, springing from bough to bough.

      “I can kill them,” Visra shrieked to Idrithar; she waved her sword as she flew behind the company.

      “Leave them be,” Idrithar called. “We only fight if we must. There is no need to heedlessly and recklessly spill blood.”

      “I think there is,” Visra spun in midair.  Her foot kicked out and collided with Glashar, who happened to be in her path.

      Glashar hissed; a string of curses in Iaen fell from her lips as she whirled. For a second, the Jesnidrain and Falidrain stared at each other, the heat of crushed orange floated around them before bleeding into red anger. Eliesmore paused as he watched them; he was reminded of Optimistic’s explanation of Visra’s past. Glashar must have had something to do with it.

      “Power-hungry tyrant.”

      “Murderous villain.”

      Words sharp as daggers coated the air.

      “Coili!” Ellagine ordered in Iaen, a green fire seeping over her skin.

      “Wekin,” Dathiem spoke up, diverting attention away from the smoldering Idrains. “Do you still have the plant?”

      “Murthweeld? Yes.” Wekin’s shoulders slumped. “I have no desire to carry the cause of trouble. Here.” He tossed the green leaf he carried to Dathiem, who deftly caught it and held it up, examining it from every angle.

      “What is Murthweeld?” Eliesmore asked as he climbed, grateful for the diversion.

      “It is known for its mythical properties. It generally gives those who ingest unnatural strength and longevity. It was originally farmed by the Idrains,” Zhane explained.

      “This is a fated discovery, Wekin,” Idrithar admonished him. “Perhaps all of your spontaneous urges are not wrong.”

      Wekin hung his head, misunderstanding Idrithar’s words. “I did not mean to bring trouble raining down on our heads.”

      “You are a young Cron still,” Idrithar added dryly.

      “They are coming,” Dathiem pointed north.

      Eliesmore peered through the greenery, watching as a few Crons stood on the edges of the orchard. They gazed at the trees. They spoke to each other, shrugging their shoulders and holding their hands up. One reached to the ground, lifted up something that looked like a rock, and hurled it at the trees.

      “They think we are birds, eating the blossoms,” Zhane reasoned.

      “We will move faster on the ground,” Ellagine pointed out. “If they see us, they see us.”

      Idrithar grunted as Visra flew down, alighting on the ground and waiting for the wolves to leap toward her. A gray spotted wolf, almost as large as she was, leaped. She swiped at it with her sword, laughing as it sprang away at the last moment. Pushing off with her muscular legs, she left the ground, floating just out of reach as the wolf snarled and leaped again.

      “I’ll help distract them,” Arldrine offered, sliding out of the tree. She swung on a branch before landing on her feet a few feet away from Visra. Lifting her bow, she nocked an arrow in it and let it fly.

      “The rest of you, climb down on the other side of the orchard,” Idrithar instructed. “I’ll help keep the wolves distracted while you run.”

      “If only Fastshed and company had stayed with us.” Wekin sighed, lifting his eyes to the sky. “We could have ridden out of this mess.”

      “You must learn to live without horses to provide a hasty escape from trouble,” Idrithar reprimanded him.

      Wekin pursed his lips, giving Idrithar a mixed glare of sorrow and disbelief.

      As Eliesmore turned to follow Optimistic back to solid ground, a rock slammed into his head. Jagged pain took his vision for mere seconds, causing his eyes to water. He lost his grip on the tree and felt himself pitch forward, only to be caught by strong hands. One slipped over his head, and a gentle voice whispered, “Hítherald.”

      The darkness rolled away, and the pain faded as if chased from his memory by beads of light. Eliesmore opened his eyes to find Dathiem beside him. The Tider removed his hand without offering an explanation and moved on.

      “Mocteo, Eliesmore, with me,” Ellagine called.

      Eliesmore nodded, glancing at Dathiem before climbing down the tree beside Ellagine. On the other side of the orchard, the wolves had begun to whine and growl, running in circles away from Visra and Arldrine. They strained as if an invisible fence had been built around them, keeping them from the Green Company.

      Ellagine squeezed Eliesmore’s shoulder as their feet hit the soft ground. “They are coming,” she whispered. “Run.”

      Zhane and Yamier were not far behind them as they set off across the farmland, all pretense of secrecy gone. As he ran, Eliesmore reminded himself this predicament was far better than being chased by the Rakhai. He glanced behind to see how the others were faring and if the wolves were chasing them. As he looked, he saw a black cloud moving toward them. As it neared, Eliesmore could hear the thunder of horse hooves pounding across the farmland, and in a split second, he thought he saw the white-black faces of the Monrages. When he looked again, he saw a company of Crons and Tiders rushing toward them.

      “Avoid bloodshed if possible,” Idrithar ordered.

      Somehow Eliesmore saw Idrithar had moved to the front of the company along with Arldrine and Glashar. Visra was behind, buzzing as she watched the horses and waving her sword in anticipation. Eliesmore saw a glint of blood; he doubted Visra would heed Idrithar’s words. From all accounts, she seemed set on bloodshed.

      “It’s the Black Horse Lords,” Zhane shouted. “We need to avoid them.”

      Eliesmore felt his pace slow as a cloud of dust enveloped him. He turned, trying to keep his head and stay with the company.

      “Spread out,” Idrithar called.

      But Eliesmore could not see him anymore. For a brief moment, he was alone in the cloud, smelling the foul stench of dung and unwashed bodies as the Black Horse Lords swept through the midst of the Green Company. Faces flickered in and out of his eyesight. Beaked noses. Thick beards. Shallow eyes. Bushy eyebrows. Armor glinted in the light. For mere moments, it seemed as if he saw a raven picking at a stump of dead flesh, blood black as ink spreading across the ground. Poison and rot were taking root, and there was nothing he could do.

      Eliesmore heard a voice scream in panic: “Help! Help me!”

      He choked on a cloud of dust and found himself standing still. The Black Horse Lords were gone as quickly as they had come, galloping north. The dust began to settle, and Eliesmore brushed it off his shoulders. His hands fell to his sword as he turned to rejoin the company.

      Yamier’s eyes bulged out of his head as he pointed in the direction the Black Horse Lords had gone. “They took him!” he shouted. “We have to go after them. We have to save him!”

      Eliesmore counted. He closed his eyes and found himself in the cloud of darkness again. This time, he saw it. Dark blue eyes in the midst of swirling dust, begging for help. He opened his eyes and counted his companions. Wekin was missing.

      “Those who are lost, are lost,” Idrithar spoke with no emotion in his voice.

      “No,” Yamier shouted, his face turning red in a fury. “We have to save him. You know they will take him to the Torsilo Quarts. It will be torture and then death. You can’t let that happen to Wekin!”

      Idrithar bowed his head, making no move to address Yamier’s cries. The rest of the company stared aghast, looking from Idrithar to Yamier in confusion.

      Eliesmore stepped forward, remembering when he was taken to the Torsilo Quarts. As troublesome as Wekin was, he was also a White Steed. Wasn’t that why Eliesmore was the One? To save the White Steeds from the Black Steeds? To save the world from the Changers? Letting Wekin fall to his doom would be counterproductive. Besides, if they tortured Wekin, eventually he would give up the details of the Green Company. How could Idrithar let that happen?

      “Please?” Yamier was begging; his hands were clasped in front of him as he beseeched Idrithar. “Please.”

      Eliesmore looked at the stunned faces surrounding him. They were waiting for a decision. Waiting for Idrithar.

      “I’m going then.” Yamier crossed his arms. “I’m going to get Wekin.”

      “I’ll come with you.” Eliesmore stepped toward Yamier, his heart thudding in his chest as his fingers gripped the Jeweled Sword.

      Yamier stared at him in disbelief. “But you can’t. You’re the One.”

      “I’m going,” Eliesmore affirmed, his voice quiet.

      “Those who would go with Eliesmore and Yamier may go.” Idrithar lifted his head.

      “Idrithar,” Zhane spoke suddenly. “Are you sure?”

      Idrithar’s gaze was cold as he looked at Zhane. “Those who would go with Eliesmore and Yamier may go,” he repeated, his words driving into Zhane like a sword.

      Zhane stood taller, folding his arms.

      “I have been to the castle in the Torsilo Quarts,” Eliesmore spoke again. “I know what they will do to him.”

      “You must travel with all speed,” Idrithar told him. “They have horses, and you are only on foot. You must do whatever it takes.”

      “I will go,” Optimistic volunteered, moving to stand with Eliesmore and Yamier.

      “I know the way.” Arldrine touched her bow as she joined them. “I will lead.”

      “We will split, but not for long,” Idrithar said. “You four will go off after Wekin. The rest of us will hurry across the Sandg Sizge Hills in another direction to further confuse the Rakhai should they start following us.”

      Remembering the Rakhai, Eliesmore felt disconcerted as he realized the power fighters would not be coming with him. He looked at Idrithar and then at Ellagine.

      “Don’t worry,” Ellagine encouraged, her blue eyes smiling at him. “You can do this. It is a far less dangerous task than the Green Stone.”

      Eliesmore felt a warm stream of peace flow through him as he met her eyes.

      “We will meet you again in the Torsilo Quarts when you find Wekin,” Idrithar told Eliesmore.

      “I’m ready,” Eliesmore answered.

      “Then I suggest you go with all speed. The Black Horse Lords are almost out of sight,” Idrithar said. He paused as he stroked his beard. “Eliesmore, let no one see your sword.”

      Eliesmore took one last look at his companions. He looked at Ellagine, the beautiful Green Person. She nodded at him. “Run.”
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      Wekin rode on one of the black horses in the iron grip of a Cron. When he’d first found himself snatched away from his companions, he had been frightened. The grip of the Cron who held him had not slackened. Wekin considered squirming and demanding the Cron loosen his grip. After a few minutes of warring with his two choices, he concluded it served him right for stealing Murthweeld and getting into trouble in the first place. Recognizing his punishment, he turned his attention to his surroundings.

      The Horse Lords galloped through lush farmlands, dotted with trees and the swell of hills. Boring. Wekin took a deep breath and let out an inaudible sigh. Thus far, his adventures with the Green Company had been utterly boring. Life at the fortress had been utterly boring. Perhaps the Horse Lords would provide some excitement to his dull life. Tilting his head as best he could, he examined his captors.

      The Crons and Tiders were much bigger than him in both height and muscular thickness. They were dressed in black from head to toe. They had polished helmets to protect their heads yet there was an opening to reveal their faces. Wekin wanted to ask what they wanted with him. It was clear he was a White Steed, which meant they would take him to one of two places for further questioning and perhaps torture: Daygone or the Torsilo Quarts.

      For the first time, he began to wonder if the Green Company would come after him. Were they angry at his foolishness? Would they leave him to his doom? Before the overwhelming thoughts of loneliness and torture settled in his mind, he reprimanded himself because Idrithar was not there to do it. It was too dangerous for the Green Company to come after him. After all, their quest was to dissolve the Green Stone. While that task alone seemed impossible, it would be foolhardy for them to come after him. He was a nobody. Worthless. He closed his eyes, willing the thoughts to go away. Worry was not for him. He had to focus on the present.

      As the wings of night moved across the countryside, the Black Horse Lords reined in their mounts and dismounted one by one. Wekin was pulled off the horse and dumped on the ground like a sack of Murthweeld. Before he could take a step, hands came down on his shoulders. “Pass me rope,” the Cron muttered.

      “Aye.” Another Cron nodded, holding out rope as he moved toward them.

      “Hey,” Wekin protested as the Cron reached for him. “I don’t need to be tied up.”

      The Cron raised his hand and slapped Wekin’s face, causing his head to jerk back. “You’ll do as you’re told,” the Cron grunted.

      Wekin narrowed his eyes at the bully before holding out his wrists. The Cron tied the rope around his hands, pulling the knots tighter than necessary at the end. Using the rest of the rope as a leash, he jerked Wekin to the middle of the encampment.

      The Black Horse Lords allowed their horses to graze in a circle around them. In the midst of the circle, a fire was built, and presently Wekin detected the scent of something foul. He sniffed. They didn’t know how to cook. The spices in the air were wrong, and whatever it was they were cooking was likely dead too long. Wekin stuck out his lower lip, wishing for Yamier’s comforting cooking.

      The foul substance was soon warmed, and a Cron walked around, handing out cups of the inedible slush to each Horse Lord. Wekin accepted his without a word, holding it gingerly in his bound hands as he speculated why the Horse Lords had wooden cups instead of leaves, which were easier to carry.

      The Cron who had captured Wekin examined him and bellowed out, “Eat!”

      “No.” Wekin stuck his nose in the air. “It is foul food. Your horses could cook a better meal if you’d let them.” He grinned, proud of his statement, but the murderous look on the Cron’s face wipe away his gloating.

      “Eat,” the Cron commanded, lumbering over to Wekin. He grabbed a fistful of Wekin’s hair, yanking his head back.

      “Stop it,” Wekin complained. “You don’t have to get so upset; I was merely stating a fact.”

      Ignoring him, the Cron clamped a hand around Wekin’s jaw, forcing his mouth open, and dumped the entire contents of the cup into Wekin’s mouth.

      Wekin gagged and choked, attempting to spew out the bitter meal. The angle his head was at prevented the food from spilling, and he managed to swallow some, coughing and his eyes streaming as it burned his mouth and throat.

      “Water,” Wekin choked out when the Cron let go of him. He felt the warm liquid dripping down his chin onto his tunic.

      The Cron gaffed, causing a spurt of laughter from the other Horse Lords.

      “Give him water,” a stern voice ordered.

      Wekin looked up to find a tall Cron standing over him. The tall Cron sat down beside him as a water skin was pushed into his hands. Wekin took a long swallow.

      “I am Lord Axle,” the Cron began. His brown eyes were shallow, constantly shifting back and forth as if he were unsure of himself. “I lead these Horse Lords, and I am in charge of your fate. If you help me, perhaps I can help you.”

      Wekin continued to guzzle water.

      “Your answers to these questions may determine whether we set you free or take you to the Torsilo Quarts. You are aware of what awaits you there?”

      Wekin choked and coughed again, recognizing the veiled threat.

      Lord Axle moved in front of Wekin and began, his voice cold and slow. “What were you doing with that company in the orchard?”

      “Running.” Wekin perked up, happy for an easy question.

      Lord Axle paused, his mouth hanging open a fraction, taken aback by the Wekin’s answer. He furrowed his brows. “Why were you running?”

      “You, the wolves, and dogs were chasing us.” Wekin shuddered.

      The Cron’s eyes darkened. “Why were we chasing you?”

      Wekin glanced up at the sky, searching for answers. “I suppose the farmers called you to fight their battle.”

      Lord Axle’s voice lowered. “Why did they call? Because your company was in the orchard. Tell me: what were you doing there?”

      Wekin shrugged. “It was my fault for picking Murthweeld.”

      Lord Axle glowered. “How many are in your company?”

      Wekin took another long drink, emptying the water skin. He tossed it away and fixed Lord Axle with a stare.

      “Why were you traveling this far north?” Lord Axle prodded.

      Wekin sat still in silence, biting his tongue to keep it from leaping out.

      “I know you are a White Steed. Answer me!” Lord Axle demanded.

      “No!” Wekin jerked away, leaping up. “I don’t care what you do. You won’t get any information from me!”

      “Sit down,” Lord Axle snapped. “If you don’t answer me, you’ll get what you deserve.”

      “If I do tell you, I will get the same thing,” Wekin muttered under his breath. Louder, he demanded, “Where are you taking me?”

      “To the castle in the Torsilo Quarts and maybe then to Daygone,” Lord Axle answered. “As the rule goes, torture—Torsilo Quart—first and then death—Daygone.”

      Wekin froze, the color draining from his face at the mention of Daygone.

      “Sleep.” Lord Axle laughed at Wekin’s expression. “When you are ready to talk, find me.”

      For the first time in his life, Wekin passed a sleepless night. He watched the stars and fidgeted with the rope as it bit into his skin. He could not help but feel the end was near; his time before he reached the Torsilo Quarts would be critical. He had to find a way to eat bacon one last time.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The days trickled by as Wekin planned his escape, unwilling to endure the foul food the Horse Lords forced down his throat each night. His hands worked against the ropes, undoing the knots and releasing his sore wrists. The Horse Lords were slow to notice his freedom. When they set camp that evening, Wekin settled in the dust and picked up a stick, finding comfort in the familiar strokes. He sketched out the Eastern South World, also known as the Hill Countries. His fingers caressed the graceful swoops of the hill countries, the craggy mountains, and the vague circles of islands to the north of Daygone. As a signature, he marked the countries with their names in the common tongue. His eyes reluctantly followed his lonely journey toward the Torsilo Quarts, and he found himself wishing for the kind attentions of the Mermis in the fortress.

      “You are a mapmaker?” The voice made him jump. “Lord Axle, look at this,” a Tider called, pointing to Wekin’s map.

      Lord Axle strode over, pausing in surprise at Wekin’s artistic abilities. “Ah, you must be from the Eastern Hill Countries. Tell me: where did the company you traveled with originate from?”

      Wekin just stared at the map. “I can’t tell you,” he snapped when Lord Axle prodded him for answers.

      “Who taught you how to draw maps?” Lord Axle tried a different approach.

      Wekin sighed. “My father.”

      “Family business, I presume.” Lord Axle attempted to fill in gaps of knowledge. “He took you across the South World?”

      Wekin leaned back. How could he possibly have traveled the South World? The Horse Lord presumed too much. “Of course not,” he blurted out before he remembered he should not be talking.

      “Draw a map of the western South World,” Lord Axel instructed, crossing his arms.

      Wekin paused, considering how much trouble drawing a simple map would get him into. When he could not come up with a reason, he took up his stick and began. This time he drew quickly instead of relishing the art. The watching Horse Lord seemed to taint his enjoyment.

      “How do you know it is like that?” Hints of awe flickered in his tone.

      “My father taught me,” Wekin repeated.

      “And how does your father know? Because he traveled the world. He must be the leader of your company,” the Cron said more to himself than Wekin. He grabbed Wekin's shoulder. “Where is he now?” he hissed.

      Wekin pulled back. “He’s dead.”

      “Dead? Are you sure you aren’t lying?” Lord Axle asked.

      “If I were lying, I wouldn’t be here. I would be back…” Wekin trailed off at a loss for words.

      Lord Axle sat back on the ground and folded his arms. “You could do well as a Black Steed. There would be a place for you with the Horse Lords, and you could avoid this nasty business regarding being tortured in the Torsilo Quarts. There are few White Steeds in the South World. If you remain loyal to them, you doom yourself to a lifetime of misery. We will catch the One. Only time will tell. He is your leader, isn’t he? The One ‘Song’ is sung about?”

      Wekin burst into laughter; the combination of the Cron offering him a place with the Horse Lords while assuming Eliesmore was the leader of the Green Company was too much for him. “No.” He wiped his eyes.

      Lord Axle’s face grew dark. “Are you sure? He is a Blended One with black hair and jeweled eyes, green, like the Treasure Hunters. Are you certain?”

      Wekin was stunned. It was the first time someone had alluded to Eliesmore as a Treasure Hunter, a Jeweled One. He supposed it was true. Eliesmore had emerald green eyes. The Green Stone belonged to him, which meant…Wekin scrunched up his face as a thought possessed him. His brain began to hurt from thinking. The Blended Ones were scorned, according to the tales of Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword and his companions. The Blended Ones had a way of manipulating events to their advantage. Even in the Eastern World, the Treasure Hunters had searched for the Clyear of Power. However, it had come to a Blended One. Perhaps Eliesmore had the same devious nature. Wekin frowned. “I’m certain,” he told Lord Axle.

      “Who is your leader?” Lord Axle sat back thoughtfully, failing to notice Wekin tossing the rope into the fire. “Think about it.” He pressed Wekin. “Join my company of Horse Lords. Turn to the ways of the Black Steeds.”

      “Never.” Wekin glared at him. “I am a White Steed. It is the only serious choice I will ever make.”

      “We shall see about that when we reach the Torsilo Quarts.” Lord Axle rose, leaving Wekin to consider the consequences of his refusal.
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      Eliesmore led the way, his heart thudding behind his rib cage as they neared the black castle. Optimistic, Arldrine, and Yamier ran beside him. Yamier’s shoulders quaked from exhaustion. They had pushed themselves hard the past two weeks, hoping to reach the castle of the Black Steeds before Wekin was cast into torture. They knew it was likely that they were too slow.

      “There it is,” Yamier breathed in excitement as they approached the castle.

      It stood just as dark and intimidating as Eliesmore remembered. He shivered, reminding himself this time it was different. “How should we attack?” Eliesmore asked Arldrine.

      “We either barge in the front door or creep around the back. That’s how real attacks go,” Yamier suggested.

      Somehow, Eliesmore doubted Yamier had ever been in a real attack.

      “We aren’t attacking; we are procuring Wekin,” Arldrine objected. “Besides, the Black Steeds aren’t used to White Steeds showing up. We can simply walk in the front door.”

      “Oh.” Yamier frowned.

      “The torture rooms are toward the front of the castle,” Eliesmore recalled. “That’s likely where he will be.”

      Optimistic hid his bow in the folds of his cloak. “Let’s go.”

      Arldrine took the lead and raised a fist, pounding on the heavy doors. They swung open. There were two guards on either side of the entrance. A Tider strode out. “Who are you and where do you come from?” he demanded.

      The Tider’s hand shot out. Arldrine spun, slapping away his hand and pinning him against the wall. “Where is the Cron?” she ordered.

      “There he is!” Yamier shouted.

      Two guards marched down the hall toward them, each holding one of Wekin’s arms. Wekin stared at them, his eyes giving off an odd glitter as he watched them. Arldrine turned, spinning the Tider with her, as the guards shouted.

      Optimistic lifted his bow, sending a warning arrow, and then he punched the two guards at the door. Arldrine threw the Tider into the wall, letting her fists fly. The guards reached for Arldrine, but her dagger was faster, piercing one in the side while slicing through the other’s arms. She pulled Wekin toward her, cutting his binds at the same time.

      Yamier and Eliesmore stood back, mouths hanging open as they watched the quick retrieval.

      “More will come; let’s run!” Optimistic shouted, moving back toward the door with an arrow in his bow.

      There was a shout in the castle, and they turned.

      “Took you long enough.” Wekin laughed, tilting back his head. The odd glimmer in his eyes was gone.

      “Lord Axle!” Shouts came from the castle. “He is getting away!”

      “No time to talk! Run!” Arldrine hustled Wekin forward.

      They dashed across the plain as the guards burst through the castle door.

      “Leave them!” Lord Axle commanded. “The Rakhai are nearby; they will hunt them down. We have other matters to attend to.”

      “But they are White Steeds!” a voice countered.

      As the guards moved, a blue fire erupted in front of them, blocking their exit. There were shouts and screams from those who had been singed.

      Eliesmore continued to run, feeling the wind on his back. He saw a figure standing in front of the castle with a hand out, waiting for them. “Idrithar?” he called.

      The stern-faced Cron nodded and lifted his hand again, blue fire tingling from his fingertips.

      “Welcome back.” Idrithar nodded. “Come. We must rejoin the others.”

      Eliesmore bit back questions as they dashed over the plain. He saw Ellagine first; she was a blur of shimmering pale green. Glashar, Zhane, and Dathiem had arrows waiting. When they saw it was only their comrades, they lowered them.

      “Wekin.” They welcomed him, clasping hands on his back. Wekin grinned as if he’d defeated the Black Steeds single-handedly.

      “I am sorry for the trouble I caused.” He turned to each of them, although his expression did not indicate he was the least bit apologetic.

      “No need for that.” Idrithar brushed past. “It is over, and you are unscathed. In fact, you helped us get to the Torsilo Quarts faster. We are only ten days away from the shore.”

      “We should run,” Glashar interrupted. “We can talk later.”

      Before they took off, Eliesmore felt Ellagine approach him. Her eyes were hopeful, and she smiled as she leaned down. She whispered, “You have succeeded once. You can succeed again.”

      Eliesmore smiled up at her as if they shared a private secret.

      They ran, a company of green blending with the ground. Giant trees, with their boughs stretched wide, flashed past them, paving the road toward the sea. Thoughts swirled around Eliesmore’s head. One took priority. He was exhausted from running. For two weeks, he had fled with his companions, seeing nothing aside from blank sky and empty land. Once they had discovered a map that was covered in dust, Yamier was sure it was Wekin’s work. They’d run on, searching for their lost friend. Eliesmore wished they were already at sea. It was something he’d desired since he was young. He could almost hear the song of the waves, rocking him to sleep. He wanted to lie in a boat and forget about his quest, the Rakhai, and what would happen to the Green Company in the west. Although they would be far from Daygone, there were two Changers in the west. They were going into the heart of darkness.

      As if reading his thoughts, evening fell. It wasn’t until the shadows shifted that Idrithar called for a stop. They collapsed on the ground, forming a circle. Some learned against trees, catching their breath. Their faces were little more than thin shadows as they looked at each other. Wekin was half-asleep when Idrithar called him. “Wekin, tell us your tale.”

      Yawning as he sat up, he rubbed his eyes before he began his exaggerated tale. When he finished, he sat back with pride.

      Idrithar gave Wekin a nod of respect. “You did well Wekin, in spite of the dreadful things that were going to happen to you. You have proved yourself a true White Steed.”

      Wekin turned to Yamier, his eyes shining. “Did you hear that?”

      Zhane threw back his head and chuckled. “Oh, Wekin.”

      Idrithar lifted a hand. “About the Rakhai.”

      Eliesmore froze. He closed his eyes, and there it was: the cold shadow of fear sliding into his heart again. He dreaded the words Idrithar was about to speak, yet he needed to know.

      “The Rakhai left Daygone a week ago.”

      “How do you know?” Eliesmore gasped.

      “At first we felt it,” Zhane explained. “There was a cloud of darkness following us.”

      “They have new horses.” Glashar shuddered. “Giant stallions. They won’t be easy to kill.”

      Arldrine crossed her arms; her brow was furrowed.

      “If our suspicions are correct, they will reach the Torsilo Quarts today,” Idrithar concluded.

      “No.” Eliesmore groaned, closing his eyes.

      “Eliesmore.” Optimistic touched his arm. “Are you okay?”

      Eliesmore opened his eyes as if waking from a nightmare. “I will be.” He addressed his next question to Idrithar. “Should we run on now?”

      “No.” Idrithar shook his head. “We are exhausted. A good night’s sleep will do everyone a lot of good. Rest and regain your strength. We have seven days of running ahead of us.”

      Eliesmore lay back and put his head down, even as he heard Idrithar calling for the night watchers. He closed his eyes, and everything faded.
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      Arldrine rose as the company settled down to sleep. Yamier and Wekin were already unconscious. They were back to back; likely dreaming of bacon.

      “Arldrine,” Ellagine whispered her name. She reached out a hand, motioning to an empty place by her side.

      “One moment,” Arldrine called to her. She and Ellagine were close like Zhane and Dathiem. They met years ago when Ellagine entered the woods of Truemonix for the first time. They had been quite young: Ellagine was only seventeen, and Arldrine was eighteen. “Idrithar, a word in a private?” She brushed the fog of gloom from her mind.

      “Zhane.” Idrithar beckoned. “Join us.”

      They moved through the trees, just out of earshot of the company. Arldrine took a deep breath, reminding herself to listen before making assumptions. There was a logical reason for each action Idrithar took. “You set Wekin up,” she snapped, her voice cold. “Why did you let him get captured?”

      If Idrithar was surprised at her accusation, he did not show it. “I did not set him up; you could see how far he was from us. It would have been folly to risk a battle with the Horse Lords. However, it did give us an opportunity.” He moved closer to Arldrine, dropping his voice. “Zhane and I have been in consternation over the actions of the Rakhai, and Wekin’s capture gave us a chance to test our suspicious. Tell me: did you hear wind of the Rakhai as you ran with Eliesmore and Optimistic? Think.”

      “No.” Arldrine shifted her eyes from Zhane to Idrithar. “It was peaceful. It was silent, almost dull.”

      “It is because they aren’t chasing them; they are chasing us.” Idrithar spread his hands, gesturing toward their sleeping companions. “We are their target, not Eliesmore. Not Optimistic.”

      Arldrine crossed her arms, and her eyes darkened. “That cannot be right,” she argued. “When Ellagine, Eliesmore, Optimistic, and I traveled to the fortress, they hunted us. They attacked us and wounded Eliesmore. They are coming for him.” She nodded, trying to believe her words, although she knew Idrithar was right.

      “Perhaps.” Idrithar held up a finger, as he always did when proving a point. “Perhaps they mean for him to complete this quest and dissolve the Green Stone. A game is afoot. Zhane, have you told her what Dathiem conveyed to you?”

      Zhane stepped forward; his eyes were guarded. “Dathiem believes the Iaens are attempting to brainwash Eliesmore. Once he dissolves the Green Stone, they want to use him for their own desires.”

      “You believe this?” Arldrine glared at him, angry with him for thinking ill of the Iaen and annoyed at him for ignoring her.

      “No,” Zhane disagreed, holding up a hand. “No. Ellagine, Glashar, and Visra are our friends. We will do them no harm. Dathiem does have a valid argument. When Eliesmore dissolves the Green Stone, we must be on guard; it is the moment when the Changers will strike us hard. We must be ready.”

      Arldrine gave Idrithar and Zhane a steely look. “We will be ready.” Her tone was cold. “We will have Eliesmore. We will win.”

      “At what cost?” Idrithar’s words prevented her from walking away. “You know this. You have seen the balance that sways in the deep. If Eliesmore dissolves the Green Stone, he will be like the immortals. A choice will rise before him, and he will have to choose whose desires he will answer to: those of the mortals or the immortals. It has always been this way: mortals versus immortals. You know the rumors about the Blended Ones. Beware. Lest they drive us into folly and death. Beware.”

      “Idrithar, I respect you but not for what you have done to Wekin. He may have his freedom now, but you could have cost him his life. Gambling with fate is for the immortals, not for a Wise One like you.”

      “This is why I tell you this, Arldrine of Truemonix, so that you may be aware of the turning of events. This has been a hard conversation for you to have, yet you retain your true self. You are not easily swayed by others’ decisions. I can only hope that Eliesmore will be as strong as you when it comes to his choice.”

      Arldrine nodded. “Idrithar. Zhane.” She turned and strode away. As she walked toward Ellagine, she found her hands shaking, whether it was in fear or anger, she was not sure.
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      A few days later, a shadow crossed in front of the company as they moved into the forest. Zhane lifted his head; the air seemed closer and denser. Glashar called down from a treetop. “Ìal iál, the Rakhai are out there.”

      “The Rakhai will not enter the woods,” Zhane assured the Green Company, “given the unsteady ground.” They walked single file through the forest with holes. Idrithar took the lead, tapping the ground with his staff.

      “We should press on.” Idrithar coaxed a light from his fingertips.

      Zhane listened to the crackle of power as they moved. At times, he could almost taste the burnt flavors. While he admired Idrithar’s abilities, he found himself relieved he did not carry the same burden. Arldrine’s words drifted back to him. He narrowed his eyes, and he let his dark gaze flicker in her direction. She walked with the young Crons, spending most of her time with Optimistic and Ellagine. She would not look at him, leaving him questioning whether she was still angry at him for allowing Idrithar to manipulate Wekin. The situation had arisen unexpectedly, and he had failed to act as he should. They were White Steeds. Life and the protection of all should be their motive, not Idrithar’s desire to leave those who were lost behind.

      Night closed around them as they continued deeper into the forest. Screams and cries echoed in the distance, causing them to jump and shiver. The Rakhai were attacking hapless victims who failed to hide and who failed to stay indoors. Zhane found his hand drifting again to his sword hilt, even though he knew they were safe in the forest. He wanted to act. The endless traveling frayed his nerves. He needed a fight, a battle, or anything to let loose his pent-up rage. The injustice of it all was that he couldn’t save everyone. The cries begged him for protection, yet he could not save them all.

      Midnight passed, bringing the inky black fingers of the night to steal their sight. Zhane felt the oppression in the air begin to lift and fade.

      Ellagine spoke first. “They have gone.”

      “They must have realized they cannot get to us until we leave the forest,” Glashar added from where she stood beside Dathiem.

      Zhane could see their shapes: a tall Tider besides a petite Falidrain.

      “They will be waiting at the Jaded Sea.” Visra sniggered as if she were happy to give them bad news.

      Ellagine whispered to her in Iaen, silencing her imprudence.

      They climbed a hill, and at the top, Idrithar tapped the ground with his staff, and with a crash, a mass of leaves collapsed, creating an abysmal pit. Idrithar motioned for the rest of the Company to come up around it. He shined his staff over the blackness. “Marwumps live under here in the marshswamps. To fall is to enter the underground domain, and no one who goes under escapes. We must be careful and always be on watch against their designs.”

      “All this seems to be about is being careful and staying out of dangerous business.” Wekin sighed.

      Idrithar ignored him. “Come. I know a place where there is firmer footage. This is not the first time I have come through these woods.”

      “Nor the second. We know this place well,” Zhane added, recalling the many adventures he and Idrithar shared.

      Idrithar led them over hills until they came to a flat plane in a clearing of trees. He walked around the clearing, step by step, before announcing, “It is safe. We rest here.”

      They shuffled into the clearing, dropping into huddled bumps on the ground. “I’ll take first watch,” Glashar volunteered.

      “Wake me when day breaks,” Zhane called.

      He threw himself down, using his pack as a pillow as he tugged the hood of his cloak over his eyes. Just before he drifted off, he smelled mushrooms.

      The sunlight woke him before Glashar did. The light threaded through the thick boughs of the forest where it could, warming his face with rays of light. He opened his eyes, watching and listening as he always did. He placed a hand on the ground to feel the rhythm of life. The wood was silent, save for his companions. They created soft snores and light breathing. As stealthy as a wild cat in the prairie, he stood, leaning his back against the bark of a redwood tree. Placing his palm on it, he waited for the heart of the tree to come alive and give him a sign of life. There was nothing.

      “Zhane?” Glashar whispered.

      “I’ll keep watch; get some rest,” he answered, knowing sleep would not come for her. Idrains were uncanny with their lack of sleep and lack of birth. They were discovered naked, curled in the leaves of giant flowers, and full-grown. They came alive as if out of hibernation and roamed the forests, playing with their inherent powers while dancing through nature. Since they never experienced the cycle of life all mortals went through, relating to the Idrains was difficult. They had nothing in common. The Green People were different. Zhane’s gaze shifted to Ellagine. She slept. Although she carried the blood of the mortals, she came from a line of warriors and heroes. She had a family line to be proud of. He could not say the same for himself.

      His eyes caught a flicker. Without turning his head, he moved his eyes. Glashar pulled her golden hair over her shoulder, kissing Dathiem’s arm before she leaned into his chest. His arm dropped. His fingers curled around her buttocks as he drew her closer. She whispered something and tilted her face toward his. He shook his head, closing his eyes before he could see her crestfallen look. Zhane adverted his gaze, letting it drop on Arldrine. He knew he could not fault Dathiem for allowing Glashar to distract him. If Arldrine ever looked at him with half the desire and attention Glashar gave to Dathiem, he would not refuse. There seemed to be a barrier between them. Every time he tried to break it, she pushed him further away. He’d hoped one day her dark almond eyes would not regard him with reservation, and she’d allow herself to become unbound in his arms. He gripped his sword hilt, needing to work out his aggravations. His eyes drifted to Eliesmore, who jumped when their gazed met.

      “Eliesmore, we still have a few hours left," Zhane suggested.

      Eliesmore shrugged. "I can't sleep any longer."

      “Ready for a lesson?” Zhane drew his sword, watching the tracings on the blade glimmer.

      “Yes, I need to practice.” Eliesmore leaped up with eagerness and drew his sword.

      Zhane felt himself relax as he began to instruct. He reminded Eliesmore how to hold his sword and taught him how to parry and thrust. He spent time going over the best places to strike different parts of the body: some to wound, some to incapacitate the opponent, and some to kill. Eliesmore soaked it in. He nodded as he thought through each movement, understanding the urgency and the need.

      “Good.” Zhane finally halted. “We’ll make an excellent warrior of you yet.” He sheathed his sword and stretched his arms, soaking in the after burn of using his muscles.

      “Zhane?” Eliesmore plopped down cross-legged and reached for his pack. “Will you tell me about your adventures? How did you come to the fortress?"

      Zhane grew still, organizing his thoughts as he considered his life. He recalled a time when the world was beyond hope and no one thought the One would come. He’d assumed he would be part of another generation of White Steeds, shifting through fabled days and waiting for the One.

      “It is a long tale,” he warned Eliesmore. How could he explain the events of years past in a way that Eliesmore would understand? “I grew up in the west with Dathiem. We spent most of our childhood fighting to survive until ten years ago when we made the journey to the fortress of the White Steeds. There I met Uglar, who was the leader of the White Steeds then. He was old and had seen many years. Idrithar was his assistant. Back then, the fortress overflowed with White Steeds.” Zhane curled his hand into a fist and thumped his heart. “Many are gone. Idrithar, Dathiem, and I became close friends. We are like-minded in our awareness of the Black Steeds and what we need to do to protect others from their violence.

      “It was Uglar himself who taught me to advance my skills as a warrior. Since I have no powers, I took up the bow and arrow, the sword, the spear, knives, and anything I could use. Idrithar has innate abilities; he only took up the sword. While Dathiem is a healer, he was already a skilled with the bow and arrow.

      “Idrithar, being a Cron and a Seeker, desired to travel. He wanted to know the world for himself, firsthand. He wanted to walk the paths of the mountains and find hidden paths. Eventually, he was determined to leave the fortress, and I went with him. The two of us embarked on foot—it was Idrithar’s idea. He said we could learn the lay of the land better that way. Our way was slow because of it. We stopped to examine everything. We learned the landmarks; we found the hidden paths, plants, and animals. We traveled up Sanga San into the Sandg Sizge Hills and around them, taking care not to go anywhere near Daygone. We traveled through the Torsilo Quarts, eluding the castle. Once we finished exploring the Torsilo Quarts, we took a boat and sailed out to the South Isles.

      “We had a fair journey in Oceantic and were rewarded by the beauty of the South Isles. I remember the sand, the wind, the bright colors, and the exotic trees. The South Isles are too close to Daygone; Black Steeds swarmed the islands with their boats. After a small battle, Idrithar and I found it necessary to leave. We sailed off again and landed in Monoxie in the west. From there, we traveled the grasslands to Castle Range, also called the Constel Heights. Idrithar and I, having heard ‘Song’ all our lives, were looking forward to the coming of the One, your coming, because Magdela the Monrage was indeed dead, so we knew the time would be soon. We traveled to see the fountain of Idrain, the water where the Green Stone is to be dissolved. Instead, we found an enormous castle, the largest I have ever seen, it is fiercely guarded by Black Steeds. Knowing it could be the end, we took our chances and snuck into the castle. It was hard to get in then, and I suppose it will be harder now. For two days, we were lost in the castle before we stumbled upon the fountain. Though now it seems so long ago, we measured and counted every step of the way so we know how to reach it again.” Zhane stopped as he thought about their time in the stronghold.

      “From the Constel Heights, once we escaped the castle, we went down to Werivment, where we enjoyed a time of rest away from the Black Steeds. Then we crossed Werivment and went on to the Cascade Mountain Range." Zhane paused and smiled. “Two years later, we passed through Shimla on our way back to the fortress. It was there we met Ellagine for the first time. It was a great honor to be among the Iaen. We stayed for two weeks before returning to the fortress, leaving an invitation for Ellagine to visit because she seemed curious about us.

      “We dwelt at the fortress for a year, compiling our knowledge. During that time, Ellagine and Visra came for a visit and began to teach us Iaen. I wanted to go back out in the world again because I knew there were many places we had not yet discovered. This time, Dathiem agreed to come with Idrithar and me. Before we could set out, Arldrine came to the fortress.” Zhane smiled. “We delayed our journey for another month before setting a course through the Land of Lock, Locherenixzes. We lost no time in crossing the Jaded Sea and continued our travels through the west. After a year of many adventures that were mostly in the Cascade Mountains, we crossed the Jaded Sea and entered Truemonix. We took a route through the Sandg Sizge Hills to Sanga San. This was about four and a half years since I had first come to the fortress. The three of us were traveling when we heard a terrible noise and a lot of commotion. We hurried forward to find…” Zhane paused for a moment. “To find the Black Steeds destroying Optimistic’s home. He alone escaped, and so we took him, along with the Green Stone, back to the fortress. Soon after we arrived, there arose a dispute about the Black Steeds and White Steeds, and many of our friends left to join the Black Steeds. The very next year, Glashar came, and she did not stay long. In fact, three months later, she and Ellagine returned to the forest of Shimla. After that, Dathiem, Optimistic, and I went out together and found Wekin and Yamier.

      “Time drifted by uneventfully. White Steeds came and went, and then the Black Steeds attacked our fortress. They killed many, including our strong leader, Uglar.” Zhane grew quiet. His face turned to stone, but his voice moved on, weaving the tale. “Idrithar took his place, and many of our friends, leaders of great wisdom, ran. It was a sad time. We recognized there was no safe place, and we always had to be on guard against the Black Steeds. There were less than fifteen of us left when Idrithar and I took our last journey.

      “When Idrithar and I returned two years later, we met Arldrine, who had gone to live in Truemonix. She told us that when the One came—and Ellagine had told her he was coming soon—she would help him. We were saddened by her leaving, but we returned to the fortress anyway. In January, Optimistic left to find Ellagine. You know the rest. There were more attacks from the Black Steeds, the Rakhai rose, and now here we are. We are the only White Steeds left,” Zhane finished.

      Eliesmore’s eyes were clouded with a mix of hope and sorrow. “We are the only ones left,” he repeated.

      “Yes,” Zhane said absentmindedly. His mind drifted, thinking back to the days when the fortress was buoyant with life, laughter, and people groups. The animals called it home, and the mice carried the barrels that floated in from Oceantic. He recalled the cold mountain slopes, barren lands, dranagins under the mountain, and where the seven rivers met. He sighed as he thought of the terror he experienced in the Cave of Disappearance and the relaxation he felt in the Green World in the mountains. He remembered being trapped in the Constel Heights, the lonely freedom of the Monoxie meadows, and the fierce towers. He thought of Arldrine’s dark beauty, and his eyes drifted toward her. She was awake now, leaning against a tree. Her arms were folded around her waist as she talked to Ellagine.

      Eliesmore disturbed his reprieve. “Ten years you traveled. I wonder how long it will take us to complete the three deeds.”

      “We should get moving.” Zhane sniffed the air. “A storm is coming, and I fear it is a bad one.”

      “How can you tell?” Eliesmore picked up his pack.

      “Sometimes I just know things,” Zhane said, putting on his pack. “Wothemoc comehtow,” he called.

      “What does it mean?” Eliesmore asked.

      “’Awake or wake up’ in Iaen.”

      The company rose a few at a time. They wiped sleep from their eyes and collected their few belongings. Idrithar took the lead without waiting for a meal. “Be prepared to march for a long time,” he warned. “We must reach the Jaded Sea before the Rakhai.”
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      Three days later, the Green Company stood at the edge of the forest. A thick mass of bushes mixed with wild grass stretched before them, ending in the sparkling sea. What lay between them and the sea made Eliesmore feel his strength drip away. Five of the Rakhai sat on their great stallions, beasts with red eyes and white foaming mouths. They snorted and stomped in anticipation as they waited for the Green Company. The sea breeze blew in, stirring their dark hair and clearly displaying the white and black faces of the Monrages. Their eyes were red, and their hands were stretched forward. Beckoning. Daring the Green Company to challenge them.

      Beyond them, Eliesmore could see sails. Three boats perched in the water, rocking in the waves. “They found our boats.” Zhane made a fist in anger, slamming it against the palm of his hand.

      “If they are our boats, we should take them back.” Visra yanked out her sword and crouched. Spreading her wings, she leaped into the air.

      Arldrine stretched a hand behind her back, reaching for an arrow. Her face was set with determination. “Visra and I will distract them,” she announced and ran through the bushes, leaping over them before anyone could say a word.

      “Go,” Idrithar ordered. “Eliesmore, Optimistic, and Ellagine, stay with me.”

      “That’s not fair…” Wekin began, trailing off as Dathiem grabbed his arm.

      “Glashar and I are with you,” he told Wekin. Perhaps he meant to be of comfort, but his voice came out rough and short. Glashar took the lead, and Yamier, Wekin, and Dathiem followed her. The four of them shot out from undercover and raced toward the Jaded Sea. The Rakhai drew their swords and waited, watching the four approach them from one side while Arldrine and Visra approached them from the other.

      Eliesmore took a step forward only to find himself pulled backward by a hand on his shoulder. “Eliesmore.” Ellagine’s face was quite close to his. He could see darker flecks in her blue eyes that were clouded with sorrow. Her mouth was quite close to his. “Be careful. The Rakhai are coming.”

      Eliesmore pulled away, misunderstanding her statement as he heard thunder and the snort of horses running. Down from the north, three of the Rakhai galloped.

      “Run!” Idrithar shouted with a ball of blue fire balanced on his fingertips.

      Eliesmore found his feet moving as he almost tripped over bushes. Three more of the Rakhai galloped toward them from the south.

      “Hícalidi thrmorí, nehíthermal lamrehtíhen.” Idrithar tossed an arc of blue light toward the Rakhai. It burst overhead, and they dodged it, leaning low over their stallions and screaming as fire rained down on them.

      Glashar and Dathiem had their bows in hand, aiming for the stallions. The Rakhai put their hands out, blocking the arrows.

      Yamier and Wekin crouched at the edge of the bushes, watching the plain of grass that led toward the waters. “We can’t go any farther,” Wekin shouted in panic. “We are trapped by the sea!”

      “Keep going!” Zhane stood alone in the center of the bushes. He raised his bow, shaking his dark hair back as he let a white arrow fly.

      A lightning bolt shot across the sky as the Rakhai received their black-light swords. Red-eyed, black horses galloped across the blades as if trapped behind the steel.

      Two Monrages sprung down from their mounts with surprising agility, their black robes streaming behind them as they ran toward Eliesmore. Where is the Green Stone? The voice was in his head. Again. How? He grabbed his head as if that motion would drive the voices away. Where is the Green Stone?

      “No. Stop!” Optimistic shouted with more fear than force in his tone.

      Ellagine hurled a green light at the Monrage, giving Optimistic the freedom to run.

      Eliesmore gasped as the Rakhai’s command became stronger. For a moment, the world went black and spinning. Eliesmore struggled for breath as he tripped over a bush and went sprawling head first into the plain of grass. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see two Monrages approaching him. In a last effort, Eliesmore reached a hand over his shoulder and yanked his sword free. He swung, meeting the Monrage’s black-light-sword in a blow that jarred his arm. He bit back a cry of pain and stumbled back, crying “Nehíthermal!”

      The Iaen word had some power in it. The Monrage snarled, and Eliesmore saw a black crown growing on her head. His heart melted with fear. Before he gave into it, he jumped up and hit at the crown with his sword. The Monrage dropped her sword, and her hand came up; her fist punched his head. White light exploded as pain shot through his face, and he crumbled backward into the bushes, waiting for the spots to disappear.

      “Ìal iál, the Sea,” Dathiem cried.

      Eliesmore struggled up, noting the Monrages appeared to have left him alone. Ellagine and Optimistic were ahead of him while Zhane strode through the bushes with a sword in hand. “Eliesmore.” He reached out a hand, helping him up.

      “We can’t cross the Sea!” Yamier shouted.

      “We’re trapped,” screamed Wekin.

      “What do we do?” called Dathiem.

      “Don’t stop; just run!” Arldrine shouted back.

      Eliesmore dodged the Rakhai’s horses and sprinted for the shore, feeling them overtake him as he ran. One leaned down to grab him, and he felt a blanket of heat reach out to smother him. “Harbfigula,” the Rakhai called.

      Eliesmore recognized the word; his memory was slow to remind him he’d heard it before during his journey through the Sandg Sizge Hills. It was part of the call the Dark One sent forth, twisting his desires in a dark message. Eliesmore slowed, an odd ache settling under his bones. He turned to face the Rakhai, walking backward as their true nature was revealed. At first, he saw their white and black faces; they were gaunt as they morphed and shifted. He found himself standing in a meadow, watching as Ellagine strode toward him. Only, there were eleven of her; she was replicated. As they grew closer, he realized the Green Ladies weren't Ellagine, although they were similar in appearance. Their faces had the same curve; their noses were long and sharp while their high cheekbones and oval faces matched Ellagine’s. It was uncanny how alike they looked. It was as if someone had taken one person and copied her over and over again. Their lips were thin and trembled as they opened their mouths, gaping black holes, and began to speak. Blue eyes clouded over, turning black with slits of red amber glowing like coals while their hair changed from blonde to brown to black. Shadows appeared behind them, rising and following as they moved. Tiny white horns poked out of their heads. They were quickly covered by the black crowns that grew over the horns. An arrow flew toward Eliesmore’s heart, and even in his condition, he automatically lifted his sword, blocking it. Black-light flashed, jarring him out of the trance.

      It was Ellagine who noticed him lagging behind. “Ilidifwthien, reihtrufidil.” Her sword appeared in a flash of green, and she turned to face the Rakhai, commanding Eliesmore in the Iaen tongue.  “Eliesmore, mocteo etomoc fatverivóg govírevatfi.”

      Eliesmore ran. Behind him, the Rakhai screamed. They had slowed down when Eliesmore had stopped. Now they galloped forward at full speed; they were so fast that Eliesmore feared he would be crushed under their hooves.

      “Fatverivóg govírevatfi,” Ellagine cried.

      Her very words drove him on, but before them lay the sea. The Rakhai screamed and then spread out, heading toward the boats and cutting off those who ran toward the sea.

      “Head for the boats,” Arldrine shouted to those who had already reached the shores.

      “But the Rakhai,” Wekin protested.

      “Goidíler, relídiog, go!” ordered Idrithar, who had stopped to use his powers against the Monrages.

      “They won’t follow us into the water,” Visra reasoned as she hovered above the waves.

      “I see a boulder out in the sea; swim to it!” Glashar ordered.

      Splash after splash was heard; Glashar, Yamier, Wekin, Dathiem, and Arldrine jumped.

      The sea loomed closer to Eliesmore, yet he felt he couldn’t make it. Optimistic and Idrithar dived in. Eliesmore’s shoulder felt like it was on fire; he was having trouble breathing on account of the heat coming from the Rakhai. Ellagine and Zhane ran out into the sea and then turned to wait for him. Eliesmore ran; a Monrage reached for him, just barely touching the hood of his cloak. Eliesmore jumped into the sea. Zhane caught him, steadying him, and they swam toward the three boats.

      A cry rose up from the Rakhai, and they raised their hands, tossing balls of black-light. An explosion rippled across the sea; a wave surged, over ten feet tall, as the boats exploded. Splinters of wood shot through the air like arrows, hurling toward the company right before the wave crashed over them and black-light buried them under water.

      Eliesmore felt the fire ignite across his body, shaking him. He could not see or breathe. He struggled in the darkness; his splashing grew weaker as he kicked and fought for the surface. Even with his eyes shut, he saw the faces of the Rakhai shift from green to black. A wild dread overcame him. A dark question rose; it was a question he dared not ask. A question that had an answer he dreaded.

      A hand yanked his cloak, pulling him to the surface. His lungs burned as he coughed and spit, frantically flailing his arms. Zhane pulled him up on a boulder where his companions lay, nursing their wounds and watching their voyage to the west disintegrate.

      “How many are hurt?” Eliesmore heard Idrithar ask.

      “Yamier, Wekin, Optimistic, Arldrine, Visra, and Eliesmore,” Dathiem replied.

      “The Rakhai are still on shore,” whispered Glashar. “Their horses are rearing with anger. There they go now. Six go one way, and five go the other way. They are galloping on opposite sides of the shore.”

      “Where do we go now? What do we do?” Dathiem touched each individual, calculating the severity of their wounds.

      “The Rakhai should be going to find other means of crossing the Sea, but they will look for us,” Zhane warned.

      “If we go to Shimla, we will be safe,” Ellagine spoke up. “We must wait until sunrise. We can rest, heal, and build new boats.”

      “We will do that,” Idrithar said soberly.

      “I must set to work healing them,” said Dathiem, “for we do not want the power to set in…”

      That was the last Eliesmore heard before the blackness took him.
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      “We have to stop it from taking effect,” Dathiem said, urgency causing his voice to swell. He perched on the rock, reaching his nimble fingers to touch each of the wounded.

      Salt stung Zhane’s eyes as he watched, feeling useless. The Rakhai were gone. They were alone.

      “Idrithar. Ellagine. I need your help,” Dathiem went on.

      Zhane caught the grief in Glashar’s eyes as she realized she was useless. He saw the golden gleam hovering over her fists. Powerless.

      Ellagine reached out a hand, water dripping from her sleeve and pebbling on the rock. She placed it on Dathiem’s shoulder and took a deep breath. Green light traveled from her fingertips, thrumming into Dathiem’s body as Zhane watched. Idrithar moved to Dathiem’s right side, lifting a hand and sending currents of blue light flowing through Dathiem.

      Although he had not seen it before, Zhane understood. Ellagine and Idrithar were not gifted with healing powers, but the transfer they gave Dathiem would momentarily increase his abilities.

      Waves churned, splashing on the rock. When the tide came, they would be buried; they needed to make for the shore. Already he was thinking of the tools he needed to build boats; it would take far too long, even if they worked without stopping.

      Dathiem reached for Arldrine, laying hands on her head. She didn’t move, but her breathing became even. Zhane blinked. He watched as the quest and their fates dissolved into helplessness. They had tried, yet the east was reluctant to give them up.

      Dathiem caught Zhane’s eyes as he finished. There was a strange light on his face as the effects of the surge of power overcame him. “They will be fine. They must be fine,” he repeated as if he did not believe himself.

      Idrithar bowed his head. Ellagine collapsed on the rock, turning pale.

      “We have to go,” Glashar called. “We have to swim. We have to carry them.”

      Zhane looked to the west where the glimmer of a sunset shot across the sky. He knew with certainty that they were all going to die.
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      Year 783 (160 Years Ago). Castle Range.

      

      “You have to leave,” he told her as they walked through the woods near Werivment. “If they find out there is a child, they will suffer us no peace.”

      She leaned against a tree for support as she weighed his words. He listened to the rush of the waters where the seven rivers met as he waited. “You speak the truth,” she said at last. The words fell reluctantly from her lips, like the last leaves of fall drifting to the forest floor. “Come with me. We will start fresh.”

      “No.” He exhaled, refusing to let the fog of pleasure cloud his judgment. “They will hunt me to the ends of the world, and our child will be endangered. What if they kill it before it gains full strength? No, it must be protected.”

      Flashes of anger rippled over her face. Her eyes narrowed. “This was your plan all along. You wanted to send me and the child away. Why are you doing this?”

      Green light shimmered across her body, growing brighter in the midst of her anger. It was beautiful. Part of him wanted to rip out her heart and consume her power before she could say another word against him.

      “You know I am right.”

      “That is what infuriates me!” She growled, flinging herself at him.

      For a moment, she looked like a panther with its claws out, ready to rip him to shreds. Just as soon as her anger appeared, it dissipated, and he heard a hollow gong as the bond they’d shared evaporated.

      “Where should I take this child? This child you have determined not to love?”

      “Take her back to the Green People, and when it is time, find me.”

      “Where will you be?”

      “I will build us a kingdom our child shall rule while we continue our search for the Green Stone.”

      She studied him. “The child will be female. She will be strong. She will be powerful.”

      He caught glimpses of the future as she touched his face.

      “Blood of my blood. What should we name her?”

      He waited—giving her time to give him a name, hoping she would reveal hers, knowing she never would. Instead, she would walk away with his child and the secrets in her journal locked in her mind.

      “She will be called Magdela.”

      “Magdela,” he echoed.
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      Fields of clover. Hues of burnt orange. Cinnamon apples. Pungent flavors cut through the light tang in the air: a blend of tart sorrow and sweet hope.

      “Ellagine.” Eliesmore’s sleep-smeared voice punched her thoughts.

      She angled her body toward him, leaning on one arm as a smile caressed her cheeks. “Eliesmore.” She enjoyed the way the syllables of his name sounded on her tongue; she almost said it again, but she checked herself. “How are you feeling?”

      He rubbed his eyes and suppressed a yawn with his hand as his brow wrinkled in confusion. “Where are we? What happened?”

      His green eyes darted across the glade as if he expected the Rakhai to sweep in and murder them where they sat. She almost laughed at the absurd thought.

      “We are in Rashla, in Shimla. After the attack,” she felt fury rising up at the mere thought, “we came here. I thought this place did not exist anymore. It does, and we are safe. For the time being.”

      “Oh.” Eliesmore reached for his Jeweled Sword, laying it across his lap as if it would protect him.

      “There is nothing to fear.” Ellagine wanted to reach out and comfort him, yet a thought stayed her hand. “You were wounded; most of us were in some way. We came here to heal and build boats. Idrithar, Zhane, and Dathiem have been working night and day since we arrived. We lost everything on the shore; this time we will be prepared.”

      He relaxed, his finger running over the jewels on his sword's hilt. “Are the others safe?”

      Ellagine pointed north. “A river lies that way; that is where the boats are being built. You’ll find Optimistic, Arldrine, Yamier, and Wekin there from time to time. They work in shifts, either building or hunting. Yamier will cook for us later; you must be hungry.”

      “A little,” he agreed. “What about you?”

      His wide, emerald eyes met hers. She gave him a warm smile, watching the shades of green reflected in his gaze. Did he know his eyes matched the Green Stone? Did he know he was a Jeweled One? “What about me?”

      “How are you?”

      Ellagine recoiled, unable to keep the surprise from her face. It was the first time Eliesmore had asked her a personal question. She found herself unsure how to react. “I slept. I healed. See?” Reaching out her arm, she let the green light shimmer and ripple across it.

      Eliesmore did not seem impressed. His eyes returned to her face. “I was thinking; I don’t know very much about you.”

      This time Ellagine threw back her head and laughed. “Eliesmore, what a thing to say. What do you mean?”

      His face flushed, and his ears turned a bright pink. “I mean.” He stumbled over words. “I know. Of course, I know. I just. I meant. I don’t know anything about your life before this. Aside from traveling to the fortress, what did you do? What was it like growing up in Shimla?”

      Ellagine felt her guard come up, and her expression grew flat and passive. Why should he be curious about her past, her history, and her story? Especially now? Did the Rakhai say something to alert him? She kept the smile on her face, hoping he would not notice her inner stillness. “You know what it was like to sing and dance with the creatures of the wood. It was like that.”

      He shrugged, fidgeting with his sword. “Yes, I recall those glorious nights. What of your family? I had my mother. Who did you have?”

      “I had…” She stopped, meeting Eliesmore’s inquisitive gaze. “You really don’t remember, do you?”

      “Remember what?”

      “It is no matter. Here. Have some mocholeach as you go down to the waterfall. The others will be glad to find you awake.”

      “Mocholeach?” Eliesmore accepted the leaf and nibbled at the edges. “Isn’t this the legendary plant the Five Warriors stole?”

      Ellagine stood, smoothing her dress and enjoying the weight of her long hair as it warmed her back. “When the Green People migrated to the South World, they replanted the gardens of old. I believe this is the only place where mocholeach, among other rare plants, can be found.”

      Eliesmore walked beside her; he was full of questions as they headed to a path in the bright wood. “Are the rare plants the reason why you thought this place did not exist?”

      “When my parents were banished, they lived beyond the waterfall. I thought…” She brushed the memories away. “Never mind, Eliesmore. I have many tales for your ears when you are older.”

      “I don’t like it when you keep things from me,” he muttered.

      She almost laughed at his stubbornness.

      The woods ended in the middle of a hill that had green shoots and mud rolling into a river. A waterfall thundered down the side of a mountain, creating the riverbed, which swelled with pride before it relaxed and turned into a gentle creek as it threaded its way through the land. Sapling trees and gray boulders lined the river that was scattered with leaves and rocks. Schools of silver fish wiggled through the water; their clusters were only broken by exotic goldfish. On the shore sat three boats made out of brown birch. Idrithar and Zhane were sanding down one while Dathiem and Arldrine worked on another. Wekin was carving a third while Yamier and Optimistic helped.

      “Oh.” Eliesmore reached out, his hand brushing her bare arm. “It is wondrous.”

      Ellagine shivered at the slight contact; she took a step away from him.  “This land is untouched as if evil did not exist. I’d thought everything had been ruined when the Rakhai swept through. Now it seems there is something left. Eliesmore, when you complete your quest, the world shall rejoice.”

      Eliesmore grew quiet, chewing his lip. She could see that his inner thoughts were at war with each other. At times, she questioned whether he was as invested in his quest as she was or as they all were. He had the least to lose and the most to gain, yet he treated it as a duty. He had never been excited to be the One; he did not desire it, unlike some. She supposed that was why it was him. Although he was a Blended One, he was pure. There was a reason he had grown up away from other White Steeds and away from the fortress. He was lonely on the edge of Shimla. She could only hope it would be the reason why he stayed and not his undoing.

      “Eliesmore!” Wekin had seen them and was waving. A knife glinted in his careless hands. “You’re awake; come join us. We have much to tell you.”

      Wekin inevitably had too much to say. Ellagine touched Eliesmore’s shoulder to draw his attention back to her. “Find me when you are tired of working. I will teach you more languages. Time is of the essence. Once the boats are complete, we will drift into the west.”

      Eliesmore gave her a quick nod as he headed down the hill. She watched him go, pausing to consider whether she should have told him more. Visra and Glashar were missing from present company; she could only hope they were gathering instead of fighting.
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      Arldrine crouched by the falls, watching the tiny birds flit in and out of a small pool. They cleaned their feathers as they scolded each other. A bluebird, twice the size of the smaller birds, landed on a rock. Arldrine laughed, allowing the mist from the water to splash her face. She missed the vibrant life of nature, and in Rashla, there was an almost playful air to the land. It was easy to believe death and destruction could not touch it, much like the land of Novor Tur-Woodberry.

      “Arldrine?”

      She turned with a smile on her lips as Zhane walked up behind her. “Zhane,” she welcomed him. She looked calm, although her eyes narrowed slightly. She felt torn whenever she looked at Zhane: part of her wanted to move past the confines of friendship, yet another part of her was terrified. She’d spent years in the forests of Truemonix, hoping she’d find her people again. It would only be right to mate with an Ezinck and bring back the line of forest dwellers. A line she worried would be lost forever. “What do you think?” She pointed to the white trees growing along the shore.

      Zhane reached out, running the palms of his hands over the white wood.

      “For oars,” Arldrine continued, standing to join him. “Wekin wants to carve designs on them if we have enough time.”

      Zhane nodded, lifting his blade to strip the tree. “We should; it will not take long to fashion these into oars. Two or three for each boat should be plenty. I did not come to speak to you regarding oars though.”

      “No?” Arldrine prodded him, her smile dropping away. “Speak, Zhane. What is on your mind? I am always happy to listen to you.”

      “Listen, I heard a tale that you are going to search for mankind in the Cascade Mountains. They might be another army to aid the White Steeds when we take back the South World.”

      Arldrine put her hands on her hips. “You’ve been talking with Dathiem.”

      “I hope you do not mind,” Zhane offered. “Dathiem and I come from the west. I would warn you not to seek help there; the Tiders of the mounts are ruthless, as are the people groups who live in the foothills and onward. To seek help there would be to needlessly endanger your life.”

      Arldrine frowned. “Zhane, everything we do threatens our lives. This quest is beset with obstacles; we are delayed time and time again. We have to take aggressive action to save our world.”

      “Not at the risk of your life.” Zhane reached up, stripping a branch from the tree. Shavings of white rained down, sprinkling his dark head. He had tied his hair back from his face, yet strands sprang loose as he worked. Arldrine paused, watching him and admiring the strength in his arms. He had a broad chest and big arms from swinging his sword.

      “Zhane.” She felt something in her heart as she looked at him. Something that was shut, closed, and locked tight was beginning to open. She reached out a hand as if to touch him. “Our lives have been forfeit since the moment we began this quest.”

      “No.” He dropped a branch onto a pile of white wood. “Arldrine, sit down. I will tell you a story.”

      Arldrine dropped her arms and reluctantly sat down across from Zhane. His eyes were dark and protective.

      “I mean well,” he began, “but the past has been difficult.” His jaw was set as he gazed at the waterfall before meeting her eyes. “There is a clan of shifters in the mountains where I grew up called the Therian. They possess the unique ability to transform into talking animals, and they rule the land and air. Rumor has it there was a time when Magdela the Monrage walked in their midst, teaching them the ways of the Great-Black-Evil, and that land has not been the same since then. The Therian hunt anyone who cannot shift, using both people and animals as a life force. Only the strongest survive. It took Dathiem and me years to escape their lands; we saw many of our family members torn to shreds. There is no reasoning with the Therian. They are wild, vicious, and loyal to no one. It is because of them I implore you not to seek mankind in the mountains; the west is evil. I know you can take care of yourself, but the east is safe compared to the west.”

      “The Therian,” Arldrine repeated, seeing the pain in Zhane’s eyes. She reached out a hand to touch his. “I’m sorry; I did not know.”

      “It's nothing to apologize for; you know many things, yet there are still mysteries of the world hidden from us. I want you to be aware. There is safety in numbers.”

      Arldrine considered his warning, studying his face. A brief glimmer caught her attention, and she dropped her eyes, looking to where their hands met. For a moment, she thought she saw a white flash. She yanked her hand away with her pulse racing.

      He smiled at her, diffusing the tension from his words. “What’s wrong?”

      “I thought…I saw…” She glanced down again. “It was nothing. It was just white wood. I appreciate your warning, Zhane.” She stood, reaching for the branches they’d cut. “But our focus is this quest. We have to do what is best for the world, not only ourselves.”

      “True,” Zhane agreed. He reached out a hand, tucking her hair behind her ear, his fingertips unintentionally brushing her cheek. “We have a responsibility to each other first. Arldrine, you should know I care about you. If anything were to happen to you, I don’t know what I would do.”

      “Zhane,” Arldrine scolded, although her heart felt warmed by his words. “Nothing is going to happen to me.”
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      Dathiem took a long drink from his flask, relishing the warmth spreading across his tongue. It was almost empty. While he knew he should save some of the liquid, his desire for it overcame his patience.

      “What are you drinking?”

      He jerked, almost spilling the precious drops.

      Glashar kneeled a few paces away from him, picking medicinal herbs. A crown of green leaves was weaved through her loose golden hair, which was the same color as sunlight. He wiped his mouth, cursing under his breath. He hadn’t noticed she was there.

      “A draught from the fortress,” he admitted. “The best wines come in from Oceantic and mellow in the barrels. There are rich, dark flavors with oak, even you would enjoy the fine taste.”

      “Dark flavors?” Glashar repeated, lifting her face up to him. “My palette enjoys sweeter, lighter undertones when it comes to wine.”

      “Our tastes are quite different.” He tucked away the flask. Her aura was intoxicating. Every time they were alone, he felt he was on the verge of losing control. The way she looked at him—a mix of eagerness, honest admiration, and lust—did not help. The distraction from the realities of their quest and the vague evil pressing into his consciousness served as a welcome respite.

      “May I have a taste?” Her pink lips curved up into a seductive smile.

      Catching the double meaning behind her words, he weighed the cost again. The love between a mortal and immortal was forbidden. While the blend between the people groups was frowned upon, copulating with the immortals was not only unwise, but it was also treacherous. He would lose his soul if he went down this path. His eyes roamed back over Glashar’s heart-shaped face, committing to memory the way her large eyes welcomed him and the graceful arch of her limbs. He walked toward her, anticipation hastening his movements. He could hear the faint spray of the waterfall as it clashed against the rocks while a pulse of life whispered through the trees. Why should he hold back? The west would be the ruin of the Green Company; he should act while he had the time.

      Glashar waited for his answer. Her eyelids dropped when she discerned none was forthcoming.

      The light struck her long lashes, and the breeze tussled her silken garb, giving him further flashes of bare skin. He licked his lips, tasting elderberries in the air or perhaps the aftertaste from the elixir he drank.

      White flower petals exploded in the wind, their fragile leaves spinning and curling over Glashar’s head as she moved to her feet. He came up behind her; his breath was heavy as he leaned down to whisper in her ear. She was quite small, reminding him of a fledging bird that was ready to take flight if capture was foreseen.

      “You are beautiful,” he whispered, wrapping his arms around her waist.

      His fingers caressed her hips on their journey to the core of her body, stroking, teasing, and memorizing. She felt warm against him as he nibbled her ear, fingers tracing the swell of her breasts and pausing as her nipples grew hard from arousal. Her arms came up as she arched her back, rolling her head into his shoulder.

      “Kiss me,” she begged, pushing against him and demanding more.

      His breath tickled her neck, watching the veins pulse in anticipation. “No.” He stroked her golden hair off her neck, leaving it vulnerable and open to his attentions. “Once I start, I won’t be able to stop.”

      Fingers closed over his hand, her touch sending waves of electric shock ripping through his body. She slid his hand down her waist, guiding it past her belly. “Please.”

      He froze. The moment of indecision was gone. In one move, he spun her to face him, studying the wanton expression on her face. Her eyes were dark, and her nostrils flared as she struggled for breath. Her mouth was half open, waiting.

      Lifting her in his arms, he felt her legs wrap around his waist. One hand cupped the curves of her bottom as he walked forward, pressing her back into the trunk of a tree. She squirmed under his touch, pressing herself against his fingers, as her body pleaded for more.

      Her fingers wound through his long hair, pulling his face closer to hers. There was a moment before they crossed over into the throes of passion when he met her eyes. His lips grazed hers when he spoke. “Is this what you want?”

      It was not too late. They were still two people. A mortal. An immortal. Separate. Distinct. If they did this, everything would change.

      When their lips met in soft, tender exploration, bliss exploded around him. The past and future ceased to exist, leaving nothing but the intoxicating moment as their tongues explored each other’s mouths. At first, it was cautious as they felt each other, yet the politeness drifted away as the desire for more took over. Seconds blurred into minutes as they kissed. Her nose bumped into his cheek, and her teeth nibbled his lips. His tongue tasted the hazy gold as a heady fragrance consumed them. He couldn’t tell at what point they fell, yet suddenly they were sprawled out in the fields with their clothes tossed in a heap. He found himself stroking her porcelain skin, determined to enjoy every inch of it. She cried out as she pressed harder, bucking into him. A hand came up to touch his cheeks and trace the line of his mouth before it captured his lips again. He wrapped his arms around her, holding her tightly as if the simple act could fuse them together for eternity.

      Later, they lay in the field as darkness fell and the stars twinkled high above. They shared their secrets, one to the other. She lay on top of him, breathing shallowly with her face nuzzled into his neck. Her hand rested on his chest. Sighs of contentment escaped her lips as he stroked her bare back. Now and again, when he had the strength, he kissed her head. “I don’t want anything but you,” he murmured.

      In the distance, the sound of the waters had stopped. Instead, he could hear the stars exclaiming in soft wonder. A song was birthed into the night. It rushed over him: a multitude of melodies sung for the first time. They matched the rhythm of his heart. As he pulled her closer against him, he found, for the first time, he felt complete.
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      “A storm will come, we have seven days,” Ellagine said to Idrithar as the company walked toward the river.

      “Load the boats,” Idrithar ordered. “We leave now.”

      “Has anyone seen Dathiem and Glashar? I can’t find them.” Arldrine pushed the boats, one by one, into the river. She gave the waterfall a quick glance as she worked, as if it would answer her question.

      Visra gave a high-pitched, screeching laugh. “Let’s leave them behind.”

      “Visra,” Arldrine scolded her.

      “Do we have to leave today?” Wekin groaned, dragging his pack across the ground. “I wanted to go on one last hunt for bacon. Do they even have bacon in the west?”

      “Wekin, spare us your laments regarding food,” Idrithar warned him. “If you would like to return to the fortress, the Mermis will prepare a meal fit for a hero.”

      “Never,” Wekin replied. “They are beautiful but boring; they don’t believe in excitement the way us Crons do.”

      Yamier nodded in agreement. “After all of this traveling, how could we return to living in the fortress?”

      “Ah, look,” Optimistic interrupted. “Here they come.”

      Dathiem and Glashar strode down the hillside as if they had been with the company all along. Their faces were slightly flushed, and Dathiem lagged behind.

      “Where have you been?” Wekin shouted to them. “We haven’t seen you for days.”

      “We were picking herbs by the waterfalls.” Glashar lifted a pouch bursting with greenery as if there were nothing to it.

      “Just in time,” Idrithar noted. “We follow the river to the Jaded Sea. At times, it may be shallow, and we’ll have to carry the boats. We aim to reach the sea by midday.”

      “Carry the boats?” Wekin leaned over to Yamier, putting a hand over his mouth to keep from being heard by Idrithar. “Did you hear Yamier? We have to carry the boats, oars, our heavy packs, the clothes on our backs, and ourselves? This is sure to bring dehydration.”

      Eliesmore sighed as he walked beside Optimistic, reluctant to leave the hidden beauties of Rashla. Although their journey had been delayed two weeks, he found himself wondering if it were possible to delay even further. They’d had the chance to enjoy full bellies each night; thanks to Yamier’s cooking and the bounty the land provided. Eliesmore had the opportunity to increase his skill with the blade each day, practicing with Zhane when he took a break from building the boats. He’d finally had the time to learn more languages and lore from Ellagine, although he began to suspect she had more to tell him. Idrithar often joined their sessions, leaving them little time to talk alone.

      The morning heat began to grow as they trudged along the river. Sometimes they walked in it. Other times, they carried the boats over small stints of grasslands. As Idrithar said, they reached the Jaded Sea by midday, and Eliesmore felt his heart swell and lift as he watched the great waves on the shore.

      “The boats seem so small,” he remarked to Optimistic.

      “Yes, we will make it nonetheless.” Optimistic smiled, a light in his eyes as he watched the waves. “I look forward to our crossing; there is something about the sea that calls to me.”

      “How shall we ride?” Wekin called, climbing into a boat and rocking back and forth in it with glee.

      “I will lead with Optimistic and Eliesmore.” Idrithar motioned to them to join him. “It might be necessary to separate Yamier and Wekin…”

      “I won’t hear of it,” Wekin interrupted indignantly while Yamier stared with his mouth wide open at the nerve of Idrithar to suggest such a thing.

      Idrithar pinched the bridge of his nose, weary from Wekin’s demands. “Very well then. Zhane and Dathiem can take Yamier and Wekin. Arldrine with Glashar and Ellagine. Visra?”

      “I’ll fly,” she announced, sticking out her tongue at Glashar.

      Glashar tilted her head away, crossing her arms and refusing to rise to Visra’s bait.

      “When you grow tired, join us,” Optimistic told Visra.

      Eliesmore frowned. Although Visra had done nothing to upset him as of late, he preferred not to be in close proximity to her. Particularly in a boat where they could not escape each other.

      “Optimistic. My hero.” Visra snickered, winking at him. She spread her wings and flew out over the waves, shouting back to them.  “I’ll scout ahead.”

      “How long will it take to cross?” Eliesmore asked Idrithar as they climbed into the oblong boat. The dark bark stood out above the green waves. Eliesmore noted the symbols Wekin had carved into each leaf-shaped oar.

      “We take the current leading down toward Sanga Sang,” Idrithar explained. “With luck, it will take us only five days, more or less. Without the current, it would take us closer to two weeks.”

      “Weeks.” Optimistic gave a low whistle, dipping his fingers into the water. “It is lucky we have the current.”

      Idrithar gave a sharp nod. “It is farther west than I would prefer. We will have to cross the mountains; that was something I was hoping to avoid.”

      “Mountains,” Eliesmore whispered, enthralled.

      The first day was calm. Eliesmore felt something akin to terror as the shore disappeared from view and he found himself surrounded by bright waters. Idrithar rowed, Optimistic hummed, and every now and then, Yamier and Wekin waved. They shouted and listened to their voices echo across the waters.

      On the second day, they saw shapes in the distance, covered by mist. “Is that land?” Eliesmore pointed.

      “Those are the great rocks that mark the beginning of the current,” Idrithar answered. “Hold tight; this will be a rough ride.”

      “Aye!” Visra shouted from the top of one of the rocks; her form was little more than a dark blur. “I’ve been here since yesterday. What is taking you so long?”

      Eliesmore clutched the sides of the boat as they moved in between the rocks, casting the boat into shadow. A vague roar sounded in the deep. One moment they were upright; the next, the tip of the boat pitched forward into the waves. Icy, cold water sprayed over them, causing Eliesmore to shout in surprise. He wiped it from his face with a wet hand only to find Idrithar and Optimistic both laughing.

      “This is delightful.” Optimistic leaned forward, a grin splitting his face in anticipation for the next wave.

      “Pull the oars in,” Idrithar shouted. “Let the current take us!”

      Eliesmore could hear shouts of glee from the other boats, although the crash of the waves and the mist kept the possessors of those voices from being seen. The water slapped against the side of the boat, rocking them back and forth before spinning them in circles. Dizzy with heady elation, Eliesmore felt the tug of the Cron within him: the drive for adventure and the thrill of the unknown. Fear was pushed away as they spun through the waters. The current sped up until Eliesmore wondered if this was how it felt to fly.

      Much later, when darkness fell, he heard his companions singing a boisterous, thumping song with a beat driven by the waves. Yamier and Wekin started it, and then Optimistic and Arldrine joined in. Finally, Idrithar, Zhane, and Dathiem added their lower voices until Eliesmore felt like stomping his feet and clapping his hands. This was what freedom felt like. This is what all people groups should have the opportunity to experience.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Eliesmore woke to a scream. He jerked up, causing the boat to rock. “What’s that?” he whispered in the pure darkness.

      “Hush.” Eliesmore could just make out the motion of Idrithar putting a finger to his lips.

      There was a splash. “Visra, let go of me,” Glashar screamed.

      A strangled choke of rage echoed over the waters. “It’s not fair,” Visra screeched.

      More splashing.

      “What are you talking about?” Glashar snorted.

      “You took everything from me, and now you think you deserve the right to be happy? It’s unfair. You should die for what you have done,” Visra screamed. There were tears in her voice. There was a great splash as if her hand struck against the water.

      “Glashar. Visra.” Ellagine hissed, her green aura lighting up the night.

      Visra continued to scream, her voice drowning out Ellagine’s. “You have to pay. There are consequences for your actions.”

      “You were wrong,” Glashar shot back. “Don’t you remember what you did? You got caught, and now you have to live with yourself. You were punished. You were forgiven. Let me go!”

      In the green light, Eliesmore could see the two Idrains floating in the water, twisted together like seaweed as they spat and pulled each other under water in turn. Ellagine was attempting to paddle toward them, but the drag of the current was too strong.

      “It’s unfair!” Visra repeated. “You broke the law; you can’t get away with it.”

      “Coili. Hititer retítíh,” Ellagine demanded in Iaen.

      Visra’s fists came up, slapping the water as she addressed Ellagine. “She ruined me. She judged me and took everything. How come she gets away with breaking the law?”

      “Stop blaming me for your actions.” Glashar splashed a wave of water in Visra’s face. “You were out there killing people for no reason; you were headed down a dark path. Live with your actions, and stop forcing everyone to feel sorry for you.”

      “That’s not what this is about.” Visra growled, launching herself toward Glashar’s neck. “You are breaking the law right now. Ellagine! Someone has to punish her!”

      “Don’t you get it?” Ellagine’s voice was stern as she rose in the boat; she looked like a green statue with waves of light rolling off her stately body. “There is no law. There is no counsel nor counselors. The Idrains are gone, and the Green People are gone. There is no one left to bring judgment on our actions. Let this feud go; you are bringing nothing but pain for all of us. It doesn’t matter who’s wrong or who’s right. It is over.”

      Ellagine’s words boomed through the air with finality. Arldrine leaned over the edge of the boat, reaching for Glashar, who was spinning down the current. Visra climbed out of the water like it was a bed. Her wings flapped dejectedly as she sobbed.

      Eliesmore recoiled in terror when he saw she was heading toward their boat. She collapsed in a wet heap on top of Optimistic. “It’s so unfair. I will steal her happiness. I will make her pay,” she muttered darkly.

      “Visra.” Optimistic’s voice was full of concern. “What’s wrong. This outburst isn’t like you. Is Glashar the only reason? Is there something else?”

      Visra wiped her face and sniffled. She curled up in the bottom of the boat and dropped her head into Optimistic’s lap. He rubbed her back until her sniffles drifted away and she lay still.

      “I feel terrible,” Eliesmore admitted. The green glow in the other boat was gone; a stunned silence covered the sea. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “A word of advice.” Idrithar’s velvet voice covered the air like a blanket. “Stay out of it. The more opinions there are, the worse it will be. Two hundred years ago, the Green People brought civilization and laid down the law for the Idrains. They were organized with leadership, councils, rules, and punishments. Ellagine is right. There is no one to take this grievance before. If there were, perhaps her powers would be returned. It is likely Visra discovered something about her past and Glashar’s future while we were in Rashla.” Idrithar paused for a moment. “The bond between mortals and immortals has always been forbidden. After the rise of Magdela the Monrage, the Green People and Idrains shut out all contact with mortals. The world is much different, and it is hard for them to adjust.”

      Eliesmore nodded, forgetting Idrithar was unable to see him in the dark. He felt the tension ripple across the water as he considered the words. The bond between a mortal and immortal was forbidden. He looked out and found his eyes seeking the green light. But it was gone.
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      On the sixth day at sea, a hint of a shadow appeared in the distance. Visra flew ahead and returned shortly, buzzing above them. “Land ho!”

      “Were there any signs of the Rakhai?” Idrithar asked.

      “No.” Visra spun around, crouching on the boat behind Idrithar. She leaned forward. “There is something else out there.”

      She had snapped back to her usual terrifying self after her odd outburst.

      Eliesmore watched as the shadows blurred into trees, trees became a forest, and the sea curved into a cove. As they rowed toward the shore, Eliesmore could feel the oppression hanging heavy in the air. The air was thick, hot, and humid as he pulled his pack on his back, fastened his sword around his waist, and slogged through the water to the muddy bank. Arldrine and Visra pushed the boats back out to sea, letting their last connection to the east fade.

      “Secrecy and silence will be our ally. Come.” Idrithar led the way.

      They ran through the trees into a wide plain of brown grass. The dark rot of iron and burning flesh defiled the air. The pending storm hung over them like the edge of a knife, driving them into a frantic run. They could all feel it now: the fingers of death stretched over the land. Eliesmore felt each breath would smolder him; his back was wet with sweat within minutes.

      At one point, a dense fog covered the sky, and a loud buzzing distracted them.

      “Don’t look,” Optimistic whispered, pushing Eliesmore away from the west.

      His eyes were drawn to it instead. He saw a bloated body lying in the grass with a mass of flies covering it. He scurried forward; his mind refusing to process what he had just seen.

      A lone oak tree stood ahead; its thick branches were stripped of leaves. At first, Eliesmore thought great birds were on its branches, but as they drew nearer, he could see bodies strung up with rope around their necks while their clothes hung in tatters. It was evident that the vultures of the air had pecked away at them, stealing their eyes first and then eating their faces. Eliesmore blinked, feeling his eyes water at the horror of it. He knew what had happened to them as plainly as if he were there. These people had resisted until they were flogged and hung. They were kept alive until the sun and the wildlife did them in. His stomach turned. His fists clenched.

      Zhane came toward him, holding out a cloth. “The air is foul; cover your face and keep your head down.”

      Eliesmore watched the others wrap the cloths around their noses and mouths, leaving only their eyes. They moved through the wasteland.

      “Who did this?” Eliesmore demanded, jogging to catch up with Idrithar. “Who is responsible?”

      Idrithar pulled his mask down. In the distance, Eliesmore heard the neigh of a horse, and he jumped.

      “It is the Dark Figure, the third Changer.” Idrithar pointed west. “The Dark Figure resides in Silversliversidell. Sidell. He roams from village to village. He seeks power and wants to set an example for the people groups by creating fear and death.”

      “We think he is the head of the three Changers,” Ellagine offered, walking on the other side of Idrithar.

      Eliesmore noticed the company was grouped together like a herd. Yamier and Wekin kept bumping into each other as they walked, beads of sweat dripping down their faces.

      “I thought the Dark One in Daygone was the most powerful.” Eliesmore raised his eyebrows; his preconceptions once again collapsed on themselves.

      “You must be careful with your assumptions,” Idrithar chastised him. “Assume nothing. Believe nothing. Changers are malicious and unpredictable. While they may act together to prevent the power of the Green Stone from being unleashed, they likely have their own plans for the fate of the world. You might ask yourself why the Dark Three are not at the Constel Heights, waiting for us.”

      “Why?” Eliesmore asked.

      “Why indeed.” Idrithar dropped the topic, leaving Ellagine to continue.

      “You have to think bigger, Eliesmore.” Ellagine looked down at him, allowing him to see the concern in her blue eyes. “You have to think the way they do. If you had a plan to rule the world, to destroy it, and to escape from it, what would you do?”

      Eliesmore closed his mouth and pulled the handkerchief up over his nose and mouth. He considered their words. After a short time, night fell, adding to the gloom of the air.

      “Shall we stop now?” asked Wekin as he trotted along as fast as he could behind the others.

      “No. I am reluctant to stop on this wide plain.” Idrithar shook his head. “We press on.”

      The neigh of horses sounded again. Closer.

      Eliesmore waited for the cold prick of fear to capture his heart as the thud of galloping horses grew closer. His jaw set. He clenched his fists, allowing a wave of fury to wash over him. He understood Visra’s demand and her cry over unfairness. This was their world, to be terrorized and driven from their land was not right.

      “Halt,” Idrithar called, turning around and brushing past them to go back.

      “What are you doing?” Wekin cried.

      Dark shapes raced toward them, slowing down as they approached. “Fastshed?” Idrithar held up a ball of blue light, displaying their path.

      “You’re late.” Fastshed trotted up to Idrithar.

      “The Rakhai delayed us.” Idrithar glanced over the herd of nine. The expectation on his face turned into a question.

      Eliesmore squinted. It was hard to tell in the dim light or if the horses were gray instead of white.

      “The Dark Figure moves in Sidell,” Fastshed admitted. “We should run.”

      “It would be best if we can reach the mountains in four days and pass into the Torrents Towers,” Idrithar agreed. “Let’s go with all speed.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      They fled through the barren prairie that was dotted with clouds of darkness and rotting bodies. Sunrises and sunsets faded, blood red and deep orange in shaded light. The horses ran all day and most of the night. Their flanks were coated with mud and sweat when they stopped. Eliesmore’s suspicions were confirmed in the vague light; the horses were turning gray. The uneven light played tricks on his eyes. At times, it seemed he rode on a great black stallion through a river of blood. Other times, the Jaded Sea overflowed, and he saw a wave rise like the hand of a giant, surging forward to bury him in the ground. He grasped his amulet from Ellagine, the light of Shalidir, and rubbed it between his fingers as if it could protect them.

      Idrithar repeatedly asked Fastshed to stay toward the sea, yet the horses ran inland despite his goading. Each day at midday, they would pause to eat mocholeach and reset the direction they ran in. Each night, the horses would follow their noses, fleeing from doom. Confirming the horses’ terror, the company began to hear howls and cries behind them. The Rakhai were on their trail, bringing the storm with them.

      The wind picked up, blowing against them. The heavens grew dark while black smoke blew across the western sky. A thick heat was in the air, forcing Eliesmore’s eyes to stream. The horses did not appear to notice. They drove forward as if they could not stop. An explosion echoed across the meadow, shaking the ground. Eliesmore felt the tremors even as he rode on Flywinger. His eyes were drawn westward to the source as a ball of red fire lit up the sky for brief seconds. Screams erupted. Even though he was sweating hard, goosebumps broke out on his arms, and he felt chilled to the core.

      A clap of thunder made him jump before the clouds opened, and the rain poured down: the tears of the Four Worlds as its destruction continued. Eliesmore could just hear Idrithar's shout, yet his words came muffled through the storm. Eliesmore pulled his hood over his eyes, keeping the rain from his skin. It rolled and bounced off of Flywinger.

      The wind slapped against his shoulders like a threat. Its voice screamed accusations at him. He was too slow. Too late. The west had fallen. The South World was falling. How arrogant he must be to assume he could stop the Changers. The dark side of creation. He played with powers much greater and much stronger than him. How could he expect to confront them and succeed?

      Hours passed. The night turned into day. Day turned into night. Fear drove Fastshed and company. A hail storm broke out; the rain turning into white pellets that slapped against them and created small bruises on their skin. Eliesmore kept his head down, although the wind threatened to blow him off Flywinger. A dark presence made itself known, following behind them like wild lions hunting.

      Eliesmore looked back. A black cloud of malice raced toward them, moving through the storm as if it controlled it. Three of the Rakhai were directly behind them. Black crowns grew on their heads. The crowns’ points twisted like tentacles that were growing, stretching, and reaching for him.

      Ahead, a clump of trees grew; they were bent over in the wind. If they had voices, they would be wailing under the brutality of the storm. The horses surged forward, even though they were nearing the end of their strength.

      A wave of blackness overcame Eliesmore. He opened his eyes and saw nothing. Then spots of lights blinked in front of him. Numbness worked its way through his body, controlling him and making his movement sluggish. Iron determination faded, and insecurities rose. He sank into darkness, waiting for the blade to pierce his heart and waiting for the hammer to fall. The dark power of the Rakhai surrounded him until he was drowning in it.

      Hours of agony passed as the Rakhai hemmed them in, forcing the horses to run northwest. Eliesmore knew this time they would not escape. This time the Rakhai would not run away. This time the Rakhai would lead them to their doom and bury them.

      A black hill appeared in front of them. It was surrounded by a cluster of trees; their forms were twisted and ancient. Fastshed and company ran for the hill as the Monrages closed in on them, hurling balls of black light at the churning hooves of the horses. Eliesmore squeezed his eyes shut, giving in to fear. A moment later the rain stopped.

      Eliesmore opened his eyes, gasping for air. He sat upright on Flywinger’s back inside a cave. Outside the rain, wind, and hail continued to rage while balls of black light bounced away from the entrance.

      Idrithar was the first to dismount, casting a blue aura across the cave. He moved toward the entrance, ready to defend the company even though the Rakhai were retreating.

      “We are safe from the Rakhai for the time being,” Zhane called. “They will not enter here. Nourish and rest yourselves.”

      Eliesmore stroked Flywinger’s heaving sides as he dismounted. He saw Dathiem swing down from his mount, pulling Glashar down beside him. She clung to him as he spoke to the horse, whispering words of comfort.

      “Where are we?” Wekin demanded, tossing back his hood and opening his pack.

      “I don’t think I want to know,” Yamier shook his head, eyeing the back of the cave.

      The stone walls sloped downwards, clearly marking the back of the cave.

      “We need to leave.” Glashar’s tone was flat. “It is better to be out there with the Rakhai than here. This is a trap.”

      “We are in the Cave of Disappearance, aren’t we?” Arldrine looked from Zhane to Idrithar, seeking confirmation.

      “Yes.” Zhane hung his head. “Glashar is right. We need to leave. Idrithar?”

      Idrithar turned from the entrance to face them. “It is too late.”

      Eliesmore opened his mouth to protest but sat back stunned when he saw what the blue light revealed. The entrance of the cave was gone. Even though they could hear the storm raging around them, stone covered the exit. “Oh.” A hush drifted through the company.

      Idrithar lifted his hands to reassure them. “Do as Zhane bade you. Sleep. Rest. We have escaped from here before. We shall do so again.”

      Exhaustion set in as Eliesmore lay back, using his pack as a pillow. He exchanged a quick glance with Optimistic, who shrugged before lying down beside him. A female sang in his dreams; her voice was high and full of longing. A deep sadness overtook his heart.  She stood alone on a dark plain with long, light hair trailing to her waist. Great wings were folded on her back, and she buried her face in her hands as she lamented. A pillar of green light spread from her body in four directions. North. South. East. West. Twelve figures rose out of darkness, moving to overtake her. Just before they swallowed her in darkness, she lifted her hands; her eyes met Eliesmore’s. I damned myself for you. Save them.

      Tap. Scratch. Tap. Tap. Scratch. Eliesmore opened his eyes. The scratching sound continued as he stood, shrugging his pack onto his back. “Where are the horses?” His voice came out hoarse with fear.

      “They have been taken.” Zhane faced the back of the cave with an arrow in his bow. “There is trouble.”

      Arldrine moved to Yamier and Wekin, shaking them awake. “Get your weapons; the cave is shifting.”

      Optimistic moved beside Eliesmore; he turned his head, hoping to catch sight of Ellagine. Before he was able to see her, the back wall of the cave opened. Eliesmore did not see how it happened. One moment there was stone; the next, it was gone, revealing Fastshed and company. They reared up, screaming in terror, and dashed out toward the Green Company, almost running them over in a panic. Eliesmore threw himself against the wall to avoid being hit by the hooves. As he did, he saw something else move in the darkness. A boulder uncurled itself and rose; it was ten feet tall. Round arms and legs sprang up, gyrating against the body of the creature. On top, it had a bald head with two dark openings for eyes, gaping sockets, and a jagged mouth that was frozen half open and half closed.

      “Ìal iál, bálangers!” Arldrine cried, springing to one side and fitting an arrow into her bow.

      “Bálangers, we can do nothing. Run!” Idrithar shouted.

      “Which way?” cried Yamier.

      A second bálanger uncurled itself and moved toward the company. A third picked up a rock and threw it. It cracked and smashed as it rolled into the midst of the Green Company, effectively splitting them in half.

      “Run!” shouted Ellagine.

      “To the back! To the back!” Dathiem called.

      “Lead Eliesmore!” Idrithar commanded.

      Eliesmore ran, his heart thudding within him. He heard the cries of the horses, the shouts of his friends, and the noise of the stone bálangers pounding throughout the cave floor. Shaking off his fears, he drew his sword. A fourth bálanger leaped in front of him, and Eliesmore dived, rolling on the ground and scraping his legs on stones. The cave floor tipped downward as he tried, without success, to catch his footing. His back slammed into an object, knocking the wind out of him. He coughed as the pain jarred through his body, and he struggled upward with a hand on his lower back. He stepped back as the object rose before him. It was a tree; its trunk was three times the size of that of an ordinary tree. It stood eight feet high and stopped with its branches melting into the stone ceiling. Words had been carved in the Valikai Dialect across the tree. As he read them, Eliesmore knew he was standing in front of the door to the Holesmoles.
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      Year 915 (28 years ago). Daygone.

      

      He walked out of the Eastern World and through the portal into Daygone. He almost jumped when he saw his brother and sister waiting for him. They stood in the center of his self-created throne room in front of the circular altar. A basin was molded above it; it was a tool he used to catch the blood from his victims.

      “She is dead?” his sister asked.

      He clasped his hands in front of him and nodded. He’d thought there would be more time between the death of Magdela the Monrage and his return to the South World. He had not expected his brother and sister to be waiting on his doorstep.

      “Good.” His sister walked toward him. The clank of her pitchfork rang ominously on the stone. “You have met our requests, and I admit that I am impressed with your good behavior.” She laughed before walking back to the altar. “It is time for us to rise. All three of us.”

      He approached the altar; he was careful to display his deference toward her rule and judgment. He used his brother’s silence as an example.

      “The time is coming when the One will rise. The One they say will find the Jeweled Sword and dissolve the Green Stone. He will bring an army to destroy everything we have done and prevent us from ruling the Four Worlds.”

      He listened to her, knowing she only meant for herself to rule. He and his brother were simply pawns in her hands; she’d use their powers as she desired.

      “We must prevent the One from completing his quest. He…” She pointed to their brother. “Will guard the fountain in the Constel Heights with an army of Crons to defend against the One and his army. I will go to the southern countries in the west to ensure they remain loyal to us. Fear will be our ally. And you…” She pointed her pitchfork at him. “You will remain here. No more children. No more mixing your blood with the mortals and immortals; it is an abomination.”

      He bowed his head in acceptance.

      “Since you are fond of armies and transformations, you shall wake the sleeping dead.”

      He stared at her.

      “They are buried deep underground in the Holesmoles, slumbering and waiting for the moment when they are called by their Lord and Master. When you hear word of the One, you shall call forth our army, and they shall destroy all who stand in our way.”

      “I understand. If I may…” He paused, waiting for her acknowledgment. “I would be honored to create a specialized force to hunt down the One.”

      “You may.” It sounded like an order. “But you must never set foot outside of the Eastern Hill Countries again.”

      “Understood.”

      She dropped her pitchfork, clasping her hands together. She pulled a curved blade from her robes and held out her wrists. “Let us swear the blood oath.”

      He held out his arm, listening to the words as they began to chant. She sliced their wrists open, and they let the blood flow into the basin. They repeated the words and drank, one after the other. When his turn came, he drained the black blood from the basin. Soon they would be dead, and he would be the only Changer left to rule the Four Worlds.
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        Open the door upon your doom.

        Enter then into the gloom.

      

        

      
        Three times must you knock.

        Halt the creatures made of rock.

      

      

      

      Eliesmore cringed. Making a fist, he lifted his hand and pounded once. Tree bark scraped his knuckles as he glanced behind. Yamier and Wekin ran toward him. Their eyes were wide in fear; the swords in their hands would do little good against the bálangers. He pounded a second time. Blue and green sparks blasted across one creature’s head, but it moved forward unaffected. He pounded a third time.

      The doors to the Holesmoles shuddered and opened. Eliesmore took a step back as a foul odor permeated the air. He could hear the bálangers coming, throwing rocks as he ran forward with the Green Company at his heels.

      “Shut the door! Shut the door!” Idrithar shouted as boulders crashed around them.

      A rubble of dust clouded Eliesmore’s vision as he ran. He heard banging, shouts, and more banging around him. A door slammed, shaking the ground. The outline of the door disappeared, and the rocks shuddered, shutting out the bálangers. There was silence for mere moments before a howl went up and something banged into the door on the other side. The Rakhai were on the other side of the door. Eliesmore wasn’t sure whether they were attempting to enter or lock the company inside. “Run!” he shouted and led them onward into the Holesmoles.

      When their first fear had subsided and they had run far enough to get away from the falling rocks, the company huddled together. “Well.” Arldrine sighed. “Here we are, trapped in the Holesmoles.”

      “We disappeared, and we didn’t even sleep. I mean, we kept watch,” Wekin despaired.

      “Bálangers make you disappear.” Glashar stared straight ahead as if in a trance. She sniffed the air and shivered.

      “At least we are together and alive.” Optimistic’s words came out muffled in the darkness. “There is hope as long as we are alive.”

      “We make torches before moving onward,” Idrithar suggested.

      Eliesmore made his way to Ellagine as Idrithar, Zhane, and Dathiem created light. The stone floor was riddled with curved skeletons. He reached out a hand as Ellagine stiffened. Her eyes were dark when they met his. “It has come to this,” she whispered.

      “Ellagine, who was Shalidir?” He held up the amulet as it began to glow, a light in the darkness as Idrithar led the way toward a staircase.

      “Why do you ask?”

      He could detect hints of unfriendliness in her voice.

      “I think I dreamed about her,” he confessed. “You said she was the Green Person who build the Idrain Fountain where the Green Stone will be dissolved. Green People are immortal. What happened to her? Why didn’t she save the world?”

      Ellagine adverted her eyes, checking to see who was directly behind them before she answered. “Eliesmore, it does not matter what happened to her. She chose her own path and stuck to her decisions, regardless of what grief or joy it brought her. The question you should ask yourself is: why? Why are you doing this? You have a choice to make, which you can only make if you know why. Asking what others did in the past will not help you.”

      Eliesmore frowned. “What do you mean? I am doing this because of ‘Song’. I am the One. No other choice or path lies before me. I don’t understand. Why me? I am not skilled with the blade; I don’t understand the lore of the world. At every turn, our passage is blocked. I mean, look where we are now! Trapped in the mines! How are we to win if we are chased and deterred at every step?”

      Ellagine crossed her arms. “That is not true, Eliesmore. If you truly did not want to be the One, there is nothing we could do to force you. You could let the world fall into darkness, but you are fighting back, which means you have a cause and a reason. You must find out why you are fighting if you are to stay true to yourself. Where we are going, there is no turning back. We will go into the heart of darkness, where powers greater than I can imagine wage war. I have watched you in the hope that you will rise, take the lead, and fulfill your potential. You can only do so if you believe in yourself.

      “For too long people have blamed their decisions on circumstance. They blame people for the way the world is. They blame those in a position of power for making them weak, for taking away their rights, and for banishing people out of their land. People will always complain, judge, and spin tales, refusing to take responsibility for their actions. The mortals blame the immortals for the fate of the world. The immortals blame the mortals for falling from grace. People refuse to take responsibility for their actions. You must remember, Eliesmore: no one is forcing you to be the One. People choose what they will live and die for. You have to take responsibility for your own actions. You are the master of your fate. You are in charge of your destiny. Words are what drive you to make decisions. However, words can do nothing but sway you.

      “There may be dominance in words, yet there is more power in action. Action is what changes the world. Action is what makes things happen. Use your words to create action, and stop blaming your circumstances, your past, the way you grew up, the repetitions of history, the mortals, and the immortals for your life. Your fate. Words have inspired you to act. Now take your actions, make them your own, drop the blame, and go out and do what you know in your heart you were meant to do. Because if you don’t act and if you pout and feel sorry for yourself, the world will fall and fade, and the blame will land on your head.

      “You are not your past. You are not your fears. You are not your worries. The only person you are is who you believe you are. I cannot make you strong enough or determined enough to be the One. You have to decide that on your own. Make your choice. Will you sink in disillusion or will you rise?”

      Eliesmore stared at her; he was surprised at the fire in her words. Her eyes glinted darkly. He felt a cry in his heart. A sob. “Someone once told me not to trust the immortals,” he admitted.

      Ellagine rolled her shoulders back. “Whoever said those words was right, Eliesmore, although you cannot always trust the words of someone else. You must find the truth for yourself, not because of what someone else said or because of fear. Here in the Holesmoles, it may seem darkness surrounds us, but your light is inside you. When you know why you are doing this, you will become unstoppable. I tell you this because I will not always be with you. There will be times when you walk alone, and you will hear truths and lies to persuade your opinion either way. You can choose to walk in the light or to sink like Magdela the Monrage. We all have a choice.”

      A voice interrupted their conversation. Eliesmore breathed in relief, perturbed by Ellagine’s words. He would have to ponder what she told him, although it seemed unkind for her to tell him this now. As the voice repeated itself he banged into Optimistic, who had frozen in front of him. None of his companions were speaking; they stood like statues. “Harbfigula, owml fogethesta moragah.”

      The chant from Daygone was within the Holesmoles, resounding off the stone and echoing into the deep. The Dark One was calling all those underground to rise and to march toward daylight. As he heard it, Eliesmore felt his feet move of their own accord. He was swayed, marching forward with the Green Company and seeking daylight.

      Idrithar faced them; the light from his torch showing a smile on his face, although his eyes were weary. “This is a spot of good fortune,” he told them. “Although no one goes to the Holesmoles and leaves alive, the Dark One is calling his servants forth. If we follow, we will reach the outside lands once again.”

      Eliesmore felt Optimistic squeeze his shoulder. Yamier and Wekin slapped their palms together. Glashar stepped forward, shaking her head. “Who is the Dark One calling?”

      “There can only be one explanation.” Arldrine pulled an arrow from her quiver. “Creatures from the underworld. Woísts.”
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      “I’ll take first watch,” Glashar called as the company slowed to a stop. It was hard to tell how far they had come after winding their way through small passages and great halls stretching as tall as fifteen feet. Others disappeared out of reach in the blackness, leaving her shaking as she gazed upward into nothingness.

      “Wake me when you’re done,” Zhane called, casting his hood over his face. He put a hand on his sword hilt.

      They settled in a corner near a staircase, and Glashar crept toward the top stair, staring down and taking deep breaths to calm the rising panic. It was dark. Silent. The foul stench of the underground labyrinth continued to overwhelm her senses, and the fright of being buried alive buzzed in a tangle of fear around her. Glashar watched; her golden glow was hidden within herself in the darkness. She had not known a terror like what she felt now. She knew about life above ground. She knew the fears and failures people held there. But this? This was too much. She was not made to live underground away from sunlight, moonlight, the eternal whispers of the wild, and the song and dance of the immortal creatures. When the company had set foot in the west, the sea separating her from her homeland made her ache. Ellagine and Visra felt it, too. That was likely the reason why Visra had attacked her. The panic was rising; she was too far away from the sacred land. She would die out in the wild lands as an immortal separated from the fountain of immortality.

      She had to keep hoping, yet in the dark underground, she found it easy to think of death and to think of risking everything for the One. After all, it was his life that mattered most. True, he needed them, yet she would rather have fled than have her heart thud in panic. She was too near the contaminated breath of the underworld: the tang of cold stone, dirt, death, and defilement.

      A hand touched her shoulder, and she shuddered, even at its warm comfort. A lanky body slid down next to hers, and she felt the panic melt away. “Dathiem,” she breathed, reaching for him.

      He pulled her into his arms, allowing her to rest her head on his chest with her cheek pressed against his shirt. He pulled his cloak around her as she trembled. “Glashar, are you okay?”

      “No. Not as long as we are in here, but you are a comfort. I know we have to be strong and hope. It is the only way.”

      She felt his anger ripple through him as he traded despair for determination. “This was not how it was meant to be,” he whispered.

      “What else are we to do? The world is against us. We have to take what is given and make the best of it…” Her voice melted away into a sob.

      He let go, cupping her face in his hand. The pads of his thumbs wiped away her tears. She could make out the lines of his face; he was exhausted from traveling. She could see the angles of his bones and his fine dark eyes as they gazed into hers, imparting comfort and strength. His feelings for her were plain to read. She closed her eyes, lifted her mouth to his, and waited for the sensation that would whisk her away and take her back to the field where they made love above the waterfall.
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      Zhane and Yamier created a small fire, making torches. Dathiem followed their example, and the three of them quickly extinguished the fire.

      “Time to descend.” Idrithar peered over the edge of the stairs, holding his torch over it.

      “Oh, I don’t want to go. I don’t want to,” whispered Wekin as he hid behind Zhane.

      “No, none of us want to go, but we have to. There is no other way,” Zhane comforted. “Besides, we have our weapons, and I’ll be behind you.”

      “Easy for you to say.” Wekin pouted. “You’re the best warrior around. I can't fight.”

      “Even the best warriors have to start somewhere,” Zhane pointed out.

      “And if ever you learn how to fight, this will be the place.” Idrithar started down the stairs.

      “Yes, I heard a group of woísts down below while we slept,” Glashar said.

      “We will follow,” Arldrine said. She held a bow in her hand as she crept behind Idrithar.

      Eliesmore followed after Arldrine with Optimistic behind him.

      The stairs were made of slabs of stone intended for giants with great feet. Eliesmore felt quite small as he stumbled down them. At times, he even had to clamber down on his hands and knees. Even Zhane and Dathiem, the tallest of the group, had their own struggles. The silence across the Holesmoles was dismal. Slight slivers of hope blew out into obscurity as they descended into the underworld, as if they were being voluntary buried.

      Time passed slowly while the call from the Dark One echoed and reechoed in the deep, at times growing louder. Idrithar kept a steady pace, dragging them deeper into the Holesmoles until the stairs came to an end and they found themselves standing on a bridge. Holding up the torches, they could see columns and stairs shooting off in all directions, but it was the sight below that made their blood run cold.

      A glimmer of orange and red light crept up from the depths while shapes moved beneath those lights. They started to march.

      “We certainly can’t sleep here,” Zhane remarked.

      “No, we must run on,” Idrithar said. “The woísts are down there; we must go before they find us.”

      “Run? Do we have to run?” asked Wekin.

      “Of course,” said Idrithar as he took Optimistic’s staff and made a torch out of it. “All you did today was go down some stairs.” Idrithar handed the torch to Ellagine and took off running across the bridge.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Ridiculous maze this place is. Shouldn’t we stop now?” Wekin asked some time later as the company came to a set of stairs.

      “No, we shall not be deferred by stairs, though I do not think this is the way.” Idrithar remarked.

      Wekin just sighed and whispered something to Yamier while pushing his light brown, curly hair out of his face. Everyone was staring around uncomfortably, and then suddenly, they heard a sound that made them all jump.

      “Woísts!” Arldrine whispered.

      Below them was torchlight, and they heard the sound of the woísts marching while chanting.

      “They are coming,” Zhane whispered.

      “Which way?” Dathiem demanded.

      “What do you mean by ‘which way’?” Yamier pointed to the stairs.

      “Up the stairs or across to the passageway,” Arldrine explained.

      Eliesmore looked and saw what he hadn’t seen before. If they leaped across a distance of about three or four feet, they would be on another path. It sloped upwards in a northwest direction.

      “Idrithar?” Zhane prompted.

      “We stay here,” Idrithar responded, facing them. “If we go up the path now, the woísts will catch up with us, and we will have to run from them. If we go up the stairs, the path might lengthen our journey. Our goal is to get out of here as quickly as possible. It is best to remain here and wait for the woísts to pass, and then we follow.”

      Zhane nodded. “Let’s move out of sight.”

      The company gathered on the stairs, passing around leaves of mocholeach that remained uneaten. They huddled against each other, wide-eyed with fear, as they watched and listened. Arldrine pulled an arrow from her quiver, resting her bow on her knees, and waited. Optimistic followed her example.

      The torchlight from the woísts grew brighter as the sound of their marching increased. The halls of the Holesmoles became illuminated with light as the army marched up from the depths, chanting as they went. They drowned out the call from the Dark One.

      

      Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

      Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

      

      Eliesmore felt his hands shaking, and he balled them into fists as he craned his neck to see what sort of beings the woísts were. They ranged in size, starting from six feet and up. In one fist, they carried gray and brown shields with the insignia of a black horse rearing: the symbol for the Black Steeds. Pointed metal shoes were clad on their feet while their bodies were covered head to toe with armor, hiding their true forms. Helmets covered their heads, but some had taken theirs off, displaying their mud red skin, which was as clear and wet as if they had climbed out of graves.

      The chainmail they wore made clinking sounds as they marched, adding to the odd beat of their chant. In each hand, they carried a spear that doubled as a torch and a drum. With each step, they banged the spears across the stone floor, creating echoes. Each creature carried a collection of weapon, daggers, swords, bows, and arrows. Expressionless faces pointed upwards as they marched toward daylight.

      Eliesmore watched with a sinking heart that was numb with horror. He closed his eyes, unsure of who to look to for compassion and comfort. Doubts and fears rose. He could feel the desire of the creatures. Even in their chant, they demanded blood. The time for the mortals was ending. The time for the immortals was here.

      As the woísts passed, the light grew faint and the noise faded.

      “Idrithar?” Zhane asked in a whisperer.

      Idrithar lifted his torch, lighting it with a blue flame. “It is time to follow.”

      One by one, they leaped three feet across onto the path and ran with the foul stench of the Holesmoles extending behind them.
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      “Something is following us.” Arldrine flung the words into Zhane’s ear as they crept in the rear of the company. Arldrine lifted her bow and twirled an arrow in her fingers as if the motion would protect them from the monstrous creatures that the depths would eventually reveal.

      “Woísts?” Zhane’s hand fell to his sword hilt as he held the flickering torch higher.

      Light spilled only a few feet behind them, displaying nothing.

      Arldrine reached out, her fingers tightening on Zhane’s forearm. “No, not behind, below us.”

      Long ago she’d learn to deal with fear, block it out of her mind, and protect her actions from its wishes. Fear threatened her now, causing the hairs on her neck to stand up straight. Monsters in the daylight appeared less frightful than the demons of darkness. Here in the Holesmoles, buried underground, who knew what tales would turn out be true? Who knew what monsters might arise to answer the call of the Dark One?

      “What are you thinking?” Zhane asked.

      She appreciated his firm voice; he was not afraid. “I think the legends might be true. What if the creatures of the deep, other than woísts, arise? What if there is a beast waiting to devour us?”

      “Come, Arldrine, giving into fears like these is not like you.”

      “It’s the darkness.” She shivered as she crossed her arms, moving a step away from Zhane. “It’s driving me mad.”

      Zhane nodded. “It’s driving us all mad. The Idrains are not themselves either; they are snappish.”

      “They have always been ‘snappish’ as you say. I think there is something deeper happening. Have you noticed how the Rakhai turn away at the last moment? They attack us, yet before they strike the blow that will destroy us, they turn away. Why? They draw more dark power than all of us combined. At first, I thought it was because our destiny is to reach the Constel Heights and dissolve the Green Stone. Now…” She chewed her lower lip in frustration. “I’ve been thinking Idrithar is right, especially after what happened with Wekin. What if the Rakhai want us to succeed? What if they are only attempting to break us, make us fear them, and drive us into madness before we reach our destination? What will they gain if the Green Stone is dissolved?”

      “It is a question I have asked myself over and over.” Zhane sighed, taking his hand from his sword hilt to tuck loose hairs behind his ear. “I have spoken with both Idrithar and Dathiem regarding this, as you know. I must admit that answers do not come.”

      Arldrine felt a sense of relief because Zhane shared her worries; talking to him made her feel safe, something she dared not acknowledge out loud. “I think they hope to convert him,” she offered. “There are three Changers; they are intent on collecting power and ruling this world. If ultimate power is their goal, Eliesmore will be their target, but only after he dissolves the Green Stone.”

      Zhane frowned. “It would up the stakes. Eliesmore dissolving the Green Stone brings hope to the White Steeds. If…nay…when we succeed, we can rally the people groups of the South World to rise and fight against the Changers.”

      “It is a plan. A plan I think will fail. We are mere mortals. We cannot fight Changers. We cannot kill Changers. If it comes to war, eventually they will defeat us all, unless Eliesmore can defeat them. I do not like where we are going. The farther we go, the more complex this quest becomes.”

      “Stop.” Zhane’s hand rested on her shoulder, spinning her to face him. “Fear and madness are rising. We cannot turn on each other; we cannot lose hope. You know this.”

      His face was set, and his dark eyes were sure. They softened as she looked up at him. He believed. When had she lost faith?

      “Come here.” He extended his arm, pulling her closer to his chest and folding her into an embrace as if he could lend her some of his strength.

      She swallowed hard during the brief seconds he held her. His touch made her feel an unfamiliar longing rise in her bosom. Her breath caught as he squeezed. There was a hint of a door opening, a white crack of light flowing into her heart. A vague swelling started to blossom inside her, and then he let go. He continued down the hall as the firelight flickered and grew as shadows danced against the passageway.
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        Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

        Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

      

      

      

      The chanting took over, drowning out the call from the Dark One. Eliesmore squeezed the hilt of his sword. His feet involuntarily marched to the beat to the chant, even though he wanted to run far away. The lack of light frayed on the edges of his sanity. His companions felt it, too. He could see it in their tight lips, strained glances, and the way their hands fidgeted with their weapons. It was impossible to tell how much time had passed. Days? Weeks? Fear choked him as they followed the woísts through passages, over bridges, and up flights of stairs that made his thighs shake and burn.

      Light flashed ahead and cast the shapes of monsters against the walls. Eliesmore lifted his eyes and froze. A hiss echoed through the caverns.

      Idrithar held up a hand as they walked out of passageway into a vast opening. Bridges curved east and west, intersecting with staircases which shot to the heights before turning and reversing to the depths.

      A line of woísts marched across each bridge, stomped up each staircase, and covering each path. It seemed the company stood in a sea of creatures; hundreds, nay, thousands marched before them. Out of the corner of his eyes, Eliesmore saw Zhane lift his bow with an arrow nocked in it.

      “Pull your cloaks tight about you.” Idrithar’s tone was stern. “Lest the woísts see us and attempt to block our passage. Weapons may not be necessary.”

      “Weapons are always necessary,” Visra countered, a glitter in her eyes.

      “Heads down, and keep your hoods up.” Idrithar ignored Visra’s remark.

      Eliesmore felt his cloak harden into a protective covering as they walked forward again up a narrow incline that forced them to walk single file.

      “Aiii!” A harsh growl drifted up from below. Woísts pointed in the direction of the Green Company, waving their torches.

      Eliesmore ducked as a group of archers lifted their bows and let loose a volley of arrows.

      An arrow slapped into the side of Optimistic’s cloak and bounced off.

      “Aye! We’re invincible,” Wekin shouted.

      “Keep your head down.” Idrithar grunted.

      Optimistic took a deep breath, lifted his bow, and made a whistling sound with his mouth as he let an arrow fly. The arrow ricocheted off a stone and flew wide. Optimistic cursed under his breath.

      “It's a far shot,” Arldrine called from behind them. “Lift your bow higher. Expose your arms.”

      “I’ll fly down and stop them.” Visra dropped her cloak on the path in front of Ellagine.

      “Visra. This is not the time to show off,” Ellagine pleaded, snatching up the cloak and folding it into her pack.

      “I can't hear you,” Visra sniggered. She drew her sword before she dived head first off the path.

      Eliesmore drew in sharp breaths as arrows from Zhane and Arldrine flew. They met their mark, sending woísts shrieking into blackness. A hiss echoed throughout the caverns.

      “Run. Follow me,” Idrithar ordered, dashing forward.

      Optimistic paused, lifted his bow, and nocked an arrow in it. He releasing it and stepped back, narrowing his eyes as the fatal arrow flew. He was rewarded with a shriek as a creature fell.

      “Yamier, next time let’s ask for bows,” Wekin complained. His lips were turned down in jealousy.

      Arrows flew toward them faster than the Green Company could return them. The path grew even narrower, ending in a bridge. “Lead, Zhane.” Idrithar pulled away at the last moment.

      “But…” Zhane started to protest.

      “Go, follow the woísts,” Idrithar ordered.

      As the company slid past him, Idrithar lifted a hand. Blue light glowed as his mouth moved as he whispered words. He closed his eyes, letting the undercurrent of power surge before he released it. Arrows flew toward the Green Company as Idrithar’s power unfurled, disintegrating the arrows in mid-flight.

      Eliesmore would have cheered if he had managed to find his voice. Instead, he saw a group of woísts in front of Zhane. The creatures turned at the noise and drew their swords, running back to meet the Green Company and take part in the battle.

      Zhane dropped his bow. “Visra,” he shouted. “We need you up here. Now. Eliesmore and Optimistic, stay back.”

      “Archers at the ready,” Arldrine ordered.

      “Aim for the ones in the back,” Zhane shouted as he ran forward, drawing his sword.

      The woísts dashed toward Zhane, although the narrowness of the bridge forced them to go one at a time. The first one lifted its battleax, but Zhane was faster. He spun his sword into the side of a woíst, knocking it off balance. It teetered on the edge of the bridge before falling, but Zhane had already moved on to the next one. He threw a punch as the woíst lifted a shield to deflect the blow. Zhane drove his sword into the woíst’s side. “Aim for the chinks in their armor,” he shouted back.

      Visra alighted on the edge of the bridge, laughing with glee as she lifted her sword. “Énvictosry!” she called—slicing, cutting, maiming, wounding, and moving almost faster than Zhane.

      Eliesmore watched in horror as the two of them mowed down the woísts like wheat during a harvest. They cleared the bridge in a matter of minutes.

      Yamier and Wekin dashed past Eliesmore and Optimistic with their swords in hand.

      “Watch for the stairs,” Zhane called as he tore up them.

      Woísts awaited him at the top, shooting arrows down on his covered head.

      “My turn.” Visra flew up, zipping between arrows as she dived into the melee; she scattered woísts left and right.

      Zhane soon joined her as they cleared a path.

      Optimistic gave a low whistle. “Ready, Eliesmore?”

      Eliesmore drew his sword, spurred onwards by the hissing that grew louder.

      Idrithar and Ellagine had turned to face whatever was behind him. “Ilidifwthien reihturfidli,” cried Ellagine, and her sword came to her, shining pale green.

      Idrithar and Ellagine had not crossed the bridge. They stood side by side, allowing power to generate through their hands into their swords. A trope of woísts marched toward them, and when they caught sight of them, began to run. The woísts went down before they could lift their weapons.

      Eliesmore stood in the wide stairs, fighting the woísts. He was thankful for the skills Zhane had taught him. The river of woísts continued to flow down; the ones Zhane and Visra missed lept to face Eliesmore’s sword and Optimistic’s bow. Yamier and Wekin stood just above Eliesmore; their faces were set in determination.

      “One for the White Steeds!” Eliesmore heard Wekin celebrating after he pushed a woíst off the stairs.

      “Two for the White Steeds.” Yamier grunted as two woísts fell.

      “Three,” called Glashar as she shot arrows from where she stood in the middle of the bridge. She was shooting at the woísts Idrithar and Ellagine were fighting. “Woísts up above!” she warned them.

      Eliesmore glanced up in the midst of fighting and saw woísts marching high above them. A shield smacked into Eliesmore’s side, pushing him toward the edge. He brought his sword up in retaliation, driving it into the woíst in front of him. It fell backward with its hands outstretched, taking three others with it. “Four for the White Steeds,” Eliesmore rejoiced.

      A cry forced him to turn. Wekin had lost his footing and was sliding toward the edge of the stairs. A woíst was standing over him with a sword. Eliesmore leaped toward Wekin, pushing and fighting woísts out of his way. “Nehíthermal!” he shouted.

      The woíst saw Eliesmore coming and turned to face him, throwing a dagger toward Eliesmore’s face.  Eliesmore leaped to one side as the blade slid past him, the edges catching his cheek. A warm dribble of blood poured out from the scratch. Ignoring it, Eliesmore continued toward Wekin. As Eliesmore drew closer, the woíst kicked out a foot, punching Eliesmore in the gut. Eliesmore gasped and gripped his waist with one hand, doubling over from the pain. Shapes blurred before his eyes as he attempted to catch his breath. As he lifted his head, one of Optimistic’s arrows buried itself in the woíst head. It shrieked, falling off the stairs. Eliesmore stumbled, grabbing Wekin’s arm. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine. I’m ready for the next one.” Wekin grinned. He hopped up the stairs, swung at a woíst, and missed.

      The Holesmoles echoed with the clash of steel as Zhane moved higher up the stairs. The woísts who weren’t fighting were shouting: “Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.”

      A rage came over them as they marched, pounding their torches with fury as they moved faster. The voice of the Dark One had stopped, leaving only the shadow of a call. The desire for battle and blood hung like a cloud over the gaping caverns.

      The hissing grew louder, causing the stone framework to shake.

      “Run. Up the stairs,” Zhane bellowed. “We need to reach firmer ground.”

      “Énvictosry!” cried Visra, making a path with her sword.

      “Idrithar and Ellagine!” Dathiem turned to help them.

      “Go across the bridge,” Idrithar yelled to Ellagine.

      Ellagine turned, dashing across the bridge and catching up with Glashar. The advance of the woísts slowed as they saw the power Idrithar wielded and what became of their comrades.

      As they ran, Eliesmore could see that the stairs ended in a series of broken ledges. The woísts ahead were leading from one ledge to the other, often jumping over a gap of three to four feet. Another bridge guided them upward with a staircase at the end.

      “Bridge. Stairs. Jump. Jump,” Wekin repeated to himself.

      Arldrine took the stairs two at a time, passing the Crons as she sought to catch up with Zhane. She held her dagger in one hand and Zhane’s bow in the other. “Zhane.” She tossed him the bow.

      “Thanks.” He caught the bow and slung it onto his back. “Be careful.”

      She gave him a sharp nod. “We might have to climb a bit here.”

      The Green Company moved upwards, leaping from ledge to ledge. The stone shuddered again as the hissing continued. A shriek came from the woísts, and suddenly the army was running.

      Eliesmore scrambled up a ledge and paused. Turning, he gazed down. His eyes widened in terror at what he saw.

      The head of a snake was rising from the depths, uncoiling from a massive body. Eliesmore felt dwarfed in size as he stared at the flat head and rows of silver and black scales covering its body. The snake opened its mouth, revealing five-foot-long fangs that glistened in the torchlight. A pink, forked tongue flicked in and out as it dived. Its solid body rippled as it consumed a group of woísts.

      “Ìal iál, the great Python!” cried Dathiem.

      “Run,” commanded Idrithar, “weapons are no use.”

      Eliesmore’s mouth was dry as Optimistic nudged him. He leaped upward with his hands shaking. Panic seized him, squeezing his heart. Regardless of how quickly his legs moved, his eyes were drawn back to the horrific monster that was climbing out of the deep. The hissing continued, and its tail slammed into stone, knocking down a bridge.

      The woísts closer to the Python began to run; they tripped over each other in their urgency.

      “Ìal iál, bálangers!” Arldrine shouted as she led the way.

      Looking up, Eliesmore could see bálangers throwing rocks at the Python, the woísts, and anything else that moved.

      Dathiem swung up from the ledges, taking the lead. He turned to give a hand to those behind him, leaving Zhane to help Ellagine and Idrithar. Idrithar had slowed down to watch the Python, determining how best to immobilize it.

      The Python slithered closer to the Green Company. Arldrine and Dathiem sent a rain of arrows. The arrows bounced off the Python, and it hissed, lunging forward to repay the insult.

      “Don’t stop. Run,” Zhane shouted to those ahead, waving his hands to keep them moving.

      Optimistic and Glashar paused to aim at the creature; their arrows were rendered just as ineffective. The Python reared back its head and hissed before slithering forward. Its body rippled over the stairs as it moved upward.

      Zhane crouched, leaning over open space to send an arrow toward the mouth of the Python. The arrow hit one of the fangs and bounced off. “Aim for the mouth,” Idrithar ordered as he ran up the stairs behind Ellagine.

      The Green Company raced up more stairs and started across a second bridge. Idrithar stood at the top of the stairs and waited for the Python to come.

      Eliesmore felt equally frightened for Idrithar; he wanted to run back and help, yet there was nothing he could do. Across the bridge, Dathiem stood, waiting for the others to catch up. While Dathiem waited, he sent arrows after the woísts in front of them. Arldrine stayed behind; she was running last. She turned and sent arrow after arrow flying for the Python, never missing. The Python continued up the stairs toward Idrithar who stood, waiting. His face was calm and impassive.

      “Be careful, Idrithar,” Arldrine cried in alarm.

      “Go ahead, Arldrine. I’ll stay behind with him.” Zhane pushed her ahead of him.

      Arldrine obeyed and climbed after the others as quickly as she could. Eliesmore stopped frozen on the stairs as he watched Idrithar. The Python had nearly reached him. Idrithar sprang forward, crying, “Elíduther!”

      The Python reared its head and dove for Idrithar.

      Eliesmore gasped, jumping back as if his movements would assist Idrithar.

      Idrithar did not hesitate. He did not back down. He drove his sword forward, allowing it to do what the arrows were unable to do, which was penetrate the Python’s thick scales.

      Zhane, who had been using his bow, unsheathed his sword and dashed back across the bridge to assist Idrithar.

      Eliesmore heard Dathiem shouting at them to follow while Idrithar distracted the Python, yet everything seemed to happen in a faint blur.

      The bridges and stairs continued to shake, great chunks of rock falling from either broken paths or stones from the bálangers.

      “Go back! Go back! Lest you lose your lives!” Idrithar waved Zhane away.

      Zhane withdrew from Idrithar, running back across the bridge. As he reached the stairs, he stopped. He picked up a spear one of the woísts had dropped. He twirled it in his hands, testing the balance. Leaning back, he lifted his arm as the Python roared. Its mouth was wide open as it plunged to snap up Idrithar.

      Zhane hurled the spear. It twirled through the air; its sharp point gleamed as it snagged on the softness of the Python’s mouth. The Python flailed in pain, slamming its mouth shut. The spear snapped in half.

      The Python wavered, the fury fading from its orange silted eyes. It weaved back and forth and dived. The bridge Idrithar stood on disintegrated as the Python fell. Zhane sprang away, dashing up the stairs toward the rest of the Green Company.

      Eliesmore stared in horror as he saw Idrithar disappear into clouds of rubble. He could hear himself shouting in astonishment. A hand clapped his shoulder as he saw Visra fly out of the rubble, dragging Idrithar with her. She tossed him on the stairs, grinning from ear to ear at his shocked expression.
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      As odd as it seemed, the battle with the woísts and the great Python renewed their spirits. Escaping, the company hid in a room under a staircase much later, nursing their bruises and eating mocholeach. Visra had decided to scout ahead, laughing in Idrithar’s face when he told her it was too dangerous.

      “The air has shifted,” Idrithar told them as they waited for Visra to return. They slept in turns; one of them was always keeping watch. “I would not be surprised if we are almost out of this place.”

      As if confirming his speculation, Visra returned. She alighted in the doorway, tossing the hood off her cloak. “Daylight.” She grinned. “I saw daylight.”

      “How far is it?” Zhane asked.

      Visra shrugged. “A few miles. We have to go through a great hall where all paths end. Some of the woísts have passed, but more will come.”

      “A great hall.” Idrithar stroked his beard.

      Daylight. Eliesmore sighed, glancing at Ellagine. She had the hood pulled over her light hair, and her eyes were downcast. He’d seen the change in her since they had gone underground. Her earlier words still buzzed in his ears. Why was he the One? Why was he doing this?

      “We should go now without delay,” Glashar spoke up. Her bow was in one hand while the other was on Dathiem’s arm.

      “Agreed.” Arldrine stepped forward.

      Idrithar nodded. “Keep your weapons ready. We run until we can run no more. We fight until we can fight no more. Come.”

      He bent forward and led the way. His brown hair was streaming behind him, greasy and slick, while sparks of blue light rippled from his hands.

      Eliesmore ran beside Optimistic, listening as the gruff voices chanting and the sound of chain and iron against stone drew nearer. Their narrow escape with the Python had been lucky. Frightened away, the woísts had not made an attempt to fight or hunt down the Green Company. Eliesmore wondered if their cloaks were responsible, hiding them from seeking eyes. Mermis. He mulled over their powers as the company ran. In tales of old, he’s never heard of a Mermi holding power, yet they gave the Five Warriors the gift of invincibility. The Green Company wore enchanted cloaks; he was curious if the potency of them would wear off and if so, when.

      Idrithar reached the hall first. Columns rose up more than fifty feet in the air. White bones gleamed in the torchlight, casting a wicked glow across the path. Clouds of dirt descended into rot, hiding what might be the twinkle of buried jewels.

      The vast hall was silent. Waiting. Idrithar led the way with a sword in hand. Next came Dathiem with his bow and arrow ready. Glashar, Arldrine, and Eliesmore were behind him. Optimistic, Yamier, and Wekin trailed with Visra, Ellagine, and Zhane at the end. Zhane turned around from time to time, peering into darkness, but the passageways were silent.

      They were in the middle of the hall when it happened. The chanting buzzed into the ears of the Green Company, resounding as the acoustics picked up the voices of the woísts. One moment they were alone. In the next moment, the hall teemed with life as the woísts poured in from every corner of the Holesmoles.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Eliesmore saw his companions spread out. He drew his sword, waiting for the cold fear to center over his heart. It was impossible for the quest to succeed, not in the Holesmoles and not with the woísts blocking their passage. Minutes passed in slow motion as the Green Company sprang for the woísts, clearing a path toward the summit. The world rotated. If they failed, life would end. A lament rose on Eliesmore’s lips, and he cried:

      

      “Ìal iál íthar

      Isgurald dlarugsí ea alidír

      Líbrth hearstra artstaeh

      Ìal iál.”

      

      He sprang at the throat of a woíst in front of him. He twirled his sword, ducking and swinging his blade into the woíst’s head. The creature collapsed at his feet while three more took its place. Eliesmore roared, waved his sword, and sprung into the midst of them.

      Blood made his fingers slick and sweat rolled down his back. While his cloak blocked blows from the woísts, Eliesmore knew it was only a matter of time before he was trampled under their feet. His fingers ached from gripping his sword, his arms burned from thrusting, his eyes hurt, his throat was dry, and the river of woísts continued without ceasing.

      Suddenly a roar reverberated throughout the Holesmoles. A frozen silence swept across the hall. Eliesmore paused with his foot on a woíst's throat and looked up. A foul wind rushed through the caverns, blowing out the torches and flecks of power drifting from Idrithar’s and Ellagine’s fingertips. A foul stench permeated the air. A command thundered across the Holesmoles with an intense power that compelled Eliesmore to drop his sword, cringing and putting his hands over his ears. The command turned into a raw roar. It was a horrific cry from an age-old creature.

      Eliesmore found himself bowing. His eyes were squeezed shut, and he put his hands on his ears. His mouth was open in a scream, waiting for it to cease. When the roaring ended, Eliesmore opened his eyes. He was breathing hard. He reached for his sword as a fog of evil passed over his vision. The woísts were gone.

      When he looked up, he saw a glimmer of daylight streaming in from the cliffs high above him. It was only a tiny light, but it was enough. He stood, ignored his cuts and bruises, and began to run.

      The hall ended with stairs, and where the stairs ended, there was rock. Woísts were above him; they were running, jumping, and leaping as they fought their way out. Eliesmore started up the stairs when he felt white fire smash into his head. Bending over, he held onto his ears as the deafening roar rolled through the Holesmoles again. His stomach rolled in waves of nausea as the command stripped him of willpower. Screams went up around him; there was wailing until the roar faded. The air was thick and heavy as Eliesmore stood, wiping his eyes.

      A hand touched his arm, and he looked up into Zhane’s flushed face. “Hood up.  Climb.”

      Eliesmore pulled on his hood with one hand, putting his sword on his back. Random arrows whizzed toward him, slamming into the protective covering of his cloak and falling uselessly on the cliff. Eliesmore slipped on loose stones and almost fell, but Dathiem appeared behind him, reaching out a hand to steady Eliesmore’s footing.

      The bleak blackness of the caverns continued to press in because the torches had not been relit. Glancing behind, Eliesmore blinked. He was unable to see the difference between shadows and blackness. There was something back there. Something was coming for them. He noted with relief the Green Company was with him. Some were still on the stairs; others were climbing the face of the cliff with him, reaching for handholds and swinging themselves up.

      When he reached the top, Eliesmore’s arms were shaking from the effort, and he gasped for breath, holding his side. The top was flat, leading to yet another foothill. Eliesmore swore under his breath, but the light streaming in higher up gave him hope.

      “Ìal iál, the beast!” wailed Glashar.

      Eliesmore jolted out of his reprieve.

      “I thought those stories weren’t true!” cried Arldrine.

      “They are in the Holesmoles,” Zhane said, hurrying on to the next set of steps.

      “We can’t fight this,” Idrithar announced.

      A horror seized Eliesmore as the thing materialized in the great hall. It was a shadow with a void so dark his eyes drowned in the shades of darkness rippling off it. He could see the muscles and ligaments that bound the creature to a form as it grew to a height of fifteen feet. Horns sprouted out of its skull. Its nose, which was the nose of a bull, sniffed the air. Its feet were cleaved, and three tails sprung out from its hindquarters. Darkness moved across its body, blending with the shadows, until Eliesmore was unsure what he saw. The creature seemed invisible yet visible, there yet not there. The being held what appeared to be a lightning bolt in one hand or tentacle. It threw back its head and bellowed.

      “Go now!” Idrithar shouted.

      “We have to get out,” Zhane echoed.

      “Eliesmore, climb,” Dathiem ordered. The command was odd coming from the Tider.

      Optimistic climbed beside Eliesmore. His face was pale, and his lips were closed in a straight line. “Eliesmore, if we don’t get out, will you take the Green Stone?”

      “What do you mean?” Eliesmore cried, his eyes wide as he stared at Optimistic.

      “We have to protect you. You must get out and go on. You are the One. The rest of us…” Optimistic shrugged. Reaching a hand into his tunic, he pulled out a weighted bag. “Take it.”

      “Optimistic, no…” Eliesmore started, a lump in his throat.

      “Take it.” Optimistic pressed it into Eliesmore’s hand. “Go. We will join you, when or if we can.”

      Tears sprung to his eyes as Eliesmore tucked the Green Stone into his tunic and began to climb. He could not lose them. He could not complete his quest without them. They were the Green Company. They were his protectors. They were his friends. The thought bolted into Eliesmore’s mind full force. Friends. Something he’d never had; something he’d never known he’d needed. Here, at the bleakest hour of the world, he found himself surrounded by those who were brave, who had great courage, and who were willing to lay down their lives, not just for him, but for the world. They were willing to make sacrifices for the greater good, allowing all who were born in the Four Worlds to experience life without fear, terror, pain, and the sorrow of those they loved most being ripped away.

      Eliesmore reached the summit and ran up twisting staircases. He lept across missing stairs. A foamy darkness hung in the air, making it harder to breathe, yet he pressed on. At times, he lost his footing and caught himself at the last moment before he fell headlong into darkness. As he ran, it came to him. He knew why he was running and why he was fighting back. A memory hung faintly before his mind. There was a vision of the past when he sat on his mother’s knee and she told him—a young, green-eyed boy—about the great Heroes of Old. She had known he was the One, even as she related the tales of strength, courage, bravery, and exchanging one’s life for the greater good and for the lives of others. She had focused on heroic deeds and the desire to make things right.

      There would always be those in the world who were weaker, unable to fight back, and desolate in their unhappiness. There would be those who were tortured, imprisoned, banished, and killed. There would be those who had their families ripped away, who were driven into hiding, and who feared for their lives. There would be those who would look up at each sunset and see it red with blood, the blood of those they had lost. What was most important in life wasn’t life in and of itself, it was what one did with one’s life to make a difference and to make the world better. What truly mattered was for someone to reach out, help the weak, save those from torture and death, bring families together, and bring hope and a new beginning for all. It wasn’t about being heroic, carrying powerful weapons and fighting great battles. It was about creating a future for others; it was a future that he did not have. It was a future his companions did not have, but it was a future for the children of the world, their children, and their children’s children. It would be a world where evil did not rise, where Changers did not win, and where Monrage did not roam and terrorize the people groups. It would be a world where creatures of the deep never stirred from their hidden holes and where light and beauty led the way. It would be a world where people cared for each other, were willing to lend a hand, and forgive each other for past crimes. It would be a world where a child could walk out of their home in peace without being mowed down by Black Horse Lords or sacrificed to the Changers for their potential powers. All these things he’d had: the safety of home, the beauty of dancing with the Iaens, the creatures of the wood, and a home with his beloved mother. All those things had been ripped away from him, and now it was up to him to change it, to bring hope, and to destroy the Changers.

      His face was wet with tears as he ran. He heard a roar behind him, but this time it did not defeat him. This time he stayed upright and ran, determination swelling through his heart. He would go into the heart of darkness, and he would not fail. As the words to “Song” spoke of a future and of hope, he would take those words, hold tight to them, and fight his way through. No matter what happened. His heart opened, and he sobbed as he listened, hoping his companions had escaped. He did not dare look back for a cool breeze was flowing in and the light was on his face. It hurt his eyes as he ran toward it, concentrating on his footsteps.

      “The outside!” a voice cried.

      He turned, and suddenly they were with him. The Green Company burst out of the Holesmoles and out into the mountainside of the Cascade Mountains.
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      Eliesmore spread his arms wide and threw back his head, breathing in the pure air for the first time in two weeks. The chill nipped at his cheeks as the sun cast a glorious sunset of bright magenta and vivid orange across the sky. Eliesmore whispered words of praise as he watched it, feeling as if he had never seen a more magnificent sight in his life.

      “We did it!” Wekin thrust a fist into the air, pumping it.

      Eliesmore felt someone come up beside him and embrace him. “Optimistic! I have something for you.” He handed the Green Stone to Optimistic, feeling relief course through his body.

      “Eliesmore.” Ellagine touched his shoulder; her eyes were calm.

      Suddenly they were all shouting, laughing, and hugging each other as they walked across the mountainside.

      “We were the first.” Zhane looked back at the entrance, gaping like a yawning mouth. There was no sign of the woísts.

      In awe, the Green Company walked up the mountain slope that was covered with yellow grass and scattered stones. The voice of a river beckoned to them.

      “We make camp by the stream,” Idrithar called.

      “May I build a fire when we get there?” Yamier jogged to catch up with Idrithar.

      Idrithar scanned the peaks rising high above them. After considering it, he nodded. “Yes, keep it low.”

      The entrance to the Holesmoles had disappeared by the time they reached the river. They cast themselves into the water, scrubbing the dirt, grime, blood, and other physical remnants of their time in the Holesmoles from their bodies. The lingering lights of day attempted to dry their clothes as they laid them out on flat boulders.

      “What was that being?” Eliesmore asked Idrithar as he shrugged on his damp shirt, shuddering in remembrance. “Why didn’t it chase us or attempt to attack us?”

      Idrithar pursed his lips. “It could have been a Changer in its true form. It could have been a figment of our imaginations that was fueled by the dark, the fumes, and the horror of the Holesmoles in and of itself. As to why it did not give chase, it seemed to want us to leave its domain and leave it to darkness. There are greater mysteries that even I do not understand. Speculation will only get us so far.”

      Eliesmore scratched his head. “It did not seem like a dream. It felt quite real. How is it a Changer in its true form? I thought they were keeping guard at the Constel Heights?”

      “Ah.” Idrithar raised a finger. “There are portals. If the Dark One is calling the woísts, he might be in the hidden places within the Holesmoles himself. It could have been him; it could have been something else. I hope we never find out. As for our imaginations, you’ll soon find that everything is not what it seems. Power is vague and taxing, and it demands a hefty price. The Great-Black-Evil is unsteady. In truth, we do not know the consequences of dabbling in dark power.”

      Eliesmore shivered.

      “Take heart.” Idrithar smiled as he stood. “We escaped; enjoy the glory of the mountains.”

      Eliesmore took another deep breath of pure mountain air, watching his companions. Yamier had already located a pile of wood and was starting a fire while he sang to himself. Wekin helped him, squatting and blowing on the flames. Optimistic laughed with Visra on the riverbank; they sat with their feet in the water. Visra was more naked than clothed. Eliesmore shook his head at her mannerisms. The dark cloud that hung over the Green Company, particularly the Iaens, since they entered the west seemed to have shattered. Eliesmore rolled his shoulders back; his heart felt lighter. He searched for Dathiem and Glashar; they were nowhere to be seen, but Zhane and Arldrine walked out of the river together, spreading their cloaks on rocks to dry.

      Eliesmore took a step toward the fire when he saw Ellagine and turned toward her. She sat on a slope, facing the way they had come and watching. Expression had drifted from her face; she seemed to be closed in her own inner world, a place Eliesmore found impossible to penetrate. He sat down beside her, watching her face change as she met his eyes. Her cheeks sloped upwards, and her lips curved; they were poised between a genuine smile and a gentle acknowledgment of his presence. Her cloak was gone, and her long, green arms were bare. Eliesmore felt a keen desire to stroke her arm. His face turned hot with awareness.

      “I know why,” he told her, offering conversation.

      She startled. Her eyes roamed his face as if she had no idea what he was talking about. “Why?”

      “Remember our conversation in the Holesmoles?” He tapped his fingers on his knee. “I know why I am doing this and why I want to be the One. It’s clear now.”

      Ellagine’s eyes drifted to his fingers. She lifted a hand, tucking her hair behind her ear. Eliesmore watched her, thinking of how lovely she looked with her large, pointed ears.

      “You know why,” she repeated, smiling, her face lightening up like the first blossoms of spring, bringing hope to the air. “I am glad to hear it. You don’t have to tell me, Eliesmore.” She paused, letting his name hover on her tongue. “I can see, in your eyes, something has changed. Now you are pulling from your inner strength. Good. You will need it.”

      A bittersweet joy rippled through his body and, with a surge of boldness, Eliesmore lifted his hand and took hers in it. Instead of pulling away like he expected, she squeezed his hand.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Three weeks passed as the Green Company traveled far into the Cascade Mountains. They knew the woísts, and likely the Rakhai, were on their trail. Idrithar pushed them hard during the day, causing them to shake from exertion when they cast themselves down at night. There were no complaints because the cold beauty of the mountains captivated their senses. They were alive. They were together. And they traveled unhindered toward their destination.

      Eliesmore enjoyed the raw beauty of the mountains as he trudged with the company. The chill in their air made it comfortable to wear their long cloaks, which seemed to become lined with fur the colder it became. Their packs became lighter as they traveled because they were running low on supplies. In the mountains, many plants and dumb animals ran freely, providing plenty of small game for the company to catch and eat. Talking animals hid themselves; they were living in fear of the Black Steeds.

      “We’ll be getting to the heights soon, and then it will be cold,” Zhane announced one morning as the company was eating rabbit meat.

      “I thought we had come through mountains heights already,” Wekin said, licking his lips.

      “But look, those are higher.” Zhane pointed with his dagger.

      “The heights are called Dranagin Land because they live under mountains,” Idrithar added, tossing a bone into the fire.

      “We will not see them,” Zhane assured the company. “They don’t come out because of the cold and snow.”

      “Have you ever seen them?” Arldrine asked, a bemused grin on her face.

      “Once.” Idrithar’s eyes took on a faraway look. “We took the path down into the mountains and saw two of them.”

      “One is a giant among dranagins,” Zhane broke in, “its very foot could crush all of us in one step.”

      “At least we don’t have to go near them,” Optimistic said.

      “Only over them,” added Dathiem. One hand stroked Glashar’s thigh; he was not ashamed of his public displays of affection.  “Even I have done that.”

      “What is after the mountains?” Eliesmore pulled the meat off a bone and popped it his mouth, inwardly expressing gratitude for Yamier’s cooking methods.

      “The desert.” Idrithar picked up his pack, signaling it was time to go.

      The company finished eating and collected their things. “We will need to stock up on food if we will be going through a desert,” Yamier remarked with his mouth full.

      “We will gather as we go,” Idrithar responded. He walked up and around rocks, his cloak billowing out behind him.

      The blue sky spread above them like an unfurling scroll. Dumb animals called to each other in their languages, birds flew overhead, and some sang in the distance. Slopes pointed upward to higher summits with evergreen forests covering them like a warm fur. Jagged rocks and round boulders, along with green grass turning straw brown, rose up beside them, serving as lookout points. Fresh air seeped around them, going and coming with the soft, feathery wind.

      That evening, the company camped on top of a mountain slope before they climbed the next day. Eliesmore sat down on a rock, dropping his pack on the ground. Yamier had not gotten permission to start a fire from their lofty height, so they ate dried meat instead.

      “One day,” said Wekin, chewing as the company sat in a circle. “We’ll have bacon to eat and sausage.”

      “My mouth is watering already,” Yamier commented.

      “You better not get any ideas,” Idrithar said, “we won't be off the mountains for at least a month, and there is no finding bacon here.”

      Wekin started to sigh and then stopped. He grew quiet. Eliesmore wondered what plan was forming in his mind.

      It soon became dark. “Rest,” Zhane called, “we have a long climb tomorrow.”

      “I’ll take first watch,” Glashar volunteered, as usual.

      Eliesmore curled up in his cloak behind a rock with Yamier, Wekin, and Optimistic. As he closed his eyes, he heard Wekin whisper to Yamier, “We can hunt wild boar on my watch.”

      “Really? It’ll be unlikely if we find any. Even if we do, we don’t have bows and arrows,” Yamier whispered back, his voice soaked in sleep.

      “Just think: we’ll have bacon if we do,” Wekin said to the stars.

      Eliesmore fell asleep laughing quietly to himself. He didn’t wake until hours later when he heard voices. He opened his eyes and saw Idrithar herding two people back to camp. “Imagine that,” Idrithar rebuked, “going to hunt wild boar at this time of night. You two go back to sleep. I’ll keep watch.”

      “That was good Yamier,” Wekin mumbled, “in spite of the fact we didn’t catch anything. Let’s do it again.”

      “Oh, Wekin.” Yamier chuckled to himself as he drifted off to sleep.

      Zhane woke them in the morning to an early meal of mocholeach, much to Wekin’s dismay.

      The face of a cliff loomed over them, promising a difficult climb.

      “Are we going all the way up there today?” Wekin inquired.

      “Yes.” Idrithar grunted, preoccupied with studying how they were to get up.

      “Will it be too hard for you Wekin?” Arldrine questioned, and Eliesmore could tell she was teasing him again.

      “If I were an Ezinck, I could be up there faster than even you,” Wekin retorted.

      The five Crons went first, the three Iaen followed, and last of all, Arldrine went with the two Tiders. As they climbed, Eliesmore began to feel a vague sense of evil. A dark cloud was rising from the south and moving toward them. Because of the mountains, Eliesmore could not tell whether the cloud was on the ground or above them. As he continued to climb, vestiges of the mind-numbing fear he’d experienced in the Holesmoles began to return. He strained his ears as the day wore on, hearing nothing aside from ignorant bird song, which was soon hushed away by a heavy silence. Eliesmore wished they were on flat land with Fastshed and company. With a pang, he wondered what had happened to the horses.

      When it was nearly too dark to go on, the company reached the top of the cliff. They collapsed on the dusty, brown ground with their arms and legs aching. Glashar stood at the edge, rotating south, west, north, and east. “We must go on tonight,” she announced. “Danger is coming.”

      Arldrine and Zhane joined Glashar.

      Zhane put his hand on his sword hilt.

      “I don’t think it’s the woísts,” Arldrine remarked.

      “What is it then?” Wekin inquired.

      And then they all heard it. A long, distant, eerie howl, which echoed and reechoed off the mountains. All were frozen and quiet. The joy of the past three weeks melted away.

      Eliesmore shut his eyes and then opened them again. Going on was harder than he thought; all the Rakhai did was chase them and come too close. He felt different about this time. They had no horses to carry them out of danger. There was no sea to run into or a Cave of Disappearance. This time they were trapped. Realization dawned on the company, and they looked to each other for courage.

      Fog rolled across the slope in the morning, the rocks picking up the distant echo of horse hooves. This time, Eliesmore doubted it was Fastshed and company. Idrithar picked up the pace, and they broke into a run, dashing through small clumps of grass and leaving a cloud of dust behind them. The sunlight burned away the fog, allowing Eliesmore to see a sharp drop off and a ravine.

      An eerie howl drifted toward them, and Idrithar slowed down, turning to face them.

      “Should we fight or run?” Zhane asked.

      “The gorge is up ahead,” Idrithar answered.

      “We should run to it,” Dathiem called.

      As the thunder came nearer, Eliesmore turned to look. He was surprised to see the Rakhai galloping toward them.

      “Weapons out,” called Glashar.

      “To the gorge.” Idrithar bounded away.

      The Rakhai howled and came on, their black cloaks flying as they galloped hard on their horses; they were ready to trample the company underfoot. The next few moments blurred as Eliesmore ran. He heard shouts and the clang of swords as the Rakhai stormed into their midst. He saw Dathiem leap off the edge and climb into the gorge.

      A frantic shout went up from the left side, and Eliesmore spun, seeing a black horse rearing with an arrow in it. A Monrage rode beside him with a hand reaching for him. Her fingers were like claws. Her voice buzzed in his head: Give us the Green Stone.

      Eliesmore’s heart beat wildly as he skidded to a stop. He spun, his eyes taking in a Monrage fighting Optimistic. Optimistic let an arrow fly and ran toward the gorge. The Monrage jumped off her horse and threw her sword, tripping Optimistic. He went down hard on a rock, ripping his tunic as he fell. The bag with the Green Stone rolled out into plain view.

      “No!” Optimistic shrieked, his hands pushing himself off the dusty ground as he scrambled toward the stone. The Monrage lifted a booted foot and kicked Optimistic in the side. His face went white with pain as he rolled toward the edge. With a final push, the Monrage sent him over into the gorge.

      Eliesmore felt as if his old wound had been torn open and put on fire as the Monrage strode back toward the Green Stone. He ran and dived, ignoring the bruises and scrapes as he slid across the rocky ground. He reached the Green Stone first and snatched it up. He stood up, turning to run. Instead, he felt the strong arm of a Monrage scoop him up on her horse. The horse took off running alongside the gorge. Eliesmore struggled to get away, legs kicking and one arm flailing as he punched and scratched. Terror rose up, and he yelled, reaching for his sword. The Monrage’s arm around his waist felt like iron. She continued to squeeze until Eliesmore felt his ribs crack, pain exploding across his torso. For a moment, Eliesmore couldn’t breathe. Then he screamed.

      Eliesmore’s fingers closed around his sword hilt; he pulled while pain ripped through his chest. Striking out blindly, he pushed the sword toward the Monrage, hearing the sickening sucking sound as it slid into her side. A violent hiss erupted, the arm holding Eliesmore loosened, and he fell hard with the Jeweled Sword in one hand and the  Green Stone in the other. Gasping for breath, he ran, tasting blood in his mouth. Ellagine stood over the edge of the cliff, screaming his name. One of her hands held back the onslaught of the Monrages while the other reached for him. Gathering his strength, Eliesmore hurled himself toward her and jumped.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            66

          

          

      

    

    







            Sarhorr

          

        

      

    

    
      April. Year 943. (6 months ago).

      

      “What did I say?” He pounded his pitchfork on the stone as he screamed at his eleven daughters. “What, specifically, did I say?”

      “Chase him.” One trembled as she spoke with her eyes cast downward.

      “Make him fear us.” Another added.

      “But do not kill him.” A third uttered.

      “Exactly!” He exploded. “I said DO NOT KILL HIM! And what did you do? Put a sword through his body. It is imperative that he lives. In time, he will be our ally, but you must frighten him into submission. Listen well. I have appointed you the protectors of the Green Company. Chase them. Tease them. Torture them, but do not kill them. How will he trust us if we kill his companions? Go to the Constel Heights, and then, only then, will you lead him to me in Daygone.”

      They were stupid. He’d taken too much of their minds and their free will. He’d tried to keep them from revolting and sought to keep them as his submissive servants, unlike Magdela, who had gone rogue. He approved of her, but he missed her two-faced betrayal. She had been his masterpiece, his ultimate decoy. But now he needed to trust his daughters; they had to do his bidding in order for his plan to succeed. It would be much easier to draw the power from Eliesmore than to attempt to dissolve the Green Stone. Besides, it would not work if he tried to dissolve it. Only Eliesmore could dissolve the Green Stone, a fact he’d been bitterly angry to discover. It meant he had to wait, years and years, while time flittered away from him and his brother and sister grew impatient.

      “Father?” one asked.

      “Never call me that,” he barked at her. It was imperative the mortals did not know they were blood of his blood.

      “How should we track them? They have powerful mortals and immortals traveling with them.”

      “The same blood that runs through your veins runs through one of theirs. Use the bloodline to find and track them.”

      They looked at him. They were too stupid to be surprised.

      “Listen. Be sure you cross the Jaded Sea before the company does. We must make it look like we are obeying the wishes of my brother and sister. Attack them and drive them into the mountains, but keep them away from my sister, lest she senses them coming. If they pass too close to her domain, she will take the Green Stone, and we will be left in ruin. Do whatever it takes.”

      They nodded, fingers twitching.

      “Go,” he thundered at them. “Before I punish you!”

      As they fled, he watched their dark figures fleeing in and out of the shadows, and he remembered when their mother had returned to him thirteen years after the birth of their first child.
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      He woke later. His first breath was a gasp of pain before air slid through his body. One hand clenched the bag holding the Green Stone while the other he used to touch his chest. It was wrapped in a bandage, but his Jeweled Sword had been returned to its resting place by his side. Above him, sloped rock melded into stalagmites hanging from the ceiling, and he jerked, thinking he was back in the Holesmoles. As he turned his head, he could see daylight streaming in from a crack about a foot wide and four feet long. With relief, he remembered they were in a cave in the gorge, hiding from the Rakhai.

      Zhane sat by the crack; his eyes watched the scenery outside of the cave. One arm was wrapped tightly around Arldrine’s waist. Her leg was bandaged and propped up on a rock. Her eyes were downcast as she focused on cleaning her dagger.

      Eliesmore drew in a sharp breath; the flutter of terror passed over his heart as his eyes fell on the next person. Idrithar lay flat on his back. His eyes were closed, and his face was pale. It was a sight Eliesmore had never seen. He could not recall ever seeing Idrithar sleep. Seeing him cast down meant something was quite wrong.

      Visra lay on her stomach. Her wings were stretched out, although one was bent in half as if someone with powerful hands had reached up and snapped it. Either she was asleep or she had gone deep within herself because she lay still as death. Perhaps she was dead. Eliesmore shuddered.

      Yamier and Wekin had been propped against a boulder, keeping them in a sitting position even as they slept. A bandage covered Wekin’s head while Yamier’s eyes stared, unblinking, as if he were being drawn into a horrific trance.

      Glashar’s face was white, her shoulder was bandaged, and her large eyes blinked as if she could keep the pain away. One hand was entwined in Dathiem’s. Dathiem’s face was haggard and drawn. It was as if he had expended all of his strength.

      Eliesmore turned his head, attempting to keep the pain from jabbing his innards again. Ellagine was curled up in a corner; most of her tinted, transparent hair covered her face. Whether she was wounded or not, Eliesmore could not tell.

      Last, he searched for Optimistic, whose tunic was ripped open and his shirt was stained with blood. He appeared more bruised than wounded.

      The Rakhai had attacked at last. There was no time to rest and heal; Eliesmore could feel the power of the Green Stone pulsing in his hands. It was time to rise and time to dissolve the Green Stone and be done with his first quest. Instead of fear, he felt anger rise up, and he squeezed the stone in frustration.

      He recalled his flight from the Holesmoles and his thoughts as he climbed out of the depths while the great beast roared behind him. What was the beast? Was it coming for them? How would he dissolve the Green Stone if the Changers lay in wait? He could not fight the Rakhai. How could he expect to fight greater beings like the Changers? If they guarded the fountain where the Green Stone would be dissolved, he would have to fight his way past them. He would be killed, the Green Company would be ripped to shreds, and the last thread of hope for the South World would be broken.

      Laying there and observing his companions, he found it easy to see how the world belonged to the Changers. What were they waiting for? What were the Rakhai waiting for? A thought he had never thought before came to his mind. What if this were all a trap? What if he was a pawn in an elaborate game? Frustration overcame him, and he continued to squeeze the stone until he passed out again.

      As the night wore on, Eliesmore felt something shining. He opened his eyes, thinking it was daylight. Instead, he found himself in a vision. A pale green light flowed from his hands, and when he lifted them, he saw he was holding the Green Stone. The light from it flowed like a cord from a vine, its ends wrapping around the company. The first vine twirled around him, covering his bandages until he felt his bones meld back together. Just before he felt his ribs seal together, the vine dropped away, leaving his healing incomplete.

      The vine drifted across the silver glow of the cave, curling around Arldrine’s feet. Eliesmore could see her as the Rakhai chased her down. She lifted her bow; a horse reared and kicked out at her. She ducked, spinning out of the way, only to be run over by another horse. It trod on her foot, smashing bone and ligaments as she screamed. The green light lessened the pain; it stretched her foot out, bringing the bones to the brink of recovery.

      Four Monrages had surrounded Idrithar, hemming him in and taunting him. They tossed black light at him and laughed as he tried to fight all of them at once. One reached out, grabbed his heart with her hands, found the core of his desires, and drank them until she was full. When they kicked him over the edge, his mind was broken and his power was dormant. As he slept, a golden light filled his mind, wrapping him in peace.

      Zhane felt his confidence build; he had been through worst. He would lead the company through the mountain of fire and on to the Constel Heights. They would succeed.

      Wekin had run with Yamier, the Rakhai behind them, hurling fireballs into their heads. Wekin remembered the world exploding and his sight going dark. When he woke, his eyes hurt, and his head ached with the burning of an undying fire. As the vines reached him, the roar subsided into a pulsing dullness.

      Yamier had no memories. He saw a light. Silver. Gold. Black. Green. As the vine curled around his foot, his thoughts took form; he recalled his name. He knew who he was. He was a hunter, and a smile touched his lips as he dreamed of chasing wild boar on the mountains.

      Glashar had heard the crunch of bone shattering and turned to see Arldrine screaming in agony. Turning away from the edge, Glashar ran to save Arldrine. As Glashar reached a hand out, a boulder smashed into her shoulder, ripping her socket out of joint. The impact happened too quickly for her to do anything. She froze, her face turning white, with her mouth wide open. Dathiem was there, snatching her up with one arm and reaching for Arldrine with the other. As the light caressed her face, she felt the pain in her shoulder fade, leaving only stiffness.

      Visra was flying when one of the black balls of fire ripped into her. She laughed through the pain, waving her sword and diving. How she miscalculated, she did not know; her reach was impeccable. Without warning, the power of flight forsook her. She crashed into the ground, one of her wings bending and snapping as the Rakhai galloped away. She sprained her arm as she rolled over into the gorge. The vines threaded over her wing, folding it back into place and allowing it to heal.

      The vine slide around Optimistic’s waist, finding the bruise from the nasty kick from the Monrages. No bones were broken; his cuts and bruises would heal if they were given time.

      Dathiem woke with a start. He and Zhane, who kept watch, had come out of the fray unharmed. Dathiem squinted. His eyes followed the green light as it rippled and disappeared, curling back up within itself.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Silver light danced across the cave, twirling between the stalagmites, as Eliesmore opened his eyes. He still held the stone in his hand, and he looked down at the bag, curious about what had transpired that night. His eyes met Optimistic. “The Green Stone.” Eliesmore held it up.

      Optimistic smiled as he scooted over. “Thank you for saving it. I tried…” He shrugged, the smile sliding his face. “If it hadn’t been for you, I fear what would have happened.”

      Eliesmore blew out his breath, handing the stone to Optimistic. “You are the Keeper. This belongs to you.”

      “What happened last night?” Zhane spoke from the far side, and Eliesmore noticed they were all awake. “There was a green light. Was that you, Ellagine?”

      Ellagine sat cross-legged against the back of a wall; she seemed unharmed as she shook her hair back. “No, I am not a Healer. I thought Dathiem recovered some lost healing resources.”

      “No.” Dathiem raised his eyebrows. “I felt it, too.”

      “It was not a power I have felt before,” Idrithar spoke softly, his eyes half shut. “I think there is another explanation for this.”

      “What is it?” Wekin touched his head as if it hurt to speak. “Are there other White Steeds out there with power?”

      “Nay,” Idrithar hushed him. “It means the balance is swaying; the powers are awakening. It means it is time for us to go to the Constel Heights.”

      As if confirming his words, Optimistic took the Green Stone out of the bag. Cupping it in his hands, he admired the light drifting from it. Eliesmore, who was closest, looked over, and he thought he detected a silver line running across the stone. Was the stone waking up? A thrill of anticipation surged through Eliesmore. Before he could ask further questions, Optimistic hid the stone, and the moment was gone.

      “The Rakhai are still out there,” Zhane said. “On the far side of the canyon.”

      “We have to go another way,” Arldrine remarked. “We cannot face them again.”

      “Where will we go?” Yamier paused rummaging through his pack; he was counting portions of food.

      “We shall walk under the mountain of fire.” Idrithar grunted. “The entrance can be reached through this cave. We must go stealthily, lest the dranagins awake.”

      “Dranagins,” Wekin whispered, his eyes shining.

      “Dranagins,” Yamier echoed.

      Dranagins. They were great lizard-like beasts with the power to spew fire from their snouts. Tales spoke of a dranagin’s ability to fly; it was rumored that dranagins, unlike Wyverns, had the capacity to speak the common tongue.

      Eliesmore crawled across the smooth cave floor toward Ellagine, biting his lip in pain as his half-healed ribs poked his soft insides.

      “Did they hurt you?” He eased up beside her, leaning against the cool wall.

      She raised her thin eyebrows. The silver reflection of the cave cast odd hues on the slope of her cheekbones.

      “No.” Her gaze pinpointed the crack where daylight filtered in. “There has been a shift in the balance of power. I have been gone too long. It’s fading.”

      “What powers?” He attempted to catch her eyes. She lifted her chin, refusing to look at him.

      “The power of the Iaens. It was foretold that if the Iaens are gone from the lands of Shimla for too long, their powers will weaken and fade. I feel it happening to me.” She lifted a hand, watching the green hue. It did not shine with the same potency. “The Rakhai are gaining power; we are losing. I cannot go much farther with you, Eliesmore.” At her last words, she dropped her brave stance, her dark eyes meeting his. “Mortality reaches out a hand to strike. I’d hoped perhaps the old laws would roll back and give us grace.”

      “There is grace,” he assured her, thinking of the Green Stone. “We are close to the Constel Heights.”

      “I do not speak of the quest to dissolve the Green Stone because when you succeed, you will balance the powers of light and darkness, bringing a great war between the mortals and immortals. Nay, I speak of my own power. I was not attacked; I was not hurt because I cannot hurt them back. I have nothing left to give.”

      “Ellagine,” he breathed. It seemed as if a claw of evil hung about him, sucking the power of light from the air.

      “I don’t tell you this to frighten you,” she said quickly, straightening. “You know why you are going on the quest, and with that decision comes knowledge. You have heard tales of heroes, but the lore of the world and the ways of the wicked have been hidden from you, with good reason. You do not want to know all the hidden secrets of the dark, but beware lest they lead you to devastation.”

      Eliesmore opened his mouth to speak and closed it, unsure of what else to say.
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      “Lead the way, Zhane,” Idrithar suggested after they had rested another day.

      The dim ray of sunrise cast shadowy hues across the cave, making the silver rock dance like a jeweled chandelier.

      Zhane weaved his way to the back of the cave while the company gathered their packs, doing their best to ignore half-healed wounds. Wekin had carved Arldrine a crutch; she leaned on it as she limped forward. The rest wore fresh bandages as they gritted their teeth, determined to travel through the pain.

      Zhane ran his hands over rock. He tapped some and put his ear on others, listening. At last, he paused at the boulder Eliesmore had leaned upon when he was talking to Ellagine. Placing his hands on the surface, Zhane pushed. The stone rolled away, revealing a square opening. “Watch your head,” he warned the company. Ducking, he stepped across.

      Yamier and Wekin were the first to follow, doing little to mask the curious grins on their faces. Optimistic hopped across, and Eliesmore followed. His eyes were wide as he stepped over the threshold onto a path. The pathway zigzagged through the mountain, widening as it went. The sides dropped away in a sharp incline, rolling down into the depths hundreds of feet below them. As they walked, Eliesmore found his eyes drawn upwards. Unlike the Holesmoles, the mountain of fire was full of light. Silver stalagmites hung down in clumps, reflecting silver and gold. At times, hints of rubies and green emeralds stood out, while it seemed flecks of silver covered the path.

      “Dranagin scales,” Zhane noted when Wekin picked them up, holding them to the light.

      “If there were a trade route, we’d be rich,” Yamier announced, snatching up a handful and dropping it into his pack.

      “Are there jewels down there?” Wekin tiptoed to the edge, peering over.

      “Do you plan to come back here to hunt?” Optimistic chuckled, his aura of ease imbuing the air with peace.

      Wekin’s eyes sparkled.

      “Treasure. Jewels.” Dathiem spoke up. “Yes, you can find them here. If you want them, you need to go through the dranagins. What are you going to do about them?”

      A ball of white smoke appeared above them, stretching into a ring before disappearing.

      “What was that?” Eliesmore exclaimed.

      “The dranagins have smoking contests,” Idrithar called from the rear of the company. “Never fear; they rarely come up here, but when the big one moves, the ground shakes. It is best to stay away from the edge.” Even as he spoke, he tripped, sending a scattering of rocks and scales rolling down the mountainside.

      “Idrithar.” Arldrine gasped, eyeing him with worry.

      “’Tis nothing,” he waved her concern away. “My balance is not what it was.”

      When evening fell, the company collapsed with exhaustion. Eliesmore’s ribs were sore, and he could see pain mirrored on everyone else’s faces. He sank down on the path, gasping for breath. Dathiem moved from one to the other, changing bandages and dropping a word of encouragement here and there. Zhane and Ellagine remained upright, keeping watch through the night.

      Billows of smoke continued to rise above the Green Company as they walked through the mountain of fire. Once they heard a dull roar, shaking the ground, but they walked on. Eliesmore held out his hands for balance, watching the silver stalagmites shiver from the vibrations. A note rang out, high and sweet. “The song of the mountain,” Zhane told them.

      “It’s beautiful,” Optimistic breathed, lifting his face.

      Eliesmore listened as the roar came again and the song bellowed out like chimes, cascading down upon them like a waterfall. The song made him forget his aches and pains; it thudded below his feet, winding into his heart as he walked.

      As evening fell, Dathiem announced, “The path ends soon; we will be out tomorrow.”

      “One day,” Wekin remarked. “I will come back here.”

      The Green Company relaxed, sitting down on the path to rest for the night. As they unwrapped leaves of mocholeach, a mushroom of fire and smoke blasted up from beneath the mountain, searing them with heat. Eliesmore jumped back, bumping into Optimistic as if he’d been burned.

      Idrithar stood, leaning over the edge as he walked a few paces back the way they had come. "The dranagins are waking up." As if responding, another mushroom of fire billowed up, and a roar vibrated in the deep as the air shifted. "We should leave!" Idrithar sprang back as a high-pitched screech echoed.

      A vibration shook the ground. Eliesmore pitched forward as he stood, losing his footing as his companions began to shout.

      “Run!”

      “Idrithar, stand back.”

      “Move.”

      “Hurry.”

      A rift split across the path, cutting Idrithar and Arldrine off from the company. Zhane pushed Eliesmore and Optimistic ahead as he turned back to help them.

      Visra spread her wings to lift off. A frown covered her face as her broken wing collapsed limply against her back. More cracks appeared under their feet. The gap separating Arldrine and Idrithar was widening.

      “Go!” Idrithar called. “Don’t wait.”

      "Come on," Zhane beckoned, encouraging them to leap across.

      Arldrine took a running start, jumping across the break in the path as a second roar split the air. This time they all heard the beating of wings as a creature rose toward them.

      Eliesmore ran, looking back to see if his companions were coming. He caught a glimpse of the beast as it wheeled above them. A tail swung through the air, bursting a cluster of silver stalactites. They crashed toward the path above Idrithar.

      “Idrithar,” Wekin screamed. “Watch out.”

      Idrithar leaped as the stalactites disintegrated into crystal and fell. The path groaned as it opened wider like a yawning mouth.

      Eliesmore froze, watching the crystals.

      Idrithar landed on both feet as another roar ripped through the mountain. A mushroom of fire went up, clouding the air with smoke. A winged beast twirled through the smoke. Its great claws reached out as it snatched at Idrithar. Eliesmore could see the defeat on Idrithar’s face. “Go. Don’t look for me.”

      The crystals shattered across the path, the road split, and the dranagin roared. It seemed to Eliesmore that Idrithar folded his arms across his chest and leaped into the gap in the road as the dranagin flew above him.

      A numbness consumed Eliesmore as he stared. Faintly he heard a terrible screaming echo and reecho through the mountain of fire.

      “No, no, no!” Wekin shrieked. “Idrithar! Come back!”

      Zhane grabbed Arldrine. “We must go on. Run.” His words came out weak, and his face was pale.

      Eliesmore sank down on the path. He felt Optimistic grab his shoulder, pulling him back up. “We mustn’t stop,” Optimistic told him in a broken voice.

      “Run,” Zhane whispered. Everyone was frozen and stunned, staring down at the place where Idrithar had fallen. “Líhíthír,” Zhane commanded in Iaen.

      Dathiem took the lead as they stumbled forward, gaining speed as grief swept through them. Eliesmore’s ribs were sore as he ran, feeling as if a beast had sat on his heart. After all they had been through and after all the dangers, Idrithar was gone. Gone. The word burned his brain like hot tongs of fire. The horrible nightmare played and replayed in his mind. The path split open. The crystals fell. The dranagin dived. Idrithar fell.

      He wished it were a vision as the Green Company ran out of the mountain into the dampness of the night. They moved onward beneath the stars. They continued as fire lit up the mountains. The ground continued to vibrate under their feet, and Eliesmore let his thoughts fade.

      Much later, he heard Dathiem say, “We have to stop soon, Zhane; everyone is too tired to go on.”

      Zhane hung his head, taking deep shuddering breaths. “You’re right. We have traveled all night.”

      Eliesmore threw himself down on a soft patch of grass. When he woke, his companions were still sleeping. Glashar kept watch. Her large eyes were concerned as she glanced at him, giving him the briefest nod of acknowledgment.

      Eliesmore ate some dried meat as he climbed to a high ledge to observe his surroundings. He felt a lump in his throat as he surveyed the blue sky. It seemed much closer than usual, almost as if he could reach out and touch it. To the west, a group of dark clouds covered the sky; beyond them, white peaks glistened in daylight. These were sights Idrithar would never see again. Again, the nightmare rose before his eyes. The path split open. The crystals fell. The dranagin dived.

      Eliesmore crossed his arms, shivering in the face of despair as he kept watch. His companions woke and ate at intervals before passing out again, yet the temptation of more sleep did not sway him. As the day was drawing to a close, Eliesmore heard a distant sound coming from the mountain of fire. Howls echoed through the foothills, arousing a strong determination within him. He clenched his fists. Not this time. “Wothemoc,” he called.

      Zhane shook himself awake; his eyes were red, and his face was drawn. He stroked his chin before bowing his head in remembrance.

      “The Rakhai are out there. It sounds like they are traveling in the mountains of fire,” Eliesmore informed Zhane.

      Zhane nodded, running his fingers through his hair. “We should go then.”

      Arldrine limped up to him; she’d lost her crutch somewhere in the tussle. Standing tall, she made a fist and placed it on her breast. “Not without a moment of silence for Idrithar.”

      “Aye.” Zhane nodded his head.

      Eliesmore climbed down from the ledge as the ten members of the Green Company came together in a circle. Eliesmore put his hand on his heart and bowed his head. Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw Yamier and Wekin brushing away tears. Optimistic's face was a mixture of shock and disbelief. A deep sorrow consumed them as they stood in silence, accepting with bitter regret the loss of their leader, one of the Wise Ones, Idrithar the Cron.

      Dathiem was the first to open his eyes and raise his head. He began to sing a mournful lament. Optimistic joined him. Their sonorous voices carried the somber tune through the air. Eliesmore felt the lament deep in his heart. He opened his mouth. He knew which words his tongue should sing next. He reached out a hand, placing it on Optimistic’s shoulder. He placed the other on Zhane’s shoulder. Optimistic copied his movements until they stood as one with their voices and arms entwined as they mourned the loss of a fellow White Steed.

      As they sang, Eliesmore saw the stars in the sky go out one by one like a candle losing its flame. A dark cloud covered the heavens, and a strong wind began to blow. When the last note died away, all that was left was a cloud of darkness, and the Green Company felt their hearts heavy with sadness. Across the misty mountains, dark and cold, snow began to fall, thick and fast.
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      Dathiem stood on a mountain slope, shivering in the cold as he kept watch. He wished for a draught of wine to keep him warm. Since the loss of Idrithar, they’d traveled for days into the cold and snow. They had been lucky to find a grove of trees to rest in. It kept out the driving wind. Dathiem rubbed his hands, blew on them, and tucked them into his cloak as he watched the white world dance around him. The snow would only get worse the farther they went.

      He felt a presence behind him. Thinking it was Glashar, he turned to find Arldrine. She limped to a fallen log outside of the camp and perched on it, letting the snowflakes settle on her hands and feet.

      Dathiem took in her appearance. Like the rest, she was thin, weary from travel, and he could see the telltale signs of pain behind her eyes. He moved to join her. “Winds are strong,” he remarked. “More snow is coming.”

      Arldrine nodded and pulled her cloak tighter around herself. “I’m not sure what to do anymore.”

      A cold shadow passed over Dathiem at her words. “What do you mean?”

      “Dathiem,” Arldrine began again. “You are one of Zhane’s closest friends. He is our leader now, and I don’t know how to tell him.” Her voice broke off, and she turned to stare at the effects of the wind.

      “Ah,” Dathiem replied; he understood what she was trying to say. “Give me your foot.”

      Arldrine sighed, lifting her leg onto his lap. “Dathiem, I can’t walk much longer. I can’t go on. I need to stop here in the mountains and get better. The company has to go on without me. I’m slowing us down, but how can I tell Zhane?”

      Dathiem took his time answering as he re-bandaged Arldrine’s foot. “You’re right; you shouldn’t be walking on it. You will have a permanent limp if you don’t stop.”

      Arldrine bit her lip. “I don’t want to leave.”

      “I can’t do more for you; my healing supplies are exhausted. I’m sorry,” Dathiem said. “You need to talk to him. Tell Zhane.”

      “How? How?” Arldrine whispered to the wind.

      Silence.

      “Dathiem.” Arldrine clasped her hands in her lap. “How do you do it with Glashar?”

      “Do what?” Dathiem furrowed his brows, not comprehending the question.

      “Love her and stay focused on the quest?” Arldrine asked in a rush, wisps of cold air wafting from her mouth.

      A small smile came to Dathiem’s lips. “How do you breathe and walk? It’s simple. You think too much and too hard. Let your worries go. Let it be.”

      Arldrine folded her fingers into fists. Her face took on a look of misery. She dropped her eyes. “I can’t. I don’t know how.”

      Dathiem said nothing. He sat beside her and stared out into the white world. He wondered how devastated Zhane would feel when Arldrine told him. He found his eyes straying toward Glashar, who wasn’t sleeping but listening instead. Always listening. She couldn’t use her shoulder. The power of the Iaens was fading in the west.
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      From that day onward, things gradually grew worse for the company as they traveled deeper into the snowy mountains. August deepened into September, and the days went by, one the same as the other. Eliesmore watched the twinkling stars go out, one by one, just like a candle, as a dark cloud covered them. Winds blew strong and cold across the barren land. It was mixed with a dizzying blur of snowflakes.

      They lost the Rakhai, and howls no longer echoed through the mountains. The company had a rough time going through what seemed like a wall of snow. The three Iaens and Arldrine could walk above it while the others had to waddle their way through it. Often, they spent nights in a grove of trees sheltered from the wind. If they didn’t find shelter, they would press on, never taking the risk of freezing to death in the snow. But then the trees started growing farther and farther apart, and seldom did a night pass in which they would not have to walk further in order to find protection. Eliesmore longed for a hot, dry desert; he was tired of being cold and wet.

      One day, Glashar announced she saw woísts in the distance. They still had not healed from the attack of the Rakhai; Dathiem had said they weren’t resting enough and were traveling too much. He had run out of medicinal plants and could do nothing more. The cold and wet snow only made the healing process slower.

      As Eliesmore pushed through the snow that day, he thought if they ever did get out, it wouldn’t be without a fight with the woísts while being half frozen. He wondered how the woísts had caught up with them and if the Rakhai had sent them. Eliesmore sighed. They were hungry, cold, wounded, and altogether miserable. Wekin and Yamier were the only ones who carried packs, which were only half full of frozen food. Eliesmore didn’t know what would sustain them when it was gone.

      Suddenly, a strong wind whipped up, blowing snow into their faces. Eliesmore put his head down, trying to keep the hard snow from hitting him. He heard Zhane shouting above the roar of the wind: “Single file! Follow me! Be careful to keep up!”

      Zhane pushed his way ahead, breaking a path for the others. Optimistic, Eliesmore, Wekin, Yamier, and Dathiem followed closely behind. Last came Arldrine, Ellagine, Visra, and Glashar. Soon the strong wind threatened to blow the company over. Eliesmore struggled in the wind. If it hadn’t been for the wall of snow, three feet tall on either side of them, he could not have kept his balance. His movements rolled into a blur as he kept putting one cold foot in front of the other. Time was as tedious as a relentless sun on a hot day. Suddenly he heard a cry; someone was shouting something in Iaen. It was one of the Idrains.

      Eliesmore jerked. His hand fumbled for his sword hilt. Were the woísts catching up? He tried to look, but all he could see was a world of white. His companions were gone. He took a deep breath, stopping the panic. “Zhane!” he called. And then he called, “Optimistic! Yamier! Wekin!” The wind threw his words back in his mouth almost before he could get them out.

      Again, Eliesmore heard a shout from behind: “I see it! I see it! Zhane, look up ahead!”

      What could be seen in the blinding wind? Eliesmore knew not, but he was grateful to find his companions still surrounded him, although they were unseen. He struggled to look ahead, tugging his cloak further over his head. His eyelids were frosted, and his body was numb with cold. Even so, he thought he saw a light. He blinked. It disappeared. He squinted as the wind lessened. After a few more feet, the snow ceased. His speed increased as he moved forward and the wind stopped altogether.

      Eliesmore looked ahead and forgot about Zhane and Optimistic in front of him. What he saw made him blink, draw a cold breath, and stare again. He saw a tree. It was about seven feet tall with thick branches stretched out like welcoming hands. Instead of leaves, it was loaded with golden brown fruit that shimmered against the white light of the snow. Out from the great tree shone the golden-brown light, and ten feet away from the tree, on all sides, there was green grass and warmth. Eliesmore could not tear his eyes away from it. Zhane, catching sight of the tree, ran, threw himself on his knees, and cast off the hood to his cloak. He kneeled there with his eyes closed and his head turned upward, bathing in the light.

      As the others caught up, Zhane opened his eyes and stood, beckoning them to come inside the circle of the tree and enjoy the warmth. Eliesmore and the others drew near, feeling the heat radiating out from the tree. Eliesmore took off his hood and stepped into the circle; instantly warmth like the summer sun engulfed him.

      “Come,” said Zhane, “we are at the tree before the very last miles. Come and eat and be warm before we go on.”

      Eliesmore picked a pear from the tree, feeling as if the light from the tree was radiating in him and thawing him from the constant chill. Bringing the pear to his mouth, he took a bite. Sweet nectar exploded in his mouth; some of it dripped down his chin as beauty, light, and warmth consumed him. When he finished it, he took another bite and another bite until he was forced out of his reprieve by Ellagine talking to Zhane.

      “Arldrine cannot walk on her foot anymore,” she said with her eyes downcast.  “There is nothing I can do for her.”
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      “Zhane,” Arldrine croaked out. Her lips were chapped, and her mouth was dry from the cold.

      He knelt by her side, reaching out to tuck her hood more securely around her face. “Please,” he whispered, “don’t look at me like that.”

      She shook her head, unable to stop her lips from quivering. “I can’t go on. I have to stay here.”

      He reached out his hands and gripped her arms as if he could heal her. His eyes grew wide in concern, and she could see him struggle to stay calm. “What will we do without you?” His voice broke, and he bent his head, looking away. When it was safe to go on, he continued. “Arldrine, we need you.”

      “I will only slow down the company. My foot is lame; I can’t run. You know me staying here gives Eliesmore his best chance.” She dropped a hand to his shoulder and squeezed it as if she could persuade him with a touch.

      Zhane, hearing the truth in her words, moved forward. He sat down beside her and pulled her into his lap, holding her tight while he buried his face in her shoulder. She stroked his head before wrapping her arms around him, returning the embrace. She allowed his warmth to envelop her like the fog on the mountains. This was a moment she would treasure, and she felt her iron will almost give in to the temptation as he held her.

      At last, he pulled back and sat up. “The woísts…”

      “Will the woísts come this way?” Arldrine inquired. “No, I think they are going a different way.”

      “But, Arldrine, what if they do come? You cannot fight them alone,” Zhane worried.

      “Nehíthermal.” Arldrine paused, turning away from his searching eyes. “Zhane, you are right, but I will delay you.”

      “Better to delay us than to be captured by woísts.” Zhane sank down once again, as if too weary to go on.

      Arldrine nudged him, still unable to look him in the eye. “Go. I will come if it will help the company. Just get everyone away from here. We have to keep moving.”

      “We should go,” Glashar called from where she stood next to Dathiem. “We should go now.”

      Arldrine stood up, balancing carefully on her lame leg. “Go ahead,” she encouraged Zhane. “I’ll be slow.”

      “Okay…” He reluctantly let go of her as if he didn’t believe her.

      Arldrine watched as the Green Company picked up their bags, hesitant to step into the brutal cold. She could already feel the tears in the back of her eyes; tears she refused to let fall. Instead, she slung her bow on her back, and as the snow hid her companions, she turned back to the tree and began to climb it. Dogged determination was all that was left as she swung from branch to branch. She could hear a long rank of deadly creatures marching through the ice and snow. Wedging herself on a tree branch, she took her bow, nocked an arrow in it, and waited.
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      Zhane felt a deep sense of foreboding as he led the Green Company back out into the cold. A blast of icy air slapped his face. Tugging his cloak over his eyes, he shielded his face. He glanced back to count the heads that followed him into the swirling white world. He was sure there were ten. He was certain Arldrine was there. If she could hold on a little longer, they would reach the Green World, where snow and ice could not drag them to a frozen death.

      He led them through snowdrifts as the wind howled like a monster trapped in a cage. He noted, with relief, that the drifts began to fade, and he stomped onward relentlessly. Taking one cold breath after the other, he waited and tested the air for the rich scent of fresh mud and rain to ensure he was on the right track. Sadness punched his chest as he was reminded of the times he and Idrithar, and sometimes Dathiem, had marched through the mountains. They were lost and unsure when they would be able to rest again. The first time he’d come upon the tree, it was a welcome surprise. They had been at their wits’ end. They were near frozen, out of food, and unaware of the respite the mountains brought. Zhane was sure there were other places like it, pockets of hope and healing in the mountains. He craned his head back, hoping to catch sight of Arldrine. It was too dark.

      Snow turned to rain, and the drifts changed to slush and mud, slick and slippery as they marched. A dark whisper echoed across the peaks; a chant drew nearer. Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil. A chant Zhane hoped had been swallowed in the Holesmoles with the monsters of darkness. Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

      “Woísts!” Dathiem cried, his voice cutting clearly through the air.

      “They are coming from the north,” Ellagine called.

      Zhane cocked his head. “They haven’t seen us yet. Run,” he ordered, picking up the pace.

      He led them through the muck as the night consumed them. He took them into the land with short yellow grass and scarce underbrush.

      

      Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

      Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

      

      The chanting of the woísts drew dangerously close, forcing Zhane to draw his sword. They materialized out of the darkness; a battleax whirled past Zhane's head. "Draw your swords," he roared. He moved into the shadows as the armed creatures leaped in front of him, one after the other. He drove his sword into the underarm of one; he kicked another down into the snowdrifts. An arrow flew by; he assumed it was from Glashar.

      As quickly as they had come, the creatures disappeared, as if they were called off by some invisible master. Zhane could still hear the army marching away, and he drew a cold breath. His muscles tightened.

      
        
        Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

        Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

      

      

      As the chant faded, a cold shadow fell over Zhane, and he knew, even before he heard the rushing of a waterfall and led the company up the hidden path into the Green World. He knew, even as he touched their heads and counted them as he passed. Eliesmore and Optimistic. Yamier and Wekin. Dathiem and Glashar. Ellagine and Visra. He knew as he waited, his eyes widening as he looked back out. “Arldrine!” he shouted, letting his voice carry across the mountains. She wasn’t there. His chest heaved as he grabbed Ellagine’s shoulder. “Was she with us? Did she come with us?”

      Ellagine’s face fell; all signs of her pale green glimmer were gone. “She’s gone, Zhane,” she whispered.

      “No.” Zhane shook his head in disbelief. “No.”

      “Zhane, come rest,” Dathiem called.

      “I can’t!” Zhane snapped, a growing fury rising within him.

      He walked back to the entrance, shielding his eyes as he looked back out the way they had come. He hoped to see her creeping through the mud, coming to join them. But he knew it was too late, she was already gone.
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      Zhane stood above the waterfall, watching the water descend. It was a reminder, despite the unfortunate circumstances, that he had to be like the rushing waters; he had to move on. He cursed under his breath. He was still unable to believe Arldrine had disappeared from his life. He wanted to do right by her; he had meant to cherish and protect her, yet before he could make those vows, she had been ripped away. His fingers twitched. He needed to shed blood. He needed to fight.

      “Zhane.” Dathiem strode up beside him, crossing his arms.

      “You wouldn’t have any more wine by any chance?” Zhane asked, glancing at his friend.

      Dathiem bit his tongue. “Nay. I wish we’d loaded a barrel to drag behind us as we marched. This day would not appear as bleak.”

      Zhane nodded, wishing for the small comfort of a drink. “You and I have seen much good and evil.”

      “Aye.” Dathiem reached out, clasping a hand on Zhane’s shoulder. “This is an unfortunate turn of events. We can go back and search…”

      “I am tempted,” Zhane admitted. “We made a vow; we go forward. We are close to the Constel Heights.”

      Dathiem dropped his hand. His eyes were drawn to the waters.

      “Do you still think ill of the Iaen?” Zhane prompted.

      Dathiem’s head snapped up, his dark eyes wide as a blush began to cover his cheeks. “The Iaen?”

      “Yes, months ago when we started out you made dark allegations against them,” Zhane spread his hands as if it would jog Dathiem’s memory.

      Dathiem pulled his long braid over his shoulder. Unlike Zhane, he’d never cut his hair. “You were right, Zhane; there is nothing to fear from them, especially now. They have lost their powers here in the west. I’d say Eliesmore is free from their designs.”

      “Good.” Zhane gave a sigh of relief. “I hoped you would say as much. There is enough to deal with here without you going on a killing spree.”

      “Those days are done.” Dathiem scowled.

      “I am glad to hear those words from you,” Zhane repeated. He glanced down into the water again. “Let me sit here with my grief for a time; I must move past this before I am able to lead us on.”

      Dathiem reached out, and the two shared a quick embrace.

      “I am sorry, my friend,” Dathiem whispered.
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      Dathiem sat miserably on a rocky ledge. Below him, a waterfall poured down into one of the seven rivers that led to Oceantic. Green grass surrounded him with generous trees that reached to higher ledges. The air was pure and sweet; it was a beacon of balmy hope. He felt useless. The company had mourned, their voices blending in a wild lament, although none could share Zhane’s grief. The four Crons would miss their strong friend, yet no one would miss Idrithar and Arldrine like Zhane did. They were his closest and longest companions, aside from Dathiem.

      Dathiem lifted his long braid to cut it off, knowing he should express his grief. In the tradition of a Tider, when a great calamity came, they cut their hair off as a sign of respect. He sighed, recalling the time he’d traveled with Zhane and Idrithar. They had been together at the Green World after bearing the cold of the mountains, and they had laughed when they found warmth, food, and good fortune. The world had been dark during those days; the One had not risen, but the Rakhai had not either. The Changers still ruled, and yet they found joy in their discoveries. Without warning, it was over. Joy was torn out of their grasp, and they were doomed to move on in secret and in sorrow.

      The sound of a step brought Dathiem out of his brooding, dark thoughts. Glashar walked toward him. He opened his arms as he felt his heart expanding. When she was with him, everything felt pure, whole, and right. He did not know how to explain the intensity of his feelings for her, so he showed her instead.

      “Glashar.” He inhaled her light scent, folding her fragile body into his arms and holding her tight.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling herself onto his lap until their faces were even.

      “Don’t cut it off.” She touched his long braid. “I like your hair long.”

      His lips caressed her cheek before he responded. “It is my right to honor those who are lost.”

      “I understand.” Her jeweled eyes met his, allowing him to see the sadness behind them. “Dathiem, we could leave now. This quest is taking everything away from us. We can return east and build a life together.”

      He took a deep breath, twining their fingers together. He was careful not to jar her injured shoulder. He’d noticed the shadow that came over her fair features; her golden glow had diminished. The Iaens were too far from home, and he could see the negative effects taking over. He pulled her closer, feeling her quick heartbeat.

      “I can’t leave yet; Zhane has lost everything. We have not reached the Constel Heights. We are close.”

      Glashar stiffened in his arms. “I felt like Zhane once,” she offered, “when the Rakhai came through the forests of Shimla and destroyed my home, killing everyone. I used all my powers to heal, leaving nothing but a shell of myself until I found you. Zhane will find himself again; he will find his hope.”

      “Yes, I have no doubt, but we must stand with him. What kind of White Steeds would we be if we left?” Dathiem bent his head, letting their foreheads touch. “I admit, when I first met Eliesmore, I did not believe in him. After these months of travel, I’m beginning to see why he was chosen. He is not who I expected to be the One; I think there is a reason why that is the case. He holds his own strength. Once we reach the Constel Heights and the Green Stone is dissolved, I will go with you wherever your heart desires.”

      She kissed him hard. She pulled back to smile at him. “Then you don’t believe our love is cursed?”

      He felt a brief flicker of fear and opened his mouth to tell her who he was and what he was. He changed his mind at the happy and hopeful expression on her face. “I care not what others may think, and I care not for curses.”

      He parted her thighs with one hand before covering her mouth with his, feeling their passion heighten as they entwined.
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      White sands stretched before them as the Green Company, only nine companions descended from the Cascade Mountain Range in the desert of Monoxie. They were close. With every footstep, Eliesmore expected to see the great stone towers of the Constel Heights. The air was dry. They were smothered in heat as they walked. The company was downcast with weary hearts. Months ago, they had set out. They had come through many dangers only to lose two companions in the end. It was heartbreaking. Even Eliesmore could not understand why his friends did not fall at the hands of the Rakhai. Were not the Rakhai sent by the Changers to hunt them down? Why did they stay their hand? What were they waiting for?

      Yamier and Wekin trudged along without making remarks about bacon. It had been a while since they’d complained about the lack of food. The lack of water was a more pressing issue. Zhane had made them refill the water skins in the Green World until they had enough to last for two weeks; still, he did not seem pleased. As they walked through the desert, clothes wrapped around their nose and mouths, Eliesmore understood. His cloak seemed to shrink and grow thin against the heat, protecting his skin yet remaining light on his body, whereas it had turned into a thick fur during their journey through the mountains. Nevertheless, Eliesmore constantly found himself sweating and parched.

      One day, as they were eating the second meal, Glashar lept up on a rock and stared east. “They are coming.” Her voice quivered with excitement.

      Eliesmore turned. Glashar looked like a picture with her bow in one hand and the desert wind blowing her long, golden hair. “Who are?” He lifted his eyes to the sky, seeing only an endless canopy of blue.

      “They are.” Glashar did not move. “Those sent from Spherical Land in the Western World. They will be here soon.”

      “Do you see them?” Eliesmore questioned, searching the sky for a dark blur.

      “No.” Glashar shook her head. “I just know; they will be here soon.”

      “Did you hear?” Eliesmore called to his companions. “Help is coming. We will no longer have to fight alone.”

      Zhane turned around. He had a bow in one hand and a lost expression on his face. He nodded and repeated, “They are coming.”

      Glashar climbed down from the rock while Eliesmore took her place. “Listen,” he called to them. “Listen. I know this quest has been hard. I know each of you has given your all because this quest demands it from you. I, myself, did not know what it would take to bring us here, to the brink of salvation. All I ask is that you do not give up; do not lose hope right here at the end. Our hearts have been downcast, but we have to remember why we choose this path. We are the few and the brave. We are doing this not for ourselves, but for the greater good. I would see days of peace come to these lands, and I know you would, too. I refuse to believe we have come this far in vain. Let us not lose hope, not when we are this close to the end.”

      Zhane spun to face Eliesmore, clasping a hand to his chest and then raising it. Dathiem moved beside him, following his example.

      “Well said,” Zhane spoke, raising his bow. “Let's go. The Black Steeds await our presence in the Constel Heights.”

      Optimistic clasped a hand on Eliesmore’s shoulder. “We do have good memories. But Eliesmore, this quest is only the beginning.”

      Eliesmore shook his head as he glanced at Optimistic. This was the end.

      The next day was the twenty-fifth of September. In the morning, they passed a stream and followed it until it dried up. Eliesmore fell in step with Optimistic and Visra, who winked at him. She walked flat-footed and had folded her wings away; Eliesmore had not seen her fly since her wing had been broken.

      “Eliesmore, how do you find the desert?” She scooped up a handful of sand and let it flow through her fingers.

      “Everything looks the same,” he shrugged. “I am grateful Zhane knows the way.”

      “I will tell you what I think.” She made a disgusted face. “It is hot and terrible. And there is nothing to kill because the sun did all the work.”

      “Visra,” Optimistic scolded, chuckling.

      “You laugh.” She poked him in the ribs. “The Holesmoles were better. It was dark and cool with plenty of strange beasts to kill.” She shuddered even as she uttered the words.

      “Visra, may I ask a question?” Eliesmore spoke tentatively.

      “Oh.” She covered her mouth with her hand; her voice dripped with sarcasm. “You want to speak with me? I am honored.”

      Eliesmore bit his lip. “I am serious,” he spoke earnestly. “I think you might be the only one who will speak honestly with me.”

      “Ellagine will not answer your questions?” Visra wiggled her eyebrows, turning to steal an obvious glance at Ellagine.

      “I…” He paused, scratching his head. He was flustered. “Never mind.”

      “Oh, you can’t say no to me. I want to know. What is the question?” Visra placed her hands on her hips, grinning mischievously as she walked. “What is the question?” she asked again.

      “I’m curious too.” Optimistic took her side. “Eliesmore, enlighten us.”

      “I’ve heard it said that the bond between a mortal and immortal is forbidden. Why is that?” Eliesmore spewed out the question before he lost his resolve.

      Visra raised her eyebrows, and her eyes were wide. “Humm…why? You have heard the tales of Magdela the Monrage and her rise to power?” Eliesmore and Optimistic nodded. “She ruled for 100 years, first as a White Steed and then, finally, as a Black Steed. She was the first Blended One to rise to power, and she was a Lady of the Green People. A Queen.” Visra held up her hands, imitating a crown. Her tone dropped lower. “She was odd though. She was only half Green Person; the other half was mortal. She had the blood of a Tider.” Visra shrugged. “Or so rumor says. She wasn’t evil at first, not when her rule began. It was only when she began to study the Great-Black-Evil that she became two-faced, destroying her reputation. When Magdela the Monrage turned on the Iaens, the elders rose up and weaved a powerful spell. They cursed the bond between a mortal and immortal, banishing the mortals from the inner circles of Shimla.”

      “I don’t understand,” Eliesmore interrupted her. “Because one person made a terrible choice, the immortals decided to curse the bond between a mortal and immortal for eternity? It seems harsh. One cannot expect all Blended Ones nor all mortals and immortals to turn to evil ways.”

      Visra arched her eyebrow as if she disagreed. “One cannot expect?” She gave a short laugh. “You would not do well standing trial before the old councils. They had no mercy. Glashar was one of them,” she mumbled under her breath.

      “I think it was an excessive decision,” Eliesmore went on. “After all, Magdela the Monrage went to the Changers; she chose to study the Great-Black-Evil.”

      “I know Iaens keep their names hidden for they are sacred,” Optimistic cut in. “But no one speaks the name of her parents. Who were they? Do you know?”

      “Their names were hidden, forgotten, and erased.” Visra grinned. “This is dull talk; I can give you no more answers.”

      “Thank you. It does help some, although it doesn’t make sense,” Eliesmore expressed his gratitude.

      Visra held up a finger, stopping him. “It does make sense.” She grinned wickedly. “Haven’t you heard the warning? All immortals speak it at one time or another: beware the Green People. They are up to something.”

      She walked away smirking, elbowing Yamier and Wekin apart as she joined them.

      Eliesmore felt as if a sword of ice stabbed his heart. He took a deep breath, meeting Optimistic’s calm gaze.

      “Don’t worry, Eliesmore,” Optimistic comforted him. “You can’t take everything Visra says word for word.”

      “No, she is not the first one who has said such things. Optimistic, what if the Iaens are right? What if the Green People are up to something and we are too blind to see it?”

      “Eliesmore, you cannot think like that. My parents were mortals like yours, and they spoke highly of the Green People and the time they spent with the Iaens. Think of the time you have spent with them. It is clear the old laws have fallen. Times have changed; the bonds between mortals and immortals are no longer cursed.”

      Before Eliesmore could voice his disagreement, Glashar shouted, “We’re being followed. It looks like Fastshed and company.”

      A cloud of white sand and dust rose up behind them. A solo, black bird flew south with a warning cry. As the nine horses broke out of the cloud of dust, the company stopped, their faces turning somber at what they saw.

      “What happened to them?” Wekin was the first to speak.

      “Do you think the Rakhai got them?” Yamier suggested. “We last saw them at the Cave of Disappearance with the bálangers.”

      “Yes, that situation was dire, but it should not have changed their decision,” Optimistic protested.

      “If they are willing, we will ride as far as we can on them,” Zhane told them. “Keep your lips sealed.”

      Fastshed and company slowed their pace as they reached the company. They stretched their long necks down. Eliesmore marveled at the change that had come over them. Only two of the horses were shining bright white: Flywinger and the horse Arldrine used to ride that was called Goldwind. The others were light brown.

      “The Black Horse Lords ride behind us,” Fastshed announced as he trotted up to Zhane.

      “How far away?” Zhane asked.

      “At least a day. They ride hard.” Fastshed’s dark eyes took in the size of the company. “Where is Idrithar?”

      “Some of us have fallen.” Zhane bent his head. “May we ride?”

      “Yes,” Fastshed affirmed.

      Eliesmore walked to Flywinger, noting Optimistic walked to Goldwind. Dathiem helped the shorter ones mount up. Eliesmore saw Dathiem kiss Glashar before he turned to mount up. Clearly, they were not worried about the curse between mortals and immortals.

      In spite of the horses being darker, Eliesmore enjoyed the ride. He had forgotten how freeing it felt to speed through the land with the wind at his back. He leaned down over Flywinger and said in his ear, “Can you talk as you run?”

      “Some,” answered Flywinger. “What do you want to know?”

      “What happened to you at the Cave of Disappearance?”

      “We escaped. Ran past the Monrages.” Flywinger spoke unevenly between breaths. “What happened to you?”

      “We went through the Holesmoles,” Eliesmore said.

      “You did what?” Flywinger whinnied, slowing down from his fast gallop.

      “Shh…don’t let the others know. We went through the Holesmoles, and it was horrible.” Eliesmore shuddered at the memory.

      “We went over,” Flywinger went on. “The mountains were hard. The Black Horse Lords chased us. We had an argument about turning back. Fastshed and the others are losing belief in the White Steeds.”

      “Oh,” sighed Eliesmore. “While they are with us, we must travel with all speed.”

      Flywinger bent his neck as if to nod and quickened his pace to catch up with the others. Eliesmore held Flywinger’s mane and leaned into the gallop. Closing his eyes, he smiled as the breeze blew past him.

      Sometime later, he opened his eyes and looked up at the dark blue sky with clouds lazily floating by. He looked back, and he could see a mass of darkness. Eliesmore shouted up to Zhane: “The woísts and Black Horse Lords are coming!”

      “Full speed ahead.” Zhane waved them forward.

      A hot wind blew as the horses galloped through the sand. They went until their feet were caked with sand and all eighteen of the travelers were hot and thirsty. At last, they came to a stream, and by that time, they could no longer see the black pack behind them. The horses plunged their noses into the water while the others slipped off the horses and drank.

      When night darkened around them, they stopped for a quick reprieve. “Shouldn’t we continue?” Eliesmore asked.

      “If you feel like it,” Dathiem answered.

      “Let’s keep going,” Zhane confirmed.

      They mounted back up, and though no one said it, they all were considering how long Fastshed and company would stay with them.

      They galloped into the darkness of the night. The moon was hidden by clouds and the stars did not dare peek out. Eliesmore wondered if a storm was brewing because a fierce wind blew. It sometimes lifted the sand a few feet and scattered it back on the ground. It was annoying for the horses because they had to run with sand blowing against their legs. The wind made the air hotter, and Eliesmore began to feel out of sorts. He wished himself in a forest where the trees stretched their great leaves to cool the earth and strange enchanting shadows flitted through the trees. In a forest, one never knew what could happen; in a wide, desert plain, one could see everything.

      The wind kept picking up, and by morning, Zhane shouted, “Lie down, cover your faces, and don’t move. A sand storm is coming!”

      The company slid off the horses and threw themselves on the ground, covering themselves with their cloaks despite the heat. The wind was strong and blew sand everywhere.

      The storm finally let up when it was close to the second meal. The Green Company stood, blinking sand out of their eyes and shaking their clothes. The desert was changed; it looked as if someone had come through and swept sand into mounds. Eliesmore looked around; he was confused. He couldn’t tell whether they were going backward or forward or to the left or right. He felt tired, hungry, dirty, and thirsty. He looked at Zhane for direction.

      “Wekin, will you draw us a map?” Zhane asked.

      Wekin groaned as he sat up. “I’d rather have food, water, and sleep,” he complained, but he traced a map of the western South World in the sand.

      When Wekin finished his map, Zhane examined it. “You left out most of the streams and rivers.”

      “Even those aren’t on the most detailed maps,” Wekin retorted indignantly.

      Zhane stroked his chin as he considered their next steps. “Ahead there ought to be a river or a stream that we can follow the rest of the way to the Constel Heights. The other one we were following dried up long ago. Come on. We shall all walk to find the river.”

      “Walk? And when shall we stop for rest?” Wekin exclaimed.

      “At night of course,” replied Zhane and walked off.

      “Night? But that’s a long way off!” protested Wekin.

      “Not as long as you think, Wekin Cron,” Dathiem said as he followed Zhane.

      “What about eating?” questioned Yamier.

      “When we reach the stream,” Zhane called back.

      Although the stream seemed to be just around the next mound of sand, it wasn’t. The companions walked on sore feet and tired hooves until nightfall. The stream appeared, winding through the sandy banks. They drank, refilled their water skins, and refreshed themselves before passing out to sleep.

      The days blurred together, one after the other. Fastshed and company ran while the woísts and Black Horse Lords followed the Green Company. One day, Eliesmore woke to see seven of the nine horses were dark brown. The next moment, they were galloping east toward the prairie lands of Monoxie and the Jaded Sea. As they went, Eliesmore saw them turn black, and the word “traitors” hung in his mind. As he watched, a velvet nose bumped his shoulder. Flywinger stood behind him. “I’ll go with you, Eliesmore.”

      “Thank you.” Eliesmore placed a hand on Flywinger’s nose. “I’m afraid it won’t help much now. Go ahead to the Constel Heights, and wait for me there.”

      “I will meet you there,” Flywinger said and sprang away.

      Eliesmore watched as Flywinger galloped away. Suddenly Goldwind was beside him. “I would like to join Flywinger,” she began. “But I will go see about the woísts. My mistress was with them last when she fell. I would like to know about it, with your leave.”

      Eliesmore nodded. “You may go.”

      “Thank you,” called Goldwind, and she, too, galloped off.

      Eliesmore planted his feet and crossed his arms, feeling a scowl cross his brow.

      “I saw them turn.” Zhane came up beside him.

      “What happens now?” Eliesmore asked.

      Zhane dropped a hand to his sword hilt. “We are five days from the Constel Heights. We will fight.”
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      Year 797 (146 years ago). Daygone.

      

      “You lied to me!” she accused, pressing a finger at into his chest. “You did not tell me who you were and what you were. You let me believe you had the same desires I had and now look at us. Look at her!”

      They were in the tower. Below, on the ground, their daughter stood. She was a Changer. He could see her shifting, looking like a Green Person, then like a mortal, and finally like him: a blend of flesh and spirit. Her power was strong; she would persuade many to follow her. Forcing his gaze away from Magdela he turned back to his former lover, Lady of the Green People. He slapped her hand away. He was annoyed with her anger and frustrated that she dared come to rebuke him instead of celebrating the life they had created together. Created. So, he was allowed to create children. Blood of my blood.

      “I never lied to you,” he growled at her, determined to show her he was the alpha. This time they would play games according to his rules and not hers. Her time was over. “Perhaps you have always known who I am. What I am. What my name is. Yet you refused to reveal yours, forcing me to search for it. Yet I should have known all along exactly who you are.”

      “You betrayed me.” Green light exploded around her. He could see the flames on her fingers reaching for his neck. It would be too easy to rip her open and to tussle with her as he drained her dry, ripping her strength from her bosom. “You betrayed my family.”

      “You cannot be angry with me,” he bellowed. Her fury caused him to ignite. “I told you who I was. I told you of my crimes, yet you came willingly, tossing yourself at me and seducing me with knowledge of the Green Stone. Now I know who you are.”

      She stopped. He’d struck a chord. His hand shot out, closing around her throat and squeezing. Her eyes narrowed as they gazed into his. Her eyes were as blue as the waves of Oceantic. Her feet kicked at him as he lifted her, holding her out over the highest tower. The wind nipped at her hair, blowing it around her face and allowing him to see the brown in it. He squeezed her throat, cutting off all air. Her fingers closed around his, unable to undo his iron grasp.

      “I know who you are,” he repeated. And let go.

      She dropped from his hands over the edge of the tower, falling into mist toward the rocks below. He watched with his eyes narrowed, waiting for the moment when his suspicions would be revealed. He would find out exactly who had been playing a game with him in his moment of weakness. No more. He cursed. No more.

      Before her face hit the rocks, he saw the wings shoot out of her back, wings much like a Xctas. They had a span of six feet. With one beat of her wings, she was saved from death, and she rose. Green light furled from her body. She was spurred onward by the curling of her wings as she flew. She returned on the updraft of the air, coming back to the archway of his tower. She landed with her great wings still stretched out behind her.

      “You.” Her finger jabbed out at him again as she caught her breath. Her face twisted. “Sarhorr,” she hissed his name.

      “Shalidir,” he spat back.
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      Zhane held out a hand for them to halt at the bottom of a grassy hill. It sloped upwards, and beyond it, Eliesmore could see a black flag, waving in the breeze.

      “The castle lies just over the hill.” Zhane swung his pack down from his back and rolled it open.

      “We are going in there, aren’t we?” Wekin asked, craning his neck to see more.

      Zhane tossed waterskins into the grass. “No. Just Eliesmore and Optimistic.”

      “You’re not coming with me?” Eliesmore managed to squeak out.

      “No.” Steel clanged as Zhane unrolled a pack a sword hilts. They were replicas of the Jeweled Sword, and he stood, passing one to each of them. “We are the decoy. Confusion and stealth will help us. Put these over the hilt of your sword,” he instructed them. “They will fit. If we all carry the Jeweled Sword, the Black Steeds will not know whom to strike.”

      Visra laughed. “They will know. They can smell power.”

      Optimistic pulled out the Green Stone, shaking it out of the bag. “They can smell remnants of power. If we all hold the Green Stone, even for a moment, we can confuse them.”

      Ellagine stepped back. “Go ahead,” she encouraged. “We Iaens do not need to touch it. They will not be looking for an immortal.”

      “Listen.” Zhane focused on Eliesmore and Optimistic. “Keep your hoods up; the cloaks will give you limited invisibility. Go up this hill and across the meadow. You will see a courtyard with guards at the gate. Stay to the right and climb over the wall. If you see anyone look in your direction, stay still and stay low. Once you are in the courtyard, you will see a dark entrance. Enter and make an immediate left. Count thirty-six doors on your right and forty-two doors on your left. You will find a short hall with a door at the end. This door is where the fountain is. The halls are well-guarded, and the Dark Servant will sense your presence. Stay alert; you will have to be clever.”

      “And the rest of you?” Optimistic’s face was laced with worry.

      Ellagine glanced back the way they had come. “The woísts are coming.”

      “We will distract the watching eyes and the guards,” Zhane explained. “If the Dark Servant has his eyes on us, perhaps he will not notice what is happening under his nose.”

      Eliesmore took the Green Stone from Wekin. It was larger than he remembered. It had cracks running across the surface. Power vibrated through it, filling his soul with eager anticipation.

      “After this, what will you do?” Eliesmore lifted his eyes, taking in his companions and his protectors.

      “This is it.” Dathiem strung an arrow in his bow. “We came for the battle.”

      Ellagine smiled at Eliesmore, but he noticed her eyes were sad.

      “Remember the directions,” Zhane warned. “Actually, I would like both of you to repeat them to me.”

      “Around the castle to the left, I think. Then over the wall into the dark entrance, left. Thirty-six right and forty-two left. Hall and door. Then I’ll keep guard,” Optimistic said.

      “You go around to the right,” Zhane corrected and turned to Eliesmore.

      “Right around the castle and climb the wall into the courtyard. From there, we go into the dark entrance and instantly left. Then count thirty-six doors on the right and another forty-two on the left. There will be a short hall with a door at the end,” Eliesmore recited. “Do we count all the doors on either side of the hall?”

      “Yes,” answered Zhane. “They are few and scattered. Remember, go silently. Keep your weapons close at hand, and watch for the guards. They are stationed everywhere.”

      Zhane made the two repeat the directions twice more before they said goodbye.

      Eliesmore walked up to each of them, clasping their shoulders. A heavy weight lay on his heart as he thought he might never see them again.

      “Thank you for leading the way,” he told Zhane, “and remaining faithful, regardless.”

      Zhane nodded; his face was tense.

      Eliesmore smiled as he walked up to Yamier and Wekin. “Thank you, my friends. Never lose your adventurous spirit.”

      “Promise.” Wekin grinned. “Every time you eat bacon, remember us.”

      Eliesmore laughed as he walked to Dathiem and Glashar. He wished them well.

      Visra stuck out her tongue at him with her eyes glowing. He recoiled from touching her. “Thank you, Visra.”

      She sniffed. “I just came for the battle.” She twirled her blade.

      Eliesmore felt himself smile despite her words. He walked to Ellagine last. He looked up at the tall Lady of the Green.

      “It is as I said. Here you find yourself. You are about to dissolve the Green Stone.” She smiled, but her eyes were guarded. “You know what to do next?”

      “Yes.” He nodded. “Find the Phutal and destroy it.”

      “Go to Daygone,” Ellagine countered. “Destroy it once and for all.” Reaching out a hand, she squeezed his shoulder before pushing him away.

      He had more to say to her, but she was already drawing her sword.

      She smiled. “Goidíler,” she said in Iaen. “Thrílílí ea shílí coímí tvú.”

      Gray rock became visible as Eliesmore and Optimistic trudged up the hill, massive torrents stood in the sky, their peaks adorned with gray flags. The castle looked as if it had been built by giants. Slabs of stone stretched east and west. Eliesmore guessed it would take him the better part of a morning if he chose to walk around it. The castle had been built in layers; the outer layer rose about six feet high while the second layer stood at least twelve feet tall. Each layer of rock and towers doubled in height. Eliesmore guessed each flag represented a lookout post and imagined eyes were watching him and Optimistic.

      Eliesmore felt his eyes grow wide in awe. “We should crawl,” he told Optimistic. His legs were trembling. “The grass is tall; it will hide us.”

      “Agreed.” Optimistic knelt, and the two of them slithered down the hill.

      The meadow was wide, and it took quite some time to crawl toward the courtyard walls. By the time they arrived, Eliesmore’s elbows and knees were sore, but he was confident they had not been seen. Eliesmore sat against the cold stones of the wall. He took a deep breath and nodded at Optimistic. “Ready?”

      “Yes.” Optimistic crouched.

      In one leap, their fingers caught the top of the stone, and they pulled themselves upward. Eliesmore listened to the thump of his heartbeat. Hurry. Hurry. Faster. Faster. He lay flat on top of the wall, holding his breath before springing down. Optimistic did not make a noise as they landed in the courtyard. As Zhane had warned them, guards paced back and forth. Eliesmore was surprised to see they were mere Crons dressed in silver mesh. They held helmets in their hands as they walked.

      “Look!” One pointed a gloved hand to the south. “Up on the hill.”

      “Alert the guards,” the second one called.

      Optimistic signaled for them to move. As Eliesmore crouched, he took a sharp breath in surprise. Glass figures were rooted to the ground in front of him. They were white beings that were bent over and crooked. They dotted the courtyard, ranging in size. The figures bore a slight resemblance to mortals. While they did not have hands and feet, they had faces that were horrible, fierce, and wild. He felt a deep sorrow as he gazed at the beings. It was as if they had been taken against their wills and captured. They seemed both dead and alive. Optimistic’s face was horrified as he pushed Eliesmore forward. Remembering his legs, Eliesmore dashed into the dark entrance. He hurled himself to the left and bumped up against the wall. He stopped. “What were those beings?” He gasped.

      “I believe we saw the spirits of the trees.” Optimistic scanned the area before moving forward toward a staircase. “I don’t understand, Eliesmore. They never come out. Never. Even the Iaen seldom have the pleasure of dancing with them. They are shy creatures called Trespirles. Spirles for short. I wonder if we can set them free.”

      “The spirit of the trees,” Eliesmore repeated. “I did not know they were alive.”

      “Eliesmore, everything is alive,” Optimistic responded. “One. There is the first door.”

      “Thirty-six right, forty-two left, thirty-six right, forty-two left,” Eliesmore repeated.

      They began to count, moving through the castle at a pace between a run and a walk. Around them, they could hear the sound of an army preparing for battle.

      “Thirty-six,” Optimistic panted. “We take a right here.”

      Eliesmore dashed around the corner and came to a stop. Five fully-armed Crons paused when they saw Eliesmore and Optimistic dash up. One raised his sword. “White steeds! Kill them!” he ordered.

      “We have to run for it,” Optimistic warned. He lifted his bow, and his first arrow drove through the shoulder of a Cron, pinning the Cron to the wall. Optimistic’s second shaft slide into a Cron’s leg, throwing him onto his back and knocking the wind out of him. Eliesmore unsheathed his sword and ran, slashing one Cron across the chest and hitting the other on the head. Optimistic’s arrow took out the last one.

      “Let’s go,” Optimistic encouraged, moving past Eliesmore and snatching an arrow from his quiver. “You have the Green Stone. More will come.”

      They dashed up a staircase, counting doors as they went. At last they came to vast hall. Eliesmore felt his eyes widen in alarm as he saw an army of Crons rise to meet them.

      “This is bad,” Optimistic whispered. “I will take as many as I can. Run, Eliesmore.

      Eliesmore paused, taking a deep breath as he raised his sword. He ran toward the roaring Crons as white-tipped arrows zinged past him. He saw a sea of angry faces; red mouths were wide open as they screamed at him to stop. He saw swords raised and archers drop their bows. He heard the clash of armor smacking the stone floor. As Crons fell, three more took their places. They were determined to reach him. A sword struck his cloak, knocking him over. He fumbled on his feet as he was pushed and jostled. He swung. Hair and sweat dripped into his eyes as he struggled. There were too many.

      He lifted his sword and cried out as he pushed against the mass. A silver voice burst through the air. It was the sound of a horn, calling. It sounded once. Twice. Thrice.
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      “Prepare for battle,” Zhane ordered as Eliesmore and Optimistic disappeared down the hill. His fingers itched in anticipation. He was ready to swing his sword. He was ready for blood. “We have the high ground. We will hold the hill until they overwhelm us. Then we will retreat to the castle. If all goes well, relief will come.”

      “If all goes well.” Yamier choked on a bitter laugh. “I wish I were a better sword fighter.”

      “Me, too.” Wekin raised his blade. “Seven of us versus an army of woísts and the Black Horse Lords. We are doomed.”

      “We take as many as we can down with us,” Visra spoke fiercely, waving her sword. “Make them pay.”

      “Dathiem and Glashar, stay to the back. You are our archers.” Zhane waved them behind the company.

      “Visra and I are skilled with the blade,” Ellagine told him. “I’ll take the left. Visra, take the right.”

      Zhane nodded. “Yamier. Wekin. Stay behind me. Try not to die.”

      He lifted his sword with the faux-jeweled hilt, wrapping his fingers around it. He was waiting to strike. The dark mass grew clearer as it raced toward them, and Zhane reeled in surprise when he saw the size of the army. He had expected hundreds of thousands of woísts like they had seen in the Holesmoles. The army that marched toward them was sizable, only about a hundred woísts, small enough to give them hope yet large enough to crush that hope into the ground. Zhane blew out his breath in frustration. His eyes searched the sky for a sign of the army from Mizine. He blinked and squinted. He was unsure whether he saw light from the sun or a dark mass moving toward Castle Range.

      It was already too late. If the woísts were not coming to the Constel Heights, they must be enveloping the rest of the world in rivers of death. As the woísts drew nearer, Dathiem let his first arrow fly. Glashar followed his lead. Two woísts in the front of the pack fell dead.

      A harsh war cry went up as the woísts caught sight of the seven on the hill. Zhane felt every pulse as the creatures raced toward them. He could see their hideous faces and saw the battleaxs raised in their hands. He could see his path open before him. Running forward, he twirled his sword and sliced off the head of a woíst. Kicking out his foot, he knocked over another. He drove his sword into a third, and he turned back around to finish off the one he’d kicked. Behind him, he could hear Visra shrieking with a mad sort of glee. Ellagine wheeled in green, not allowing a woíst within arm’s reach.

      “One for the White Steeds!” Zhane heard Yamier and Wekin celebrate as they took down one woíst together. One less creature for him to fight.

      Arrows zipped past him, and Zhane found himself calling, “Retreat!” They were losing ground fast, and he noticed another army approaching from the east. He’d been wrong about the woísts; they were closing in on all sides. There was no time to glance at the sky as he backed up. They held a terrible position as the woísts pushed them down the hill onto the plain before the castle. It was all Zhane could do to keep his footing. He roared as he sliced through the woísts, knowing those in the castle would send backup to stomp the life out of him and his companions.

      He wheeled in time to see Dathiem and Glashar pressed up against the castle walls. Their arrows were meeting their marks. Several woísts had escaped the pack and were running down the hill toward them. The creatures scattered across the meadow. A battleax spun by Zhane’s head, and he ducked. Over the roar of the battle, he heard the thunder of galloping horses. Lifting a battleax from the ground, he hurled it at the woíst in front of him, cursing under his breath. The Black Horse Lords were coming.

      His head exploded with pain as a woíst dived on top of him. They both went down, clawing and scratching. Zhane managed to push his blade between the woíst’s ribs and shoved it off of him. While he was down there, he slashed at the legs of two more woísts, tripping them up as he rose. He brought his sword down, smashing it between their shoulder blades. Sweat and blood poured from his head.

      Yamier. Wekin. He could not see them anymore. Adrenaline rushed in as he found himself alone on the battlefield. Three woísts ran toward him, and he lifted his sword. If this were the end, it would be an end to remember. He ran toward them, and as he did, a horn sounded.

      He reeled backward as a silvery voice floated through the air, calling. Once. Twice. Thrice. His sword froze in the air as he raised his eyes. A flood of hope burst through him as the echoes from the horn faded. He knew what it was as he stood with his chest heaving. It was the Horn of Shilmi, created by the Green People and given to Legone the Swift. For some mysterious reason, it was brought to the South World. Zhane had last seen it in the hands of Idrithar. He took a deep breath and lifted his eyes.

      A dranagin flew over the top of the hill. A rider, on the dranagin’s back, was holding a horn to his lips. The dranagin perched on the hill and roared, creating a ball of fire to char the grass in the meadow. The rider leaped down and drew his sword. Zhane felt his heart stop as he gasped in astonishment.

      “Idrithar!” he heard Wekin cry.

      “Idrithar!” Yamier echoed.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he could see their fists pumping in the air as they shouted.

      Relief swept through Zhane as Idrithar ran down the hill toward them, and when Zhane lifted his eyes, he could see an army in the air above them. Great birds, Xctas, flew toward them. Each one had an armed Mermi on its back while a ripple of green moved over the plain. Zhane lifted his sword with renewed hope. Help had come.
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      The air was filled with cries and howls as the Xctas, Mermis, and Zikes came. Crons marched out from the courtyard, flinging the gates wide, and forced Glashar away from Dathiem. Hundreds of woísts appeared from the east, and the battle raged. Glashar’s arrows were gone; her cloak was ripped and torn. She held her breath as she searched for him, telling herself not to panic. He would be okay. He was by the wall, searching for arrows.

      He was still standing when she saw him, but his expression told her everything was wrong. He dropped to his knees. He had one hand on his side where the crimson stain spread; it was determined to devour his body. His gaze went slack. He was caught in a fog of pain as his eyes met hers. “Find me,” he said, reaching out a hand. A small smile touched his lips as he pitched forward and collapsed.

      A piercing keening hurled through her ears, threatening to burst her eardrums. She stood in horror. She was unwilling to believe what she saw. Darkness shattered  her vision, and when she became conscious, she found herself standing in the melee, screaming with all her heart.

      The battle continued to rage about her as she took a deep breath and raised her hands, making a fist. She waited for the golden fire to ignite. Nothing happened. Her eyes were wet as she ran to him. Turning him over, she cradled his head in her lap, leaning over him as she tried to regain her healing powers.

      She opened her hands, pleading for her lost powers to return. Sucking in air as hard as she could, she squeezed her eyes shut and searched for the flame of power.

      Please.

      It did not come.

      Please, don’t leave me.

      She tried again. Her fingernails bit into her palms, causing blood to flow.

      Please. Come back.

      It did not come.

      Again.

      Dathiem.

      Her nose began to bleed.

      Again.

      Dathiem.

      Pain smacked into her head as a blood vessel burst against her will.

      Dathiem. Please, don't leave me.

      Nothing.

      She opened her mouth. A terrible sound came from her lips, and she felt as if her soul were ripping and shredding into pieces.
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      As the notes of the horn died away, the Crons fled, leaving Eliesmore and Optimistic alone in the hall. Eliesmore found his feet turning to follow them when Optimistic grabbed his arms. “The horn! It’s a decoy; it’s not for us. We need to go!”

      “It calls.” Eliesmore pushed past Optimistic, pausing as the truth registered. “It calls for us to run. You’re right, Optimistic.”

      “Hurry, we have no time. More Crons will come,” Optimistic warned.

      They fled down the hall, counting as they went. The roar and clash of battle thundered around them as they rushed up staircases, around corners, and, at last, to a short hall with the final door. They slowed to a stop, staring breathlessly at it.

      “We’re here…” Eliesmore faltered. “There’s no guard. Do I simply walk inside? It seems too easy.”

      “Guards will return; the horn was a distraction. Go, Eliesmore. I’ll keep watch.”

      “Optimistic,” Eliesmore began.

      Optimistic pushed him toward the door. “It is time.”

      Eliesmore brushed the folds of his cloak aside as he walked down the hall, a nervousness rising within. To have come so far for this unattainable moment felt wondrous. He reached for the door, expecting it to be locked, but the handle turned, and he stepped inside.

      Eliesmore stood spellbound as the door shut behind him of its own accord. He stood in a circular tower with an opening shooting up to the skies. It seemed he was no longer in the castle. A golden fountain filled with bubbling waters was in the center of the room. The waters overflowed the basin. They flowed down to the rock floor where four crevices swelled with sparkling waters running north, south, east and west. The golden bowl was held upright by a stone statue of a Green Lady who, Eliesmore noticed, had similar features to Ellagine. They had the same nose and curve of the lips.

      A strange aura hung in the room. It was as if he’d stepped into a sacred place and must express reverence so not to anger those who created it. He took a step. He discerned that the room was a replica of the light of Shalidir. He could see a crown within the circle, and words glistened on the stone as he walked toward the fountain. They were in Iaen:

      

      
        
        
        Cast the stone into the water.

        Wait and watch as it dissolves.

        Toss it up in the sky

        So to be a light to all.

        The Green Stone.

      

        

      

      

      Only after he had read the words, did Eliesmore notice he was holding his breath. He let it out and drew the Green Stone from his tunic. He held it in the palm of his hands, feeling a great need to fall to his knees and bow his head. An extraordinary power surged through the room as he took another step toward the fountain. The stone vibrated, and he could see it had grown bigger, a ripple of cracks appearing on its surface. Forcing himself past his awe and fear, he kept walking toward the fountain. He swallowed hard when he reached it.

      Before he could place the stone in the water, the basin began to shimmer, and three white beings arose from the water, climbing out of the fountain. Their eyes were colorless and lidless. Lights weaved through their bodies. They held out their hands, and Eliesmore stepped back in surprise.

      He wasn't sure if he should be afraid. There were three, but they did not seem to be Changers. All the same, it was best to ask. “Who are you?”

      “We are the Truth Tellers. We come to you with a message from the King of the Land. The Creator.”

      The Truth Tellers. He had heard of them once in the tales from the Eastern World. They spoke a chant. It was a riddle they gave the Treasure Hunters. They always demanded death in exchange for their knowledge.

      “What are you doing here?” Eliesmore exclaimed.

      “We go where we are needed. We dwell in the Between. Do not do this. Do not dissolve the Green Stone. It is a great power and with that power comes a curse and a price. A curse will doom this world, and the price will be the weight of knowledge you must bear. Do not dissolve the stone. It is a trap. It is what the Changers want."

      “But there is the prophecy. This is what I am supposed to do. I am the One who will save this world. My friends are out there dying; a great army races toward them. I must dissolve the stone.” He felt flustered. He had come all this way only for some strange beings to tell him he was wrong. He searched his heart, yet his will remained firm. He had to dissolve the Green Stone; there was no other path.

      “If you do this, you accept the responsibility of what will happen next. You can only save the world for a time. Evil will run its course and eventually return. When it does, there will be no hope, and this world will end.” The three beings continued to speak in unison, swaying back and forth as they delivered their fearsome words.

      “Yes. When the end of time comes. I understand this is only temporary, but if it lasts for thousands of years, my quest will not be in vain.”

      “No. There will be hidden impacts. There will be a ripple that will begin the end of time. Do not dissolve the stone.”

      “What would you have me do instead? The world is fallen. We cannot live in the terror and evil.”

      “Let the world fall now as it is. Now is a relief versus what is to come. The Creator will return and show you a way out.”

      “When? When will this happen? The world has been crying out for a hundred years with no hope. I cannot listen to your words. I cannot believe what you say. Be gone from here, and stop distracting me from my quest.”

      “You were warned.” The three beings turned, disappearing back into the waters from whence they had come.

      Heart pounding, Eliesmore waited. He wanted to forget the strange words; there was no place for them in his mind.

      Finally, he allowed himself to move.

      Holding the Green Stone in both hands, he lowered it into the basin. His hands chilled against the icy touch of the water. He watched, expecting something to happen.

      There was nothing.

      His breath caught. Was he wrong?

      Eliesmore waited, yet nothing happened.

      Leaving the stone in the water, he backed away to read the words in Iaen, taking the time to translate them again. The Green Stone had to be dissolved. It had to be broken open; it had to disintegrate. He paced for a moment. He was frightened of bringing violence to the sacred aura of the tower. An idea came to him as he returned to the basin. The stone had sunk to the bottom where the water marred its reflection. Lifting his sword over the fountain, he brought the tip down hard on top of the Green Stone. As the Jeweled Sword struck the Green Stone, Eliesmore was hurled backward. The babbling of the foundation ceased, and motes of green light began to rise, floating in sparks above the waters.

      Eliesmore clamored to his feet, gasping as the Green Stone rose out of the water. It was bigger and misshapen as it began to burst. Streaks of green split it open while the light blues of the shimmering water flowed off of it. The stone continued to expand as a humming vibration sounded. A note, high and pure, rent the air, and then the stone exploded.

      A hurricane of green light blasted through the room, wailing as it shot across the chamber. The water turned to green fire as the power ricocheted off the walls, rising to a sharp point before it plunged into Eliesmore. A flash struck his vision. He took a breath as light and power filled him. Just when he thought he was brimming over, it persisted, flooding into him. He lifted his hands, struggling for breath as the power continued to pour in. Opening his mouth, he allowed a silent scream to take over his body.

      Suddenly, he was five years old. He was underwater as he clung to the box that held the Jeweled Sword. The waves pounded him relentlessly as his arms and legs flailed, searching for the surface and a breath of fresh air to relieve his agony.

      Now his eyes grew wide as he struggled; his heart burst as his muscles stretched, rearranging to hold power.

      He flung back his head. His nostrils were wide as he gasped for breath, and abruptly, a refreshing sensation coursed through him. He saw the green light spin away from him and shoot upwards out of the tower. It blasted into the sky. He took another gulp of air. His chest heaved as he kneeled. The words to “Song” echoed across the stone walls of the room.

      

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

        Magdela the Monrage, has gone and been killed,

        When everyone has gone and hidden in the land down South,

        Up there will rise, Finder of the Jeweled Sword,

        Conqueror of Evil.

        He will come when he is young.

        He will wield the Jeweled Sword.

        He will dissolve the Green Stone.

        Where he goes, the people will no longer live in hiding.

        They will come out and rejoice.

        For evil has receded, but not completely destroyed until the end of Time.”

      

      

      

      A wind began to blow as the voices spoke. Eliesmore became aware that this was only the beginning. He opened his eyes. He was unaware he’d had them shut. As he looked up out of the tower to the sky, he saw the Green Stone. It was a light shining in the heavens among the stars. He stood, basking in the glow of relief. He was the One. He had dissolved the Green Stone.

      The ripple of hope faded from the room, the glamor evaporating away. It unfurled like a scroll, a hush of terror rolling across the stone floor. Eliesmore found himself standing in a room instead of the tower. Balconies were above him, allowing the onlookers to watch the ceremonies taking place below. The balconies reached to the sky, and on each one, there stood a row of archers. Their black arrows pointed down at Eliesmore. At the top, he saw a horned shadow. A guttural order sounded, and the arrows were released.
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        “Long may you live

        Long may you prosper

        Spread your seed far and wide

      

        

      
        May your bloodline

        The new breed

        Grow ever strong

      

        

      
        Blood of the undying

        Blood of the immortal

        Blood of the mortals

        Blood of my blood

      

        

      
        Long may you live

        Long may you prosper

      

        

      
        You shall walk in the light

        You shall walk in the dark

        You will blend with the air and land

      

        

      
        Of shadows and sorrow

        Of love and light

        Of mischief and mayhem

        Of folly and forgiveness

      

        

      
        Long may you live

        Long may you prosper”
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      Year 762. (181 years ago). The South World.

      

      “The Green Stone,” he echoed in awe. “It holds the power of creation?”

      “Maybe, we do not know what it can do,” his wife replied as she took the Clyear of Power from his hands. “My love, I have many things to tell you.”

      In reply, he draped his free arm around her waist as he caressed her hair. When he drew back his eyes were dark, swimming with desire. “Tell me,” he whispered, stealing a kiss from her lips.

      Her cool fingers brushed his cheek, climbing his face to tuck loose hairs behind his ear. “Do you trust me?”

      He pulled her hips against his until there was no space between them. “After all we have been through, you ask me this?” His eyes roamed her face, searching for answers.

      “What did you do with the Ruler?”

      He froze, shades of fear rippled over his face. He opened his mouth, intending to answer her question with another question, yet the intense look on her face made him pause. “How dare you ruin our reunion with that demon,” he frowned, his voice more unhappy than angry. “If you must know I captured his spirit in the Boleck and dropped it into the transformative waters.”

      “Did you see it,” she demanded with calm insistence. “Did you see it sink and dissolve, was it destroyed?”

      Shocked registered on his face as he stared, unseeing, past her. Suddenly, he dropped the grip he held on her. He stumbled away, fear clouded his sight. “No,” he whispered. “No.” He spun to face her. “Paleidir,” he pleaded. “Tell me, be honest with me. What do you know?”

      Paleidir’s head dropped, she uttered her next words like one in great pain. “It is likely he is not dead then. Legone, there is more. He was not the only Changer. The others are here, in the South World.”

      Legone collapsed to his knees in the sand, shaking his head. “This cannot be.” He felt her hand on his shoulder as she walked past him, into the waves. She lifted the Clyear of Power and began to chant. As Legone watched, the crystal winged horse spread its wings and took flight from her fingers. It had not gone more than a few feet when it dissolved into fine mist and dropped into the waters. He stood in confusion. “What did you do?”

      She twirled and flung herself into his arms and buried her head in his chest. He could feel her shaking, and her green shimmer overwhelmed him. “It is done.” She lifted her head, touching her forehead to his. “I destroyed the Clyear of Power. None can use its power, and it will not return until it finds the Jeweled Sword. The only weapon that can destroy a Changer.”

      “And that will be our salvation?” Legone confirmed. “How long will it take?”

      Paleidir kissed him hard, twining her hands through his hair, pulling him toward her as if she wished they were one and the same. “At least two hundred years, time we cannot waste.”

      “Will we leave? Will we run from this land?” Legone asked. “I think I could bear anything, as long as I am with you.”

      She sighed as she kissed him again. “No, my love. We have to stay. We are going to have a child.”

      “A child,” he murmured, smiling. Reaching down he ran his hands over her belly, searching for a sign of the child to be. “I thought it was impossible.”

      “It is forbidden, not impossible. We shall have the first Blended One.”

      “Did you do this for me?”

      “Yes,” she kissed his neck. “Yes, I was not sure you would return to me. I needed something, someone, in case you did not.”

      “And your people, the Green People, they will not drive us into exile for ignoring their laws?”

      She laughed, the laugh he remembered with the silvery bells in it. “I am Queen of the Green People now, and you are my King. Our word is law.”

      Doubt poked at him, forcing his next words. “They say Blended Ones are evil; there is a reason it is forbidden.”

      Paleidir wrapped her arms around his shoulders, her nose bumping against his. “Blended Ones are good and evil. They will be the downfall of this world and its salvation. The One will be a Blended One.”
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      Year 943. Present Day. Castle Range.

      

      Eliesmore stared in horror as the arrows flew toward him. The seconds seemed to crawl as he watched almost as if he were only a spectator. Why had the Changer let him dissolve the Green Stone? Had the Changer stood there with his army, watching and waiting? Could the Changer hear what the Truth Tellers told him? Why the archers? And what should he do?

      Although he knew he possessed the power of the Green Stone, he did not understand how to use it to fight a Changer. Why hadn’t he asked Idrithar or Ellagine when he had the chance? Now he was alone, and unsure what to do. In the moment of indecision, Eliesmore remembered his cloak. Hurling himself to the ground, he flung the hood of his cloak over his head as the pointed shafts of arrows shattered around him.

      After a second, he assumed it was safe and stood up, allowing the cloak to slip from his shoulders. The Crons stared at their arrows, pinpointing the chamber although none of them had wounded Eliesmore. A volley of awed whispers hushed across the room as the Crons pointed at him. A green glow still bathed the chamber, and when Eliesmore lifted his hand, he saw waves of emerald green glowing on it. Making a fist, he watched with curiosity as the light resettled around him, reminding him of his purpose, reminding him who he was. He gritted his teeth and narrowed his eyes as he stared up, past the rows of Crons to the highest balcony where the horned shadow watched him. He had come to save the Four Worlds, to bring life and hope to all. The Black Steeds were not his enemies, they could be saved. Drawing the Jeweled Sword, he held it out and watched the spires of light catch the jewels and spin a prism of color across the chamber.

      “Look!” he shouted, and it seemed his voice was louder and deeper than before. “My name is Eliesmore. I am the One. The Great Conqueror. I hold the Jeweled Sword. I dissolved the Green Stone. I am not your enemy, the Changers are. So run. Run for your lives. Run for freedom and hope. Run. Let me face my enemy. Our enemy. The battle. This battle. Is mine!”

      He felt every word ring in his soul yet an Iaen command poked his mind, begging to be said, wanting to be let out. A command whose meaning he could not understand. Sheathing the Jeweled Sword, he ran, springing for the balconies and climbed. His fingers moved faster than before, and the railing was easy to hold onto. When he reached the first balcony, the Crons retreated, dropping their bows as they turned and fled. As he climbed he heard it, a deep vibrant tone, unspoken, yet felt. An evil permuted the air.

      “Hold your ground!” The voice of a mortal roared. “Stand firm. It is only one Cron. He is not stronger than the Dark Servant. We will win this day!”

      Despite the command, the archers continued to flee, some shouting and shrieking in fear as Eliesmore climbed. Streaks of green light flowed out behind him. He was halfway up when a bolt struck him. It slammed into his side, tossing him into midair and hurling him downwards. Fingers reaching out he grabbed for something, yet his hands only felt light, and he fell back down toward the depths of the chambers. His mouth opened, and a yell bellowed out of his throat as the knowledge that such a fall from such a height would kill a mortal. The stones seemed to rise to meet him and, although he was not on the ground yet, he felt the tower quake. Bows and arrows fell in a myriad, some splashing onto the basin, bouncing off of its curved sides. Light unfurled as his body smacked the stone floor. He landed flat on his back, his breath forsaking his body with a whoosh. Tilting his head back, he waited for the blur of pain which would make him scream. After a long minute, his breath came back, burning his lungs. He gasped as he sat up, surprised to sense other than some scratches, he seemed unharmed. Gingerly he got to his feet, taking in the now empty balconies. A moment later, the ground shook again, and a horned wolf landed in front of him, holding a pitchfork.

      A cold dread formed around Eliesmore’s heart as he fixed his eyes on the creature, knowing with certainty the Dark Servant stood in front of him. There were no tales which described the true form of a Changer. Changers were known for taking the appearance of a mortal, yet the creature that stood before Eliesmore did not bear a resemblance to any mortal.

      The face of a gray wolf rose before Eliesmore while obsidian eyes without pupils glared at him. The Dark Servant stood on two hind legs. The rest of its body taking on the form of a massive mortal with thick legs, a broad chest, and immense arms. In one hand, it held a pitchfork that was so black Eliesmore felt his eyes were drowning in it. Hints of a shadow seemed to crawl over the three-pronged weapon, and as the Dark Servant thumped it against the stone, red sparks exploded from it.

      As he stepped back, Eliesmore noticed that instead of ears the beast had two horns that curved forward. The Dark Servant threw back his head and howled, the drawn-out whine sending a shiver down Eliesmore’s bruised spine. The Dark Servant pounded his chest with a furry, clawed hand, stamped the pitchfork once and howled again.

      Eliesmore stumbled as he backed away, one foot falling into the deep crevices of the Light of Shalidir. As he regained his balance, the Dark Servant charged. Eliesmore leaped out of the way before the curved horns could skewer him and lifted his sword. He wanted to engage the monster in a dialogue to determine where the Phutal was, but the beast roared again and charged.

      Angling the Jeweled Sword across his body, Eliesmore held the hilt with both hands as he prepared to swing. Standing with his feet apart, he braced himself, noting green motes of light encased the sword. As the Dark Servant attacked, Eliesmore swung the Jeweled Sword. The creature feinted at the last moment, dodging away from the perilous blade and driving the pitchfork toward Eliesmore’s side. Eliesmore bent his body away from the blow, but instead of ducking from the Dark Servant, he leaned into his next move.

      The Dark Servant growled as the sword swung dangerously close to his fur. His mouth parted, revealing curved, yellow fangs, dripping with long strings of salvia. Before Eliesmore could react, the Dark Servant brought the butt of the pitchfork up and slammed it into Eliesmore’s gut.

      Eliesmore flew backward, surprised at the force of the blow. Once again, he was hurled to the ground, and this time he felt the skin on his back split open as he slid against the stone floor. Suppressing a moan, he forced himself back to his feet and ran forward. Lifting his sword behind his head, he jumped into the air and swung.

      Shards of light ripped off the ground as the Jeweled Sword cut into the handle of the pitchfork, sending a jagged streak of red and green through the room. Claws shot up, ripping the air in front of Eliesmore’s face as the Dark Servant fought back. This time Eliesmore snatched back the Jeweled Sword and swung again, knowing he would miss. Even as the pitchfork blocked his sword, he continued the onslaught, encouraged by the light flickering around him. The beast raised its soulless eyes, confident as it parried and thrust, circling Eliesmore in a fatal game of blades.

      Eliesmore grinned as a fury he’d never known before rose. His brows creased as he moved forward, each blow making him feel stronger, determined. He could do this, regardless of his past. He had the power of the Green Stone, the power of creation. He raised his blade, and a dark bolt slammed into his chest. Pain seized him. Eliesmore staggered, one hand falling from his hilt to grip his chest. His breath came fast in tiny gulps as if he could not get enough. A fire started in his chest, and he bit his lip, determined to keep fighting through the intense misery that seemed intent on consuming him. It spread from his chest into his left arm, numbing him. What folly, to think he could destroy the Changers when they were clearly toying with him.

      His right hand, holding his sword, dropped as the throbbing pain spread to it. He blinked as he fought against it, unwilling to believe his failure as the agony forced him to his knees.

      He opened his eyes as bright yellow sparks floated in front of him, blocking his view of the Dark Servant. His chest heaved, his fingers uncurled from around his sword hilt. Darkness flashed in front of him as the clawed fingers of the Dark Servant reached out. Through his blurred vision, he saw furry feet walking toward him, curved nails scrapping the stones. The creature threw back its head and howled in victory. The eerie tone rang off the walls, bouncing off of the stones of the chamber and riding up the balcony. Light wavered around Eliesmore as his head lolled back. He searched within himself for something to save him. He was the only One; if he fell, the world would fall. This must be the fate the Truth Tellers attempted to warn him about.

      Still gasping for breath, Eliesmore’s memories fled back to his nightmares when he was young, and what his mother said to calm him down. Despite the danger, he closed his eyes as evil tried to overtake him. He stopped breathing and focused. His heartbeat slowed. The howl continued to echo, sending cold chills down his spine like a snake undulating over the rocks of a desert.

      The pain lessened, and at that moment, he realized the Dark Servant fought against his pain, his struggle, and his weakness. By taking his confidence, by shattering his control, the Dark Servant was winning. Eliesmore listened as the moment droned on. The howl faded, and the ground shook as the Dark Servant stood in front of him. A strong odor of blood, rot, and corruption washed over Eliesmore as the Dark Servant grabbed him by his hair, yanking his head back. Razor sharp nails dug into Eliesmore’s skull. He hesitated a beat longer, hoping his blind eyes would be sure, hoping he would not give himself away.

      As the hand lifted him, he moved. In one fluid motion, his fingers grasped the hilt of the Jeweled Sword. Flipping it around, he thrust it upward with all the strength he could muster.
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      “Retreat! Retreat!”

      The cry rang from tongue to tongue, passed from the sky to the creatures on the ground.

      Zhane whipped around, watching the great dranagin soar into the sky. It belched a cloud of fire over the marching woísts. They shouted and dived while others lifted their bows and let loose a string of black-tipped arrows. The dranagin rose higher, its golden wings disintegrating fluffy gray clouds as it wheeled south, returning to the shimmering mountains. A glimmer began on the edge of Zhane’s vision, coming from the northwest. A trickle of blood ran down his face as he turned, holding his sword before him, although it seemed the Xctas, Zikes, and Mermis had taken over the battle. There were no creatures near him to fight. The sound became muted as he stared at the sky, his hands falling limply to his side. He was unaware his mouth hung open in awe and wonder. Silently he pointed, as the glimmer grew brighter, igniting the sky. Emerald light uncurled above the castle, a new light in the sky, a second sun warming the golden rays of light with motes of vivid green.

      Eliesmore had completed the first deed; he had done what the Green Company set out to do. The Green Stone was dissolved. Throwing back his head, Zhane bathed in the light, allowing his heartbreak to desert him. It was time for the White Steeds to rise. Even as he thought those words, he heard shouts surrounding him on the battlefield. His eyes returned to the ground, and he saw warriors in different phases of astonishment.

      Two Crons, Black Steeds, knelt on the ground, their faces pointed toward the Green Stone. A pair of Mermis clothed in feathers and mist waved their swords, pointing west. Others were openly staring, mouths ajar, while those who recovered continued to drive the Black Steeds back into the castle.

      An army continued to march from the east as the cry rang across the battlefield. “Retreat! Retreat!”

      Yamier and Wekin were close by, and he ran toward them, pointing west as he took up the cry.

      “Why are we running?” Wekin shouted at him.

      Zhane ignored him, leaping over dead bodies as he ran uphill toward Idrithar. A line of Xctas alighted on the hill a distance from the bows of the Black Steeds, allowing their armed riders to dismount and enter the fray.

      “Zhane,” Idrithar called, his tone urgent with excitement as he sheathed his sword.

      The two met, clasping each other's forearms. Idrithar’s hair was wild from his flight, but a calm light shone out of his warm eyes. “What happened to you, my friend?” Zhane inquired in greeting, knowing the question did not require an answer for now.

      “He has done it,” Idrithar pointed at the sky, admiring the green light which shone upon the castle.

      It seemed to Zhane as if a portal to a new world had opened, and the heavens rained down blessing and favor. “What now?” he asked, watching the Xctas descend upon the woísts.

      “We must go to Werivment. We need to regroup and plan our attack strategy.”

      “What about Eliesmore?” Zhane offered. “We need confirmation; we need to know if the Dark Servant is dead.”

      “Aye,” Idrithar pursed his lips. “The Rain Warriors will soon arrive, and chaos will ascend on this plain. We must be away. Eliesmore has everything he needs. I assume Optimistic went with him?”

      “Yes,” Zhane lifted his sword as a few woísts ran toward them, faces twisted with murderous intent.

      “Retreat!” Idrithar bellowed, motioning to the army in the sky. “Retreat to the west!”
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      The roar of the battle rang in Ellagine’s ears as she ran toward the gates, searching for Glashar and Dathiem. Yamier and Wekin were gone, racing ahead with Idrithar, Zhane, and those Mermis who had seen fit to flee. Visra was in the thick of the battle, laughing manically as she sliced through rows of woísts and Crons.

      Ellagine’s heart pounded as if it would burst as she searched, walking among the dead, turning over bodies with her sword. When she saw them, she thought both of them were dead. Dathiem lay on his back, his eyes closed, a river of blood staining his chest and side. A flutter of fear pulsed against her ribcage as she tiptoed forward, barely daring to draw breath when they no longer could.

      Glashar’s face was nestled in Dathiem’s neck, her back rose and fell in shaky sobs. Ellagine stepped forward, allowing the green glow to rise on her hands, knowing she could do nothing. She was no healer. Sheathing her green sword, Ellagine knelt, bending over Dathiem’s body to touch the Falidrain.

      Ribbons of devastation rolled off Glashar’s shoulders, and when she lifted her face a mixture of blood and tears ran freely. She gazed, unseeing, as Ellagine picked her up.

      “Stay with me Glashar. We have to flee. We have to retreat.”

      One of Glashar’s fists closed tightly around Dathiem’s shirt, refusing to let go.

      Ellagine turned and gave a short whistle, holding up a hand. An Xctas dropped out of the sky, beady eyes staring sharply at the three on the ground.

      “Please,” Ellagine turned to the creature. “Carry us.”

      Ellagine closed her eyes as the airborne beast lifted them. She could not bear to look at Glashar and see the heartbreak ripping through her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            Eliesmore

          

        

      

    

    
      The sword sank into the belly of the Dark Servant. It moved upward slowly as it ripped and tore through muscles and ligaments. The dark influence over Eliesmore snapped like a sword broken in half. His eyes flew open as he continued to drive the sword upward. Green flames licked his blade as the jewels on the hilt glowed. The sword felt warm in his hands, but the Dark Servant still held his head, claws ripping the soft skin of his scalp. Gritting his teeth, Eliesmore roared as he pushed forward, using his leverage to stand. The Dark Servant threw back his head and howled in agony, his grip weakening even as he attempted to fight back. He thrashed, arms flailing, legs kicking out in vain to shake off Eliesmore’s hold.

      Eliesmore felt as if there were a bubble inside him, that tickled the edges of his chest as if it would burst. Torrents of green light continued to leak around him as he yelled, letting his old fears, his new determination, and his uncanny power pour into the Dark Servant. He wanted to shout; he wanted to tell the Dark Servant he was the One, the answer to the cries of the weak and the helpless. He wanted to tell the Dark Servant he would save the world from pain, sorrow, and death. Yet, before his eyes, he watched the horned shadow morph. The wolf head disappeared, the obsidian eyes grew rounder as its face rippled away. Taunt muscles blacker than night appeared. The creature’s face grew flat, its mouth forming a gaping hole. Knife-like fingers appeared, yet instead of reaching for Eliesmore, the creature reached for its core where the Jeweled Sword was buried. As soon as its hands touched the blade, it exploded. Green light hurled the shadow of the former Changer outward, scattering its soul across the sacred chamber. Flesh, matter, bone and sharp shards of the Changer’s soul smacked into the stone with a burning hiss.

      Eliesmore blinked as a putrid stench wafted across his nostrils, and the green light curled away. Holding the Jeweled Sword in one hand, he clapped his other hand across his nose and mouth. He watched in awe as the pieces of the soul caught the golden light and burst into flames, disintegrating the Changer into nothing but fine, black dust. The fire burned out in a few seconds, purifying the air. As Eliesmore turned, he realized he had killed his first Changer.

      His hand fell from his mouth to his heart as the momentum from the fight dropped away. Wordlessly he stared, gasping with surprise. His legs shook with astonishment as he backed toward the basin and sat down, leaning his head against the bowl. He was surprised at how strong his body felt. The babbling of the fountain began, or continued; he was unsure whether the sound of water had been there all along. A haze of emerald light shone down upon him, and when he lifted the Jeweled Sword, it looked different. The jewels on the hilt seemed to come alive, glistening and sparkling as if the release of the Green Stone’s power influenced them. On the blade, words in Iaen began to appear, yet when he turned his blade, they disappeared again.

      A pang struck his heart as he recalled his friends, the Horn, and the battle outside of the castle. He leaped to his feet as clarity pierced his heart. He did not need them anymore. They had completed the first quest. It was time for him to go. Sheathing the Jeweled Sword, he strode toward the door of the chamber. He had to find the Phutal, and even as he opened the door, a thought struck him, tugging at him with a persistent call, almost as strong as the call of the Iaen. It was time for him to return east. Before anything else happened, he had to go to Daygone.

      A vague warning pounded against his heart as he left the magical chamber where the Green Stone was dissolved. He set off on a run through the castle.
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      Optimistic lay flat on his back in the long green grass. It waved in front of him as he hid from woísts, listening and waiting. Back inside the castle after Eliesmore entered the chamber, more Crons had come. He noticed some trying to enter the room, yet it seemed a spell kept the door shut and hurled them backward each time they touched the handle. Eventually, they overwhelmed Optimistic, and he had to run. It took a while before he found his way out of the castle, somewhere on the northern end, on the other side of the battle. He exited in time to see the Green Stone shining in the sky while he heard his friends cheering and shouting. They had won this battle, for now, although he was confused by the sound of them retreating. For a moment he considered going to them, yet his feet led him onward until he fell into the grass, awed by the beauty of the Green Stone as it rivaled the light of the sun. Tucking his hands behind his head, he watched the light, and he thought even the stars circled around it, worshipping its beauty.

      Lifting a hand, Optimistic touched his face, finding it wet with tears. His cheeks hurt from the overwhelming joy he felt. At last, his quest was complete, he had done what his father, and his father’s father, and fathers before them set out to do. They had protected the Green Stone, passed from father to son, risking life and limb for this day. Placing his hand over his heart, Optimistic murmured words of thanks and admiration for what they had done. Taking a deep breath, he continued to stare upwards, proud of what he had the honor to be part of.

      A distant rumble drew his attention, and he turned toward the direction of the dark castle. Shading his vision as his eyes shifted back and forth deciding what to do. It seemed no other choice lay before him; he was unsure where the Green Company and the other White Steeds would go. Back east, to the fortress seemed the logical decision, unless they intended to wipe out the Black Steeds here and now. No, Optimistic shook his head. They needed Eliesmore to lead the charge, to destroy the Changers once and for all.

      The rumble came again. Optimistic crouched, picking up his bow. This time he turned his gaze north. Dark gray clouds hovered in the sky, rolling toward the castle like an army. Flashes of purple light erupted through them, self-contained in the storm. Optimistic scratched his neck as he stared at them, confusion marring his vision as he blinked. He rose halfway, knowing he needed to run before the storm overtook him.

      A wave of thunder rolled across the prairie and stalks of grass waved in the pre-storm wind. Optimistic hastily tossed his bow in his back, standing above the yellow-green grass that rose to his waist. As he did, he saw a lone figure running toward him.

      “Eliesmore!” Optimistic waved, giving away his hiding place as a current of warm relief swept over him. “Eliesmore!” he shouted again, relishing the ability to share his joy with his friend. Optimistic felt a grin split his face as Eliesmore jogged up to him.

      “Optimistic,” Eliesmore slowed to a stop, his black hair standing on end as the breeze blew over his face. “When I couldn’t find you, I feared the worst. I’m glad to see you are safe.”

      Optimistic reached out to embrace Eliesmore, pounding his back for good measure. “Of course I’m safe. We’re safe,” he emphasized, stepping back and throwing his arms wide. “You’ve done it, dissolved the Green Stone, what is there to fear?”

      Eliesmore gave a short laugh as he lifted his face to the skies, his eyes widening as they took in the Green Stone. “There it hangs like a jewel,” he whispered.

      Optimistic crossed his arms, his eyes following Eliesmore’s. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it? I can already see the effect it’s has on you,” he punched Eliesmore’s arm.

      Eliesmore’s shoulders dropped as he spun to face Optimistic, a horror sweeping across his face as he clenched his jaw. “What do you mean?” He demanded.

      Optimistic stepped back, surprised at Eliesmore’s reaction. Taking a breath, he let the joy settle in his heart as he eyed Eliesmore. “You are bigger and taller. Didn’t you notice, you’re at least five inches taller than me now, and…” he trailed off as he motioned to Eliesmore’s upper body. “What happened? What did you see while you were in the room?”

      Eliesmore was not a scrawny Cron by all means. However, he’d been shorter and smaller. It seemed his body had expanded to make up for his new found powers. It was a startling transition, and one Optimistic imagined would take Eliesmore some time to get used to.

      Eliesmore chewed his bottom lip, his eyes still on the sky. Optimistic felt as if he could see the thoughts turning in Eliesmore’s mind, selecting what to share and what to keep to himself. “Optimistic,” Eliesmore’s tone grew gentle again. “I’m sorry, I have much to tell you. Releasing the power of the Green Stone came with some surprises, I wish I knew more about powers and the Changers.” He sighed. “I fought the Dark Servant; he is dead now. I know we must find the Phutal and destroy it, but, first I must go to Daygone.”

      “I know.” Optimistic nodded. “Our friends retreated at the end of the battle, even though the promised army from the Western World came. I believe they will wait for you to lead them after all…”

      “Optimistic,” Eliesmore interrupted. “Who are they?”

      Optimistic followed Eliesmore’s hand as he pointed at the sky. While the two talked, the clouds of darkness had rolled over them. Although the light of the Green Stone shone clearly, sunlight had been blotted out. On a sea of misted gray clouds, Optimistic saw rain pouring down in a frenzy while lightning sparked across the clouds. The storm seemed to be trapped in the clouds as it rolled over them, bringing only darkness and wind. A sharp gust slapped Optimistic’s face as he narrowed his eyes. It took him a few minutes before he saw the “they” Eliesmore spoke of.

      Marching above the clouds was a white army, their forms hidden in the mist, yet appearing as lightning flashed. The beings were covered in armor with helmets on their heads. Each carried a scythe upright in their left hand as they marched toward the castle of the Constel Heights. Purple lightning lit up the clouds and what Optimistic assumed was an army, he now realized were only a dozen beings. They looked as if they were sculpted from gray clay with sightless round eyes. The beings glided across the sky as if answering to a hidden master. Optimistic’s finger shook as he held it up, his mouth trembling in surprise as two words dropped from his lip. “Rain Warriors.”
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      “Where do you think they are going?” Eliesmore ran his fingers through his hair as the Rain Warriors marched above them.

      “Perhaps they heard the Horn of Shilmi and are going to join the fight,” Optimistic shrugged, the tension in the air from the storm causing his blond hair to stand on end.

      Eliesmore glanced over, noting he had to tilt his head to look down at Optimistic. His body felt uncomfortable as if he’d grown a second skin and was trying to fit into it.

      “Should we go back and help them?” Optimistic suggested.

      “No,” Eliesmore shook his head. He could feel a rhythm in his head, a beat, calling him. “No,” he repeated. “We have to go to Daygone.” He cleared his throat. “I mean, if you are willing.”

      Optimistic’s eyes crinkled as he smiled. “It would be an honor to join you, after all, I am the Keeper of the Green Stone.”

      A niggling crept up Eliesmore’s spine. He took a step forward, walking east with Optimistic beside him as he sorted his thoughts. “The Keeper of the Green Stone, what does that mean?”

      “As I’ve said before,” Optimistic waved his hands as he began explaining. “I come from a line of Treasure Hunters. Our mission has always been to protect the Green Stone until this day.” He pointed to the new light in the sky. “Now, I see my mission has changed. I must still protect the Green Stone; only, you hold the power of the Green Stone.”

      “So, you are one of my protectors now?” Eliesmore’s brows knitted together.

      “In a sense,” Optimistic frowned, pinching his chin. “It is difficult to explain. I am the Keeper of the Green Stone, the Protector. You, Eliesmore, you know where you are going, what you are doing, but there will be others who attempt to misuse the power. I must protect the power of the Green Stone from them.”

      Eliesmore quickened his pace, his arms swinging by his side as they walked across the prairie. The gray clouds had disappeared into the northwest, leaving only the gentle lights of the late afternoon. “I must admit, I need your thoughts, your guidance. There was a disturbing incident when I dissolved the Green Stone.” Eliesmore paused, sighing. “I don’t know how to explain what I felt and saw fully. What is done is done. Yet, I cannot help but sense there is more.” Dropping his eyes to the ground he fell silent, watching his footsteps. Again, he recalled the Truth Tellers rising from the basin and the dark words they spoke. Eliesmore was grateful Optimistic remained silent, waiting for him to go on.

      “How long have you known Ellagine, and the other Iaen,” he added the last part hastily, feeling his face grow warm.

      If Optimistic was confused by the question, he did not show it. “Six years, almost seven by now. I’ve always thought Ellagine is mysterious and beautiful, and my father spoke well of the Green People.”

      “Your father, he was the Keeper of the Green Stone?” Eliesmore asked cautiously.

      “Yes,” Optimistic nodded. “He brought it from the west years before I was born to hide it in the fortress of the White Steeds.”

      “And the Green Stone was mined from the Holesmoles and given to the Crons for safekeeping. By whom?”

      “Who mined it?” Optimistic pursed his lips. “It was hundreds of years ago. I imagine the records of the miners of that period have been lost.”

      “Yes, but who gave the stone to the Treasure Hunters? How did they know what it was?” Eliesmore pressed.

      “I don’t know,” Optimistic shrugged. “Eliesmore, this feels like an interrogation, what happened? Why are you concerned about the origins of the stone?”

      Eliesmore blew out his breath, deciding to confide in Optimistic. “It is not that I am concerned, simply confused. Before I dropped the stone into the fountain, three beings appeared, claiming they are the Truth Tellers.”

      Optimistic froze, his mouth forming an “o” as he stared at Eliesmore. “Truth Tellers you say?”

      Eliesmore motioned for Optimistic to keep walking. “Yes, they didn’t want the stone to be dissolved. But there was no time, I had to.”

      Optimistic moved slowly, head down as he considered Eliesmore’s words. “Truth Tellers only appear to Treasure Hunters. They give you the truth at a price. What truth did they give you?”

      “They said the world could only be saved for a time. Eventually the world will end.”

      “Everything ends,” Optimistic agreed. “It’s only a matter of time. Eliesmore, you should not carry any regrets regarding the stories the Truth Tellers told you. You are the One. You were born to dissolve the Green Stone and look,” he gestured first to the sky and then to the green meadow rolling before them. “Look, you have succeeded.”

      Eliesmore straightened his shoulders, Optimistic’s approval confirming his decision. “I do feel different though. Optimistic, it feels like there is something growing inside of me. Not physically though, it’s like there’s a part of my mind, or like I have an extra limb I don’t know how to use. When I was fighting the Dark Servant, it seemed to be there, waiting for me to use it but I didn’t… I don’t know how.”

      “Ah,” Optimistic murmured in sympathy.

      “I wish I had spoken more with Idrithar and Ellagine when I had the chance. Honestly, I don’t know how to use the power of the Green Stone.” Eliesmore felt foolish the moment the words left his mouth. He knew without a shadow of a doubt, he was the One. He felt strong, powerful even. With that knowledge he also realized the vastness of what he had to learn to complete his quests.

      “Perhaps you do have everything you need, you simply haven’t realized it yet,” Optimistic protested. “When we traveled, you spent hours learning from both Idrithar and Ellagine. They taught you the languages of the world and the power of words. Did you notice? When we fought in the Holesmoles, they used their words to activate their powers. You don’t need more instruction, you simply need to tap into what’s inside of you and release it.”

      “Oh.” Eliesmore grew quiet as Optimistic’s words penetrated.

      “Zhane taught you how to use the sword, you don’t need him to tell you how to hold your blade over and over again, it’s just practice. Idrithar, may he rest in peace, had full faith in you, as does Ellagine. They gave you everything you needed.”

      Eliesmore nodded. “I believe I’m beginning to understand. Thank you Optimistic,” he smiled.
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      The ground shook under Zhane’s feet as he ran. The sky turned dark, confirming Idrithar’s words as the army retreated. Most of them were airborne and Zhane spun around as they headed toward a clump of trees. The Black Steeds had disappeared into the fortress. While there were still a great number of woísts, they seemed to have broken off into smaller groups of only a dozen.

      A self-contained storm rolled over the top of the castle, freezing as it reached the highest tower. Zhane watched in awe as an armed warrior leaped down from the storm, forcing a ripple of purple lightning to split the sky. When the warrior’s massive feet struck, a violent tremor shook the ground. The warrior landed in a crouching position, as it uncurled from its defensive position, it grew. In a matter of seconds, it reached a height of twenty feet, holding its scythe upright.

      One by one the Rain Warriors descended, surrounding the castle, guarding it with stoic faces. Zhane faltered as he backed away, unable to tear his eyes from the stone guardians. Once the warriors were on land, the storm dissipated, leaving only the light of the Green Stone. For a moment, Zhane thought he saw a blur of white flashing in the direction of the desert and the mountains When he squinted to clarify his vision, he saw nothing more.

      “Zhane,” Idrithar urged.

      With a final glance back, Zhane hurried to join the retreating warriors. They fled across the lush meadow toward the river. Zhane assumed they headed to Werivment, the one place in the west it seemed the Black Steeds were too frightened to enter. Given, the aura of the thick woods surrounding the place where the seven rivers met was odd. A vague cloud of oppression hung over the area, giving Zhane the feeling that he tread on sacred ground where he was not permitted to walk.

      By the time they reached the bank of a river, gentle wisps of golden light tinted with emerald jewels graced the skies. As the thick woods parted, Zhane strode out into the soft mud of the riverbank, feeling it squelch under his booted feet. Thick redwood branches surrounded the river. A temporary hiding place from the armies of the Black Steeds. Restless chatter from the White Steeds filled the air as they gathered. An Xctas alighted before Zhane, laying a red stained body on the ground. Ellagine and Glashar climbed off the bird’s back, and as it rose Zhane felt a pang strike his heart.

      Dathiem was dead. Clenching his fists Zhane walked forward, letting his fury rise. It seemed a game of exchange was being played with him. Idrithar fell. Arldrine was lost. Idrithar returned. Dathiem was killed. Who would be next? The bloodlust grew thick as his vision clouded, he needed to strike, to kill. His feet itched to return to the battlefield although it was forsaken. He wanted to rush into a melee of woísts and slay them all until he’d avenged Dathiem’s death. Spinning he gripped his blade and ran back through the woods, searching for something to murder.
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      Glashar held on to Dathiem’s body, wailing inconsolably, tears and blood covered her body. Ellagine rubbed Glashar’s back, each sob striking her like a physical blow. Glashar would never be the same again.

      Ellagine shivered. Her thoughts drifting to Eliesmore as if thinking of him could remove her from the bitter aura of sorrow Glashar gave off. Her fingers twitched as she imagined what it would be like to lose Eliesmore. She could envision his green eyes smiling at her, as they always had, and his strong hand holding hers. Tears blurred her vision at the memory. Closing her eyes, she reached out with her mind, searching for him. Her gift to him, the Light of Shalidir, had been two-fold. While it was a light in the darkness, the stone in the middle would glow once he received the power of the Green Stone. The relic allowed her to track Eliesmore, for when she reached out with her mind, threads of his emotions filtered back to her. Even though she’d had to leave him at the Constel Heights, she knew he was well. Bits of joy floated back to her, he was happy, at peace, he had succeeded.

      “Ellagine? Glashar?” Indonesia’s question cut through her thoughts, snapping the thread of contact.

      Ellagine brushed tears from her eyes as she looked up at Indonesia, Sletaira, and Leaka. Ellagine felt herself relax at the sight of the three, they were the oldest White Steeds she knew, and they tended to take control of situations. They were dressed for battle, with their vibrant hair parted into three braids which hung loosely in the back, with white feathers mixed in. Their faces were painted with the symbol of the Watchers, the Light of Shalidir. One silver line ran from forehead to chin, depicting north and south. Another line ran across the bridge of their noses, under their eyes from ear to ear, pointing east and west.

      “You came,” Ellagine whispered. She had a sudden longing to stand up and be embraced, much like her mother did when she was young. An ache grew in her heart at the thought of her mother.

      “As planned,” Indonesia squatted in front of them, her dark eyes full of concern. “We heard about Dathiem. Glashar, are you ready? It is time for his final journey.”

      Glashar held a hand over her mouth as if trying to keep the sobs inside. She shook her head violently. When she opened her mouth to protest, a cry came out instead. “I can’t. I can’t go on.”

      Indonesia rested her hand on Glashar’s shoulder, squeezing gently. “We will help you.”

      Standing, Indonesia waved over four male Mermis. They lifted Dathiem’s body and carried him to a boat with white oars, one of the same boats the Green Company built in Shimla. Glashar walked forward, numb with grief as she climbed into the boat to arrange his body. She smoothed the wrinkles of his tunic and folded his hands over his chest. When she pulled his long braid over his right shoulder, she bent her head, holding the end of the braid tight in her hand, as if she wanted to cut it off. Finally, she lay it on his shoulder and bent over him, touching her lips to his. “Wake up.” She whispered. “Wake up.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Evening shadows covered the sky as they gathered by the river bank to lay Dathiem to rest. Glashar climbed out of the boat and knelt in the mud by the riverbank as the Mermis pushed Dathiem into the current. Visra perched in the treetops with the Xctas while the Silver Herd of winged horses stood among the trees. The Mermis joined Ellagine, Glashar, Idrithar, Zhane, Yamier, and Wekin by the shore. Bowing their heads, the company began to sing a blessing for the dead. Words twisted into a mournful lament, speaking of sorrow, pain, and hope for a better future.

      Ellagine did not bend her head. She watched the boat as the waves carried it west, toward the current where the seven rivers met. A vague feeling of discomfort came over her as she realized the boat moved in the wrong direction. She’d always assumed the rivers flowed east, for the route to the Beyond, the Pillars of Creation lay eastward. Her brow furrowed in confusion, perhaps she was concerned about nothing.

      As the song ended, a silence swept over the company. Placing hands over hearts, with eyes closed, they wished Dathiem peace as he traveled to his final resting place. Tears streamed down Glashar’s face. She bit her lip, holding back sobs. Ellagine withdrew her eyes from Glashar’s, forcing the guilt away. She had begged Glashar to use all her power to save Eliesmore. The world needed Eliesmore more than it needed Dathiem. In the end, Glashar needed her lost powers to save her love. Shuddering, Ellagine returned her gaze to the boat. As she watched, there was a flash of gold and the boat vanished.

      Ellagine gave an inward gasp, shifting her gaze toward the company, yet it seemed none had seen the strange occurrence in the water. Her discomfort grew. Perhaps it was only the way they buried their dead; she was not used to the ways of the mortals.

      The Mermis and Xctas began to leave, a silent order swept across the army as they became airborne, a few at a time. Ellagine felt the pull, the tug; it was time to return to Shimla. Time to return home. A cold shudder swept over her as she glanced again at Glashar, knowing a price would be demanded. What was asked of her, she must do. Ellagine considered whether she should tell Glashar what she knew even though it frightened her.

      As she thought of home, the song the words sang became clear. One voice repeated the words which had danced in her subconscious ever since she was born.

      

      
        
        Long may you live

        Long may you prosper

      

      

      

      Her earlier memories were those words; she could almost see them being written in blood-black ink. There were seven verses; the words long may you live, long may you prosper, weaving through them. While the meaning of the words was unclear, she knew the song was her destiny, the revelation of the words would reveal her fate. The tug of home came again. She turned her head and her eyes met Idrithar’s. He was watching her, and his eyes were cold.
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            Idrithar

          

        

      

    

    
      Idrithar splashed water on his face and ran it through his dirty blond hair, twisting his longish locks back into a bun on top of his head. A somber mood hummed in the air as night took over. The loss of Dathiem was a blow. It would take time for the company to recover even though the Green Stone was dissolved. Idrithar eyed the green light as he shook water off his arms and reached for his shirt to cover his bare chest. Winter winds would soon set in, it was best to leave the Constel Heights as soon as possible before the armies of woísts found them. Briefly, Idrithar considered how cruel it had been for him to leave the Green Company in the mountain of fire. It had been for the greater good. He snapped his fingers impatiently as he glared at his hands. He hoped time would bring his powers back, yet he must accustom himself to the truth. The Rakhai had stolen his power.

      “Idrithar.”

      He froze. Indonesia. Standing tall he pivoted to face her, shrugging on his tunic. Her features stood out in the night, midnight blue hair, long bare legs and the delicate wings fluttering on her feet. A curved knife hung from her belt. It was almost the length from elbow to wrist, shorter than a sword, yet longer than a traditional knife.

      “Indonesia,” he let his voice become warm, his eyes growing gentle as he studied her.

      She took a step toward him as if she wanted to embrace him.

      “Why are you here?” he buttoned his tunic slowly, watching her eyes flicker to his nimble fingers.

      “You called,” she breathed as she studied him, her eyes roving over his body. “As I have told you: when you call, I will come.”

      He pursed his lips into a thin line, stopping just short of frowning at her. “I used the Horn of Shilmi to call the army, it was not meant for you specifically.”

      She crossed her arms, taking a step back in defense. “I came to bring the gifts of our Father; may he rest in peace.” Indonesia bowed her head, hiding her expression for a moment. “I also came to tell the army they must return to the fortress. We will wait for Eliesmore there; we cannot attack without him.”

      Idrithar tilted his head, letting her see his displeasure. “You are taking the army back east?” His nostrils flared. “You know the west lands are covered with woísts.”

      “We can do nothing until we have the power of the Green Stone leading us,” Indonesia balled her hands into fists. “Did you see what happened at the Constel Heights?”

      “Yes, with the Rain Warriors,” he held up a hand to appease her. “I know. We need a strategy; the Changers are two steps ahead of us. They have a plan, we have to make ours.”

      Indonesia’s shoulders slumped. She stepped forward, lifting her face to his. “Yes, we need Eliesmore though. If we scatter throughout the lands, cutting down the woísts, we accomplish nothing unless we destroy the Changers.”

      “I know, listen,” he let hints of reassurance drip through his voice. “We will discuss in the morning; today has been exhausting.” He glanced down the shore where the remaining company was settling down to sleep.

      Her eyes flashed as she moved closer. Resting her fingers on his biceps she stood on her tiptoes, her lips brushed his cheek like the rush of cool wind against his face.

      “You should not do that here. Others can see,” he reminded her.

      She held one finger to her lips, mischief dancing across her face. “I will have you when I have you.”

      “Later,” he told her, touching her elbow gently. “I must speak to Ellagine.” He paused before he moved away, reassuring her with a look.

      He walked down the shore, looking for Ellagine. Zhane had disappeared again, likely to keep watch. Inwardly he was thankful Indonesia was sending the army away, a large company meant they would be more likely to be attacked. He passed Yamier and Wekin, whispering by the riverside as they washed away blood and grime from the battle. Their jeweled eyes glittered as they nodded at him. He saw the respect and honor they held for him along with the grief they felt at the loss of Dathiem. The young Crons were maturing well, yet all the same, it was best for them to return to the fortress with the White Steeds.

      Ellagine stood on the bank facing east, hugging herself as the cool wind blew over the river. “Is Eliesmore safe?” Idrithar asked as he walked up beside her.

      “Yes,” she did not look at him. “Optimistic is with him. They are headed to Daygone.”

      “You mean to follow him?”

      “Nehíthermal, I must return to Shimla. Glashar and Visra are coming with me.”

      Relief swept through him; the Iaen were leaving. “How are you getting back?”

      “We will take the Xctas. The Mermis are leaving to return to the fortress. Surely you know this.”

      Idrithar grunted, curious about how much Ellagine knew. “At least wait until morning, we can properly say our farewells.”

      “I saw what happened in the mountain of fire,” Ellagine remarked offhandedly, giving him a sidelong glance.

      “You mean what you thought happened,” Idrithar corrected her. He had his secrets, Ellagine had hers.

      “I saw you jump, and later, I saw Arldrine stay behind. I know you do so for the greater good, but you forget about those you leave behind.”

      “I never forget about those I leave behind,” Idrithar corrected her. “It’s the reason I’m still alive. You must have seen the Rakhai; they drained me. What is lost is lost.”

      “You will gain much more than you have lost.” Ellagine touched his shoulder, turning him to face her. “Your story is not over yet.”

      He stroked his beard, mulling over thoughts in his head. “You give hope to mortals, it is unlike your kind.”

      “My kind,” Ellagine repeated. She smiled, her shoulders relaxed as her guard disappeared. “I have always sought to bring hope to the world, mortals and immortals alike.”

      “The world is grateful for your assistance. For now, I only question what you will do afterward.”

      Ellagine continued to smile at him. “I know what you do in secret when you think no one is watching,” she whispered.

      He turned to leave. “Threats do not become you.”

      As he strode along the riverbank, her words floated to him. “Don’t threaten me, and I won’t threaten you.”
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      Visra was bored. She paced on the river bank, watching the soft glimmer of the Green Stone. It shone brighter than the stars even though it was near the middle of the night. Sleep seemed a waste of time. Rubbing her hands together she flexed her wings, searching for mischief. Her eyes fell on Glashar who lay by the waters; her hands tucked under her cheek. Her eyes were glazed over, unseeing. Visra bit her tongue, hating the sight of the beautiful Falidrain. “This is your punishment, you know,” Visra whispered as she crept toward Glashar. “Mortals and immortals should never copulate. What you did was wrong.”

      There was nothing, not even a flicker of anger or regret. Visra huffed, crossing her arms. It was no fun to goad someone without a life. She turned to walk away, scowling as a thought crossed her mind. She should tell Glashar what she knew even though she did not want to. Glashar ruined her life, stealing her powers, yet someone had to be the bigger person in this situation. Visra’s life was focused on death and hate. Seeing Glashar lying there, as if she were dead, was worse than gloating. Glashar had lost power and love.

      Visra muttered a string of curses as she turned around, kneeling beside Glashar, staring into her sightless eyes. “Are you just going to lie there? Aren’t you going to get him back?”

      In one fluid motion, Glashar sat up, staring at her, panting slightly. “What did you say?”

      “Get him back,” Visra pointed to the flowing waters. “After all, he’s only dead; you can find his soul.”

      “How?” Glashar demanded, her face flushing with hope.

      Visra snickered, her enemy was back. “Ask the Truth Tellers. Ellagine knows how to find them although she is afraid of them. We have to return to Shimla and seek them there.”

      Glashar put a hand to her mouth, whispering, “‘Find me.’ I know this. Why didn’t I think of this?”

      “Because you’re whining,” Visra stuck out her tongue at her. “You should stop crying and take action.”

      Tears threatened to spill over Glashar’s hazel eyes and Visra almost wished she’d kept silent. Traveling with a crying Idrain would not be fun. She should go with Idrithar and Zhane and kill creatures, yet deep down inside she could hear the forest calling her.

      “Visra,” Glashar said, her lips trembling. “I’m sorry. Thank you.”

      The meaning behind those words swept over Visra, and her desire to snap Glashar’s head off disappeared. She leaped up, scowling to hide her emotions. “You were going to cry the whole way and ruin our return,” she muttered. She couldn’t stand the hope on Glashar’s face and, turning around, she fled in the opposite direction.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            Sarhorr

          

        

      

    

    
      Year 797 (146 years ago). Daygone.

      

      “How do you know my name?” Shalidir demanded as the wings on her back shifted and morphed away. “How did you find out?” She trembled, her nostrils flaring, her lips half open as fury flooded her dark eyes.

      He threw back his head and laughed. She took a step closer, her open palm slapping his immaculate face. The sharp sound echoed across the hewn stones of the tower. He let her hit him, knowing it would be all too easy to bend her over his knee and break her.

      “Dare you question me? You have my name. You know who I am, yet you came here all the same, with the child, our child, to seek the truth. I stand before you, denying nothing, and yet you are angry.”

      “You needed confirmation of the truth; you threw me out of the tower for proof!” She shouted at him, sparks of green shooting off her arms like the pointed shaft of an arrow.

      He snatched her up, pinning her arms to her sides as he held her. Their faces were inches apart as he squeezed her. “Shalidir, Lady of the Green People.” He was furious, yet amused, at the knowledge. “Daughter of my worst enemy and daughter of my sister, Lady of the Green People. The stars of old know the truth. If I am close enough to the heavens, they come down at night to whisper secrets to me. They see all that happens here in this world, you should know about the stars.”

      “My mother is not your sister,” she snapped, her fury rippling over him.

      “Aye, she is. Not by blood, in name only, it is one and the same. The King and Queen of the Green People treated me like a son. When they left for the eternal shores, my sister and I would have ruled, if I had wished it.”

      Shalidir struggled in his arms, her shoulders hunched tightly as she attempted to lean away from him. “You did not wish to rule the Green People. You killed their queen and drank her blood. I know the story.”

      “Queen Khalidir promised me her power. I only took what I was given,” he laughed darkly, licking his lips as he recalled how her heart tasted. “Besides, the Horn of Shilmi was carved from her bones, a powerful relic that seems to fall into the hands of mortals.”

      “The Horn of Shilmi was recovered by my people,” Shalidir began, her eyes widened as she realized the incidental information she’d given him. “Let go of me, you are a demon of darkness. Bringing you death shall be my pleasure.”

      Rage boiled within him, a roar rolling up from the pit of his being. Leaning forward he clamped his mouth down across her neck, biting her hard, letting her feel the razor sharpness of his pointed teeth. He paused before he broke the skin, leaving a bruise on her neck. It would swell with pain, reminding her of him. She whimpered under his touch, her chest heaving as she struggled in vain to escape his clutches.

      He pulled away, letting go of her. “Name calling does not become you. You are above such foolery, as am I. If you seek my demise, why did you return with the child? You know there is a shield of protection over the forests of Shimla and the Land of Lock to the south. I cannot tread there, and my brother and sister have imprisoned me here for they are weary of me.” He walked away from her, dropping his head, letting his shoulders fall. She was still young, while violence would not work against her, he could use her lust for him and words. She was proud, headstrong, and she desired power just as much as he did. If she thought he was lonely, if she thought he needed her, she would stay. Clasping his hands behind his back, he went on. “You are still young. You don’t know what it is like to watch the years of your life drop endlessly into nothingness. I have desired to escape these lands, crawling with the souls of the mortals and their petty desires. They know nothing of life as you and I know it. They waste their years thirsting for knowledge, rutting in passion, seeking fulfillment and love with their mates and children. They are greedy for treasure, riches, yet they know nothing of creation and true power. When I saw you, you showed me the light. The Light of Shalidir.”

      He paused his monologue, tempted to turn around and visualize how his words were working on her. She was silent. Listening. “You know I desire ultimate power. At first, I thought collecting tokens from powerful mortals and immortals would give me ultimate power, but I was wrong. Taking power from the Queen of the Green People was a temporary thrill, an intoxicating high, and so I sent the Tider to find the Great Clyear of Power. I had a few of the other Clyears, yet they remained useless until the stars told me about the Green Stone, the power of creation.” He let his arms fall to his side as he rotated his body toward her. “The Green Stone will give me and you everything we desire. With its power, we can leave this world and become like the stars in paradise. We will have the power to become the Creators and build our own world with none of the destructive tendencies this world holds. With the power of the Green Stone, we will live for an eternity, we can leave a legacy here, the new breed. Blood of our blood.”

      He held out a hand, forcing his features to become gentle, opening his eyes wider as if begging. “We made a plan together. You and I. The last decade has given me clarity. I know who you are, and you know who I am. You have a choice before you, either way, I will let you walk free.” He lied as he walked toward her. If she refused him, he would rip her apart and drink her blood. He still had a daughter; he could use her to achieve his goals. It did not matter who lived and who died, his plan was in motion, he would succeed.

      She was still angry, shimmering pale green as she considered his words. He could almost see the conflict taking place in her head. There was only one thing left to do. He lifted his face to the light and held out his hands. Closing his eyes, he let his form ripple away, revealing the horned shadow to her, showing her who he was. His eyes turned red as his shadow rippled across the floor, his monstrous form towering above her. “Shalidir. You must choose. Are you my enemy or my ally?” He demanded. “Choose!”
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      “Where is Arldrine?” Indonesia paced the ground in front of the river.

      It was early morning, just after sunrise. The Iaen were eager to leave yet the Mermis desired an audience with the Green Company. To Idrithar’s right stood Zhane, Yamier, and Wekin. A pace away stood Ellagine, her face flushed and shoulders tall. Visra tapped her foot impatiently on the ground, her wings fluttering as she scowled at the delay. Glashar folded her arms across her body, her golden hair covering her bent head, allowing none to see her expression.

      “We lost her in the mountains,” Zhane murmured roughly, his eyes hard.

      Idrithar’s memory flittered back to Ellagine’s words the evening before. Was Arldrine lost or did she stay behind? Did she recognize herself as the dead weight the Green Company carried and realize it was time to let go? She was confident, sure of her actions. Idrithar was certain whatever Arldrine had done to lead to her untimely death was for the best.

      Indonesia frowned before clearing her throat and stepping forward, motioning for Sletaira and Leaka to follow her. Clasping her hands at her waist she began, studying each of them.

      “When we heard the Western World was sending help, thanks to our Father, may he rest in peace,” the three Mermis bent their heads in reverence, “we asked for the weapons of our Father.”

      Idrithar noted the way they said “our father.” It was a common term the Mermis used for elders they held in great respect. At times he knew who they were referring to, at other times it was ambiguous. He knew their grandfather was King Vincsir of Spherical and their fathers were Crinte the Wise and Marklus the Healer, all three were referred to as “our father.” It was the same with the Green People, they saw parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents as one as the same. The Idrains, such as Glashar and Visra, were not born, they did not have parents to speak of and tended to misunderstand mortals.

      “These weapons do not come lightly,” Indonesia went on, a look of reverence moving over her face. Behind her, Leaka and Sletaira bowed their heads, murmured words moving from between their lips. “The Wise Ones determined the plight of the South World is similar to one the Western World faced. It has been many years since these weapons were used, and while they retain the same powers they had in the days of the Five Warriors, the potency of the weapons changes based on the bearer. Each of you was chosen because you paid the ultimate price by standing by the One when no one else would. It is with great honor I give you the weapons of our Father.”

      Indonesia lifted her hands and turned toward Leaka, who placed a sword in her arms. Indonesia held it in both hands as she moved in front of Idrithar. He blinked when he saw what it was, hiding the swift disappointment he felt as if she had kicked him in the side. Indonesia bent her knees while holding up the sword. “To the leader of the Green Company, Idrithar the Wise, we present you with the sword of Alaireia the Ezinck, Keeper of the Great Clyear. May the power of this blade guard and protect you and those you select to walk at your side as you defeat the Black Steeds.”

      A gasp echoed through the air as, rising, Indonesia placed the sword in Idrithar’s hands, keeping her head bowed so she would not see his expression.

      “It is with thanks I accept this honor,” he told her. As she backed away, he drew the sword and held it up to the light. The hilt was silver while the blade had a sharp gold line running vertically from end to end. His fingers tingled as he held it, and the gold line grew brighter as if reacting to his touch.

      Sletaira handed Indonesia another sword, weighing it as if it were precious stones. Indonesia moved to Zhane and repeated her actions, bowing while holding the sword before him. “To Zhane the Warrior, we present you with the sword of our Father, Crinte the Wise. May the wisdom of our Fathers guide you as you lead the way.”

      Zhane took the gold hilt and pulled it free of its scabbard, exposing the blade with the oracles that winked in the new light. Zhane held it up, awe and admiration shining on his face.

      Indonesia took the third sword with a silver blade from Leaka and walked up to Wekin. “To Wekin the Cron, we present you with the blade of Starman the Trazame. May your enemies grovel at your feet as you fight for a new era.”

      Wekin’s mouth hung agape in surprise. “Me?” he stammered. “I get a weapon of the Five Warriors?”

      “Do not think little of yourself.” Indonesia smiled fondly at him. “You have seen pain and sorrow, yet your heart is determined. After all, you are a member of the Green Company. Do not doubt your greatness.”

      Wekin stepped back, staring at the blade, his jaw moving although he did not utter another word.

      “Finally,” Indonesia took a carved bow and a quiver with blue tipped arrows from Sletaira. “To Yamier the Cron we give you the bow and arrows of Marklus the Healer. You will never miss your mark with this bow.”

      Yamier’s eyes rounded with wonder as he took the bow and quiver, glancing at Wekin. The two grinned at their luck.

      Indonesia took the last weapon from Leaka, a bow made of dark wood with a quiver of blue arrows. Idrithar heard Ellagine’s audible gasp as Indonesia walked up to Zhane. “Zhane, I was hoping to give these to Arldrine. Since she is missing, the bow and arrow of Legone the Swift go to you.”

      Zhane nodded, his eyes darkening in sorrow for a moment.

      Indonesia stepped back, standing shoulder to shoulder with Sletaira and Leaka. “Just as the weapons were made for the Five Warriors, so you shall find, these weapons will sync with your will. In time, you will find out why these are given to you and your unique purpose in saving this world. We will never forget what you each gave up to stand with Eliesmore the One, finder of the Jeweled Sword.”

      Ellagine stepped forward, interrupting the sacred moment. She lifted a hand in a farewell gesture. “This may be the end of the Green Company, yet it is only the start of the salvation of our world. Long may you live. Long may you prosper.”

      “Why is everyone leaving?” Wekin bemoaned.

      Glashar turned away, unable to offer goodbyes in her sorrow.

      Visra smirked. “Perhaps we’ll meet again.”

      Zhane walked forward, gripping Ellagine’s arm in farewell.

      Idrithar saw the Silver Herd landing; it was time to go their separate ways.

      “Idrithar? A word in private,” Indonesia walked up to him, breaking him out of his reprieve.

      He followed her into the thicket, still carrying the sword. “I see you gave the sword of Crinte the Wise to Zhane,” he remarked dryly.

      “I know you wanted it,” her response was flippant, almost taunting. “Yet it goes to Zhane. You hold power, in time, you will learn to control the blade of Alaireia, Keeper of the Clyear.”

      “I am grateful,” he told her. “In fact, I am honored to carry the blade of one of the Five Warriors. I only thought as wise comes to wise you would see fit to grant me the sword of your father.”

      “You are nothing like my father,” Indonesia interrupted, eyes flashing.

      “You mistake my meaning,” Idrithar held up a hand, studying her expression. Indonesia had a way of getting under his skin and twisting his words, even after twenty-some years. It seemed she intentionally provoked him. He mentally prepared himself for her affront. “The sword of the last of the Order of the Wise should pass through a line of Watchers for generations to come.”

      “Yes, generations to come,” Indonesia mocked him. “You said it yourself. Idrithar, you have no children. You don’t have a bloodline to pass the sword to.”

      “Nor does Zhane,” he reminded her, holding up a finger.

      Indonesia took a step toward him; he sensed her anger vibrating through the air. “No, he is much younger though, and more likely, after the world is at peace, to find someone. His destiny lies here in the west. I have sensed it, the Iaen have sensed it. Unless you find someone else, you are not destined for children.”

      “Is it your intention to be cruel?”

      “No,” her hand flew to her mouth as she realized what she had said. “I’m sorry. Idrithar, I didn’t to mean to be…” she trailed off, reaching for him.

      He shrugged off her hand. “They have killed all the older people, haven’t they?” He sought confirmation for a known truth. Throughout his travels, he’d searched for people his age. He’d watched the White Steeds in hiding, and the Black Steeds grouping together to fight back. He’d seen males, females and their young children, none older than forty years. It only confirmed his suspicions. The Black Steeds, perhaps under orders from the Changers, were killing off anyone old enough to remember the days of Magdela the Monrage. Idrithar could only assume the elders had seen something or maybe even knew a dangerous secret. It was an unsettling truth to think he, in his forties, could be one of the elders of the South World, aside from the three Mermis. They were much older than him although they were intentionally vague about their age. Even the older Iaen had been frightened away, fleeing to the Pillars of Creation.

      “We were airborne,” Indonesia replied. “I did not see people. Talk to me. What are you thinking?”

      “Nothing we haven’t discussed before. We have achieved a great victory yet something is wrong.”

      “Something is always wrong,” Indonesia muttered, brushing a loose strand of hair out of her face.

      “Why are you mocking me?” he blew out his breath in frustration. “There is a reason behind every action, a reason the King of Spherical sent you and your cousins, the Blended Ones, away. There is a reason your great-grandfather was sent into exile in the Eastern World, although none explained why. The immortals are hiding something from the mortals, only those with longevity know the secret. Why?”

      “Immortals versus mortals, you said it yourself, this is what is wrong with the world. Even the Wise Ones, such as you, attempt to divide people into categories. There are rich and poor, old and young, male and female, mortal versus immortal, the people groups and others. You wonder why there is dissension among the people and talking animals; you ask why the Changers rose to power, why they seek to rule the Four Worlds.” Her eyes grew earnest as she spoke, her face turning pink with passion. “I have traveled east and west, and now here I dwell in the south, because of the prophecy, and because of you. When I was young, I was naïve. I took action without asking questions; I did what I was told without asking why. A question I should have asked from the very beginning. As we grow older, a desire rises within us, a desire to right the wrongs of the world and fix old regrets. We look back on the past and see how we can create a future that benefits all. Don’t you feel it, the desire to rule?”

      “Aye,” he agreed, physically relaxing. Indonesia knew how to provoke him, yet she knew him well. His secret relationship with Indonesia was one reason he’d kept silent when Dathiem and Glashar became openly affectionate during the past year. He could have stopped them, perhaps Dathiem would be alive if he had. Relationships between mortals and immortals often ended badly, yet Indonesia was the daughter of a great hero, Crinte the Wise. She carried the bloodline of mortals which made him feel less guilty. Although he kept it a secret because he was one of the Wise Ones, he was a leader; others should follow his example. His actions could be viewed in a negative light if others saw one of the leaders of the White Steeds trysting inappropriately with an immortal. Leaving her, and leaving her often, made it easier to carry their secret.

      She placed her hand on his heart, listening to its rhythmic beating. “You desire peace and harmony, yet you desire to rule. As it goes, when we are young we are curious, we seek to learn the mysteries of the world. When we are older, we know what we can do to save the world, and we desire power. It is a cycle which plays out again and again. You have the Horn of Shilmi and the sword of the Alaireia, Keeper of the Clyear, what more do you want?”

      “I want to know why the elders are slain and what the Green People are planning. I want to know why Eliesmore goes to Daygone, without the protection of the Green Company. I want to know why you have come and why you take the army away while the woísts are flooding the west."

      “You are close to getting what you want, and I am close to getting what I want,” she remarked, deflecting his words. “The closer we come to achieving our goals, the further apart we become. Tell me, oh Wise One, what do you need from me?”

      Her midnight blue hair shifted in the light. He let his gaze become warm. “Return to the fortress, build the ships, train the army. We will need them to defeat the Changers and their armies.”

      “After the Changers are defeated, do you hope to rule the west?” She considered him, turning her head in a way that made him uncomfortable. He felt his blood boil.

      “You ask about knowledge and power; you play with words. Indonesia, you know there must be Watchers in this world. We have discussed this before why do you keep testing me with your words?” He crossed his arms.

      “It’s because you are perfect. You are always right, and you can do no wrong. Allow me some pleasure in twisting your words.” She lifted her face, taunting him. “Give me what I want so I can leave.”

      Her mouth parted as her eyes fluttered between his lips and eyes. Kisses were the only way to appease her. She collected his kisses like tokens and used them against him. He covered her hand with his. “Careful,” she warned him, dropping her head to glance around the forest. “Someone could see us.” She threw his words from earlier back into his face.

      He silenced her with a look, pressing her hand into his heart as he touched his lips to hers. She closed her eyes, but he kept his open as he kissed her, knowing they could be attacked at any moment.

      She pulled back, a smile gracing her lips as if she’d won a great victory. “Would you like to borrow a winged assistant for your journey?”

      “No,” Idrithar stepped back as she let go of him. “I’ve had quite enough of air travel.” He lifted his chin, unwilling to let Indonesia see how nauseous flying made him feel.

      “I will see even less of you then,” she turned on her heel.

      He let her walk away, waiting for a beat before he followed her.
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            Arldrine

          

        

      

    

    
      Year 943. (2 months earlier).

      The Cascade Mountain Range.

      

      Arldrine pulled the arrow tight in her bow, watching the woísts march toward her. She studied their hideous faces as they chanted.

      

      
        
        Trouble. Trouble. Deep Black Evil.

        Trouble. Trouble. Deep Black Evil.

      

      

      

      Squinting she bit her tongue and let her first arrow fly, reaching back for another one as the arrow sunk into the eye socket of a woíst. It fell backward with a heavy thump, embedding its shape into the snow. The woísts paused, turning toward the tree of light, they marched toward Arldrine. She let two more arrows fly, licking her dry lips as the creatures roared, barreling toward her safe haven. Two more fell at the foot of the circle of light. A third lifted its battle ax and hurled it. Arldrine instinctively ducked out of the way as the blade zinged through the air. A whooshing sound accompanied it as it flew toward the tree. Before it hit the light, an audible shudder shook the ground, and the ax fell, useless, into the snow. Arldrine’s mouth fell open, and she reached for a branch, pulling herself to a better position to see what had occurred. A golden bubble wavered between the ground where the golden light began, and the snow ended. As if confirming the barrier, another woíst flung itself forward, intending to leap into the circle and chop down the branches until Arldrine fell. The barrier whined again, restraining the creatures as they roared in fury, struggling against the invisible force. Arldrine lifted her bow with renewed energy, unsure how long the barrier would hold. She loosened arrow after arrow, each one driving into her mark, maiming some but killing most. It wasn’t until her quiver was empty that she stopped, breathing hard from the exertion.

      The woísts surrounded the tree and hacked at the invisible barrier. Gold sparks ignited, hurling them backward when they attempted to cross onto sacred ground. Arldrine dropped her empty quiver, watching it thump against the ground. The tree shook as she swung down, slumping against it as she watched the woísts. She was safe and warm, yet she was under siege. Alone. Her limbs trembled as the adrenaline from the attack faded. She did not understand; she was used to being alone, in fact, she preferred the forests of Truemonix to any other place in the South World. Why did she feel beret as if her heart had been ripped out? Why did she feel lonely?

      Her body continued to quake until sobs poured out of her throat. She opened her mouth, gasping for breath as tears rolled down her cheeks, dripping off her chin. Leaning forward, she pulled up her knees and wrapped her arms around herself, rocking back and forth as she cried. The years of pent-up emotion and unaddressed pain flowed from the depth of her being. She wept for her people, the Ezincks, who seemed to have faded from existence. She cried for the empty woods where life had forsaken even the plants. She wept for the White Steeds, broken and hopelessly striving to stand up for life when the world fought against them. She wept for the Green Company beset with trouble and tribulations. She wept for the pain in her lame foot and the creatures waiting to kill her. She wept for Zhane as he marched toward death. She wept until the tears came no more and her heart was hollow. Instead of keeping watch she leaned over and fell asleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When she woke, someone was holding her. Her eyes flew open in alarm taking in the gray skies, golden light and spindly branches of the tree. They wrapped around her body, holding her off the ground. Reaching out a hand, she touched an ebony branch feeling the heat that came from it. "Thank you,” she whispered.

      In reply the branches curled away, placing Arldrine upright within the circle. Standing on her own two feet Arldrine knelt in front of the tree, reaching up her right hand to touch its trunk. It was alive. She could hear its spirit purring in contentment. "How long have you been here alone?” There was no reply from the tree other than the soft undercurrent, the persistent hum.

      A pear fell from the tree, dropping into Arldrine’s hands. She sunk her teeth into it as she rose, noting her body felt new and fresh. Turning she took a step forward, unconsciously waiting for the numb pain to shoot through her toes. There was nothing. “Oh!” she exclaimed, looking down. She took another step, wiggling her toes as she did so. The buzzing pain was gone. Sitting down, she pulled off her boot and undid the bandage. Her foot looked fine, and even as she bent it backward and forward, she knew she was healed. Replacing her boot and standing she returned to the tree and placed her hand once again on its trunk. “What do you ask of me? I must repay your kindness."

      The branches seemed to point, and turning, Arldrine saw the rest of the woísts. There were only half a dozen of them, standing, waiting for her to leave the circle. Occasionally one would step forward, testing to see if the barrier had broken. “I will slay them for you,” Arldrine vowed. She turned on her heel, pulling her dagger out of her belt. One hand balled up into a fist as she calculated how to slay the woísts. She had to be faster than them and anticipate their every move. Moving her arms away from her body she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, slowing everything down. She had to be sure, or she would end up dead, and the tree would be left on its own to defend against the dark creatures. She took a running start, her feet gaining speed up as she leaped over the barrier. Her hand with the dagger came out, catching the first woíst in the throat. It slumped backward, giving her enough time to spin behind it, using its dead body as a shield. She flung her dagger at a second woíst and kicked out her feet at third who was upon her. Snatching the battle ax from the dead creatures belt, she sliced at the third woíst even though she saw the other two coming up behind her. A blade whistled past her ear, so close she felt it slice through her hair. Whipping around she threw the battle ax, letting a roar escape from her throat. As she reached for a dagger from the dead woísts’ belt, the fist of a woíst punched her gut. A muffled screamed crossed her lips as she fell backward, crashing into the snow. She kicked her feet out, her bones colliding with the creature while her fingers tore through the snow, seeking something to save her.

      The snow stacked up under her hands and, still kicking the creature away from her, she hurled a snowball at the one approaching. It momentarily paused, wiping snow out if its face, giving Arldrine the chance she needed. Kicking out hard she sprang up into the air, bounding upward she leaped on the back of the woíst in front of her, tucked her hands around its neck and tugged. An audible snap ripped through the air as its spine broke. The creature slumped forward as Arldrine let go, turning to face her last foe. Her hands shook from the graphic death she’d been forced to give the creature and she tossed snow out of her face. The last creature ran for her with a snarl. Arldrine bounded away as the creature dashed toward her. Flipping across the snow she hastily created another snowball, holding it up in one hand while she reached for a fallen ax. The creature eyed her, growling under its breath as it considered her actions. It picked up a dagger and flung it.

      Arldrine ducked as the blade cut across her shoulder, slicing open her tunic to the skin. Cold air forced her skin to break into goosebumps as she hurled the ax in retaliation. The creature leaped out of the way, launching itself toward Arldrine. They went down together, arms flailing as they clawed at each other. Arldrine brought her knee up, slamming it into the creature’s mesh-covered chest. The woíst head-butted her, jarring her vision. Black spots danced before her eyes and warm blood dripped from her nose. Lifting her arm to block another blow she kicked her foot up, knocking the creature on its back. Her fingers came up, reaching for its neck but it slammed an elbow into her arm, breaking her concentration. Arldrine hissed at it, letting her fury take over. She lay blows around its head as it attempted to block them, finally using its size to toss her away. As Arldrine skidded across the ground, she saw her dagger sticking out of one creature. She scrambled for traction and reached out a hand, snatching her dagger back. Black blood oozed off of it, painting the white snow with grim horror. Running toward the creature she leaped and slashed, cutting its face open and driving the dagger into its skull. With one final swipe at her, the creature collapsed.

      Arldrine rolled her shoulders back as she stood tall, surveying her work. Her eyes narrowed as intense determination gripped her, knowing she had to find her companions. Using the snow, she created a compress for her nose and cleaned her dagger before stepping back into the circle of light. Her foot stung again as she walked forward, while she knew a bruise was beginning on her abdomen. Her nose felt tender as she knelt in front of the tree, letting her heartbeat slow as she lifted her eyes.

      The tree seemed to hold its naked branches higher as if thanking her. A glimmer filled the air, much like a mirror. When Arldrine blinked, a being stood before her. It was tall and stately, shaped like the tree yet it looked like clear crystal, so transparent the being was almost invisible in the golden light of the tree. Arldrine tilted her head attempting to see more of the seven-foot tall being. A vague glimmer appeared where it tented its branches, or was it hands, together and an outline bowed in Arldrine’s direction.

      “You have traveled with the One?” a silvery voice shifted the air like the sound of a stringed instrument being plucked in a great hall.

      Arldrine felt a sense of pure awe come over her. “Yes,” she confirmed.

      “You have come to save the west?”

      “Yes,” Arldrine repeated, holding back questions. She knew she gazed at a Trespiral, the spirit of the tree, a creature she had long sought to awake. Songs of her people told the tale of the spirit of all living things, plants and animals alike.

      “My people are captives, will you set them free?”

      “Yes,” Arldrine bit her tongue, unsure of what the Trespiral meant. “I will do my best.”

      The Trespiral bowed again.

      “Where are your people?”

      “Their shells are encased where the rivers meet. On the banks of the heights, they were taken by a powerful force. They stand timeless frozen in horror trapped by stone, unable to escape.”

      Arldrine opened her mouth and closed it, unable to discern the riddle. “I will do my best,” she repeated.

      The glimmer of the spirit of the tree bowed. “Your ride will be long in coming, sit in the light until your wounds heal.”

      “Will you stay with me?” She asked tentatively.

      “The time for sleep is yet to come soon I return to my everlasting bower. Stay until the beast sets forth from the mountain of fire. Here I shall remain, the eternal guardian of life.”

      “What do they call you?” Arldrine whispered, widening her eyes as the vague glimmer of the spirit seemed to fade.

      “When the tears of the Rulers of the West fall beneath my boughs and the One sets the Green Light in the sky, then my name shall be revealed.”

      Arldrine bowed her head in acknowledgment, sensing the deeper prophecies hidden in words. “Thank you for your gift of healing,” she murmured.

      “The gift came not from me; true power resides within the Rulers of the West. See?” The spirit pointed a silvery branch at the spot where Arldrine had let Zhane hold her and say goodbye. There a white flower had sprung up, overnight, and its white petals were blooming. Arldrine gaped in awe, her gaze flickering between the white flower and the spirit. No words escaped her mouth. Change was coming.
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      Year 943. Present Day.

      

      Eliesmore watched the pale streaks of dawn reach their rays toward the ever-shining Green Light. Rich gold and emerald green collided in a twisted dance of beauty, sending streaks of radiance across the sky. A smile touched Eliesmore’s lips as he watched the light, a tingle of hope reverted through his body as he lay among the tall grass of the prairie. He couldn’t sleep. His eyes wouldn’t close. His mind could not calm down. Each breath he took was in gratefulness for what he had accomplished, what his companions had helped him accomplish. He thought of them in brief flashes of gratitude, yet his mind remained riveted to the present. His ears could hear life stirring around him; the South World was waking up. There was a hush in the air, the voices of the animals of the land and air, and the grass. Invisible creatures of the meadow were coming out, he was sure of it, although he could not fully hear them. A shiver would filter to his ears; a whispered note, a brush against his skin, like silk. His thoughts turned back to his days of dancing with the Iaen in the hidden glades of the forests.

      Thud. Thud. Thud. A distant thumping pulsed against his ear. He rose on an elbow, peering over the curved yellow-white grasses, narrowing his eyes as he searched for the source. Nothing but empty skies and meadows met his gaze. He cocked his head, listening once more, yet there was nothing. Shrugging, he stood, stretching his muscles. Noting the way his new body felt. He rolled his head and shoulders, relishing the rush of strength that buzzed through him.

      “Aye!” Optimistic yawned, stretching his fists to the skies as he woke up. “What a beautiful dawn,” his eyes gazed at the sky in soft amazement. “Eliesmore, you were supposed to wake me for my watch, and now the night has passed.”

      Eliesmore grinned sheepishly. “I can feel the spirit of this world; it is waking up. I’ve never felt something like this before, this enchantment. How can I sleep?”

      Optimistic grinned back as he rose. “In that case, we can set off early, and find something to eat while we walk.”

      Eliesmore stretched his taut muscles, feeling the rumble of hunger strike his belly. “We have to find something other than roots.” He referenced their meager findings the previous evening. "We need real food. Meat. Bacon, as Wekin would say.”

      Optimistic chuckled as he shook his head in amusement. “Bacon.” He turned, staring up at the Green Light in the sky.

      “Do you think we can find some dumb animals in the prairie?” Eliesmore swept his hand out, indicating the fields of grass that stretched on as far as the eye could see.

      “Perhaps, we’ll just take one day at a time. I’ll make traps to lay out at night, to catch any of the small rodents of the prairie,” Optimistic suggested.

      “Traps, with what?” Eliesmore raised a brow.

      “I grabbed a bit of rope from the castle,” Optimistic pointed offhandedly in a western direction. “There is always something to catch in the wild lands.”

      Eliesmore nodded at Optimistic’s good-natured opinion.

      “What do you hear?” Optimistic whispered after a while.

      “What? Why?”

      “Listen, there’s nothing. There are no woísts. No Rakhai, it’s just us. It’s peaceful.”

      Eliesmore glanced around, scratching his neck. He could hear a faint thud moving toward them, like the sounds he’d heard when he’d first woken. “I hear something,” he contradicted. “Something is coming our way.”

      Optimistic paused, turning around to where look where Eliesmore pointed. “I see nothing.”

      Eliesmore blinked. A blur of white moved toward them. He furrowed his brow, glancing from Optimistic back to the white blur. “I think it might be Flywinger. I asked him to meet us in the Constel Heights.”

      They stood still, waiting in silence as the thudding continued. Eliesmore marveled at how he could hear every thump of each hoof print against the ground. Flywinger galloped toward them, shaking his head as he trotted to a stop. “Eliesmore. Optimistic,” he whinnied.

      “Hello, Flywinger, good to see you again,” Eliesmore welcomed him while Optimistic stepped forward, rubbing Flywinger’s nose.

      “Where are you going?” Flywinger bobbed his head, leaning in to Optimistic’s gentle caresses.

      “Daygone,” Eliesmore admitted. “There is no need for you to come with us, the decision is yours.”

      “You could come with us as far as the Jaded Sea,” Optimistic offered.

      “I’d be glad to offer my services,” Flywinger tossed his mane as he turned to the side, allowing them to mount up.

      “There are two of us now,” Optimistic cautioned as he swung up behind Eliesmore. “Flywinger, when you tire of carrying us let us down, we’ll walk for a time, and hunt.”

      Eliesmore grunted in acknowledgment, noting Optimistic’s kindness.

      Flywinger trotted forward through the wild lands, the hues of light dancing like scattered orbs. Eliesmore leaned into Flywinger’s stride, once again delighting in the wind across his face, blowing his hair straight back. Behind him he could hear Optimistic’s voice, twisting words into a lyrical melody as he sang under his breath.

      Morning rolled away as they traveled, the light shimmering before them as Eliesmore listened. He heard the gentle roll of the wind, and he imagined voices threaded through its essence. The grass rustled in delight, calling the creatures of the meadow to frolic in relief. A hopeful hum covered the meadow, the words dancing just out of reach.

      Flywinger slowed to a walk toward midday, and Optimistic tumbled off him. “Take a break,” he suggested. “Eliesmore and I must hunt.”

      “Ah, yes,” Eliesmore felt a hollow prick in his belly. Food. He thought of Yamier building a fire and cooking tasty treats for them to slobber over. He felt a light touch as if a finger poked his shoulder and retracted before he could notice. He turned north, questioning where the rest of the Green Company was now.

      Flywinger dropped his head into the grass, looping off the tops with his rough pink tongue and square teeth.

      Optimistic walked through the grass, from time to time squatting to examine a plant.

      “What are you looking for?” Eliesmore called.

      “Anything edible,” Optimistic chuckled. “I see various plants hidden in the grass. They have different leaves. Ah,” he held up a clump of dirt and weeds. “See, wild onions.”

      “Is it safe?” Eliesmore arched his eyebrows as he meandered closer.

      “We won’t know until we taste them, but onions have a strong aftertaste. I’ll keep them in reserve until we find something else.”

      Eliesmore sniffed, catching the raw, pungent flavor of onion, the flavors leaked through the air, irritating his nostrils. He blinked moisture out of his eyes as his stomach growled again. At this point he would happily eat onions, roots, anything, just to stop the gnawing pain. His thoughts sought to betray him, tantalizing him with the faded memories of the home of Novor Tur-Woodberry and the delightful feast they’d eaten there. He groaned aloud as he recalled fresh pies with flaky crusts, dripping with meats and vegetables. Kneeling in the grass, he parted the thick stalks to discover what lay hidden closer to the ground. Optimistic continued to sing under his breath, the wind tossing the meaning of his words away from Eliesmore’s ears.

      Eliesmore laughed to himself in-between the pain from his stomach, feeling quite unlike a hero, crawling in the mud in search of anything to eat. If this was how the wild animals lived, he preferred the fortress with the endless barrels of food from Oceantic. His thoughts roamed to his childhood and the garden he planted with his mother each year, digging in the soil, watching the roots spring out and dig deep, the cycle of life repeating birth, growth, abundance, death. The sharp pang of regret and loss stung him as he moved forward, bumping into a plant. He sat back on his heels, reaching out a finger to touch the green growth. It was a short, stubby plant with thick green leaves, wider than two fingers. The leaves sprang out, heart-shaped on either side of a firm stalk. Eliesmore wrapped a hand around the stalk and pulled back, surprised to find it soft and fleshy. He leaned closer, his eyes noticing the beads of moisture on the plant while a hint of sweetness touched his nose. He breathed in, “Optimistic, come look at this plant!”

      Optimistic dropped the onions and ran over, shaking the dirt from his hands. He knelt beside Eliesmore and gave a sigh of relief. “Murthweeld!”

      “Murthweeld?” Eliesmore repeated a question in his voice. “You mean the plant Wekin picked in the Sang Sizge Hills? Right before he got captured?”

      “Yes,” Optimistic gave a vigorous nodded as he reached for the base of the plant. He plucked the entire steam with his fingers, causing an eruption of sticky sweetness to fill the air. “This is a plant that is eaten raw and known for giving strength to those who digest it.” He broke off a leaf and bit down, chewing slowly as a look of wonder crossed his face. “It’s not meat, but it’s delicious.”

      Eliesmore plucked a leaf and took a tentative bite, relieved to escape from eating wild onions. The sweet tanginess filled his mouth with a hint of something bitter. He swallowed quickly, taking another bite as a wave of hunger swept over him.

      “We should gather as much as we can,” Optimistic went on with his mouth full. “Here’s a small bag to keep them in, what can’t fit we can stuff in our cloaks.”

      “Stuff in our cloaks,” Eliesmore chuckled.

      They gathered and ate until Flywinger trotted up to them and a sharp pull brought Eliesmore to his feet. He turned east, touching a hand to his chest before dropping it, hoping Optimistic did not notice. Daygone. He had to go to Daygone. It seemed as if a thread in his heart connected him to the dreaded country; he had no choice, he had to go. The persistence was much like the call of the Iaen, but he straightened his shoulders.

      “We’ll walk, Flywinger,” he said, “Until you are ready to run.”

      As he moved across the meadows, he heard the first voice. It was faint yet distinct. The Green Stone has been dissolved. Pass it along. The Green Stone has been dissolved.

      He jerked around, unable to keep the sudden smile from his face. “Optimistic? Do you hear it?”

      “Hear what?” Optimistic grinned as the wind tousled his hair.

      “A voice. The creatures are coming back, coming out of hiding. I think they are celebrating.” Even as he said the words, he knew it was true, and a bubble of joy burst through his heart as quickly as a water creature flying through the currents on its way home. “The world is healing.”

      Optimistic nodded, a softness crossing his face. “The Green Stone has been dissolved,” he echoed. “Eliesmore, you have a gift now, you have the power of the Green Stone which makes you more perspective. I wouldn’t be surprised if you can see further and hear better than I. I think you’re experiencing it already. Even now you seem to know exactly where we are going.”

      Eliesmore nodded, scratching his neck. “You’re right, I suppose. It seems as if there is a map, a compass. Do you remember Yamier and Wekin talking about navigation? I never gave much thought to it before. Yet, its uncanny the way Idrithar and Zhane knew their way across the land. I think they had a natural way of knowing. Now I understand because, I can’t explain it, but I know where we’re going, and I know how to get there.”

      Optimistic’s face tensed at the mention of their destination. “It is time,” his voice was quiet yet full of fire. “It is time for the Dark One to pay for what he has done.”
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      Year 797 (146 years ago). Daygone.

      

      Shalidir’s eyes widened as she took in his form. Taking a step back she reached behind her, searching for something to hold onto. When her hand came up, he almost did not react in time. A fierce determination covered her face as she held up green flames, threatening him.

      “What are you going to do?” He roared at her, his true form causing his voice to become deep. “You cannot kill me. No one can. Is this why you have come? To attempt to destroy me? You disappoint me, Shalidir.”

      Her lips, pressed tightly together, quivered. Her eyes continued to bore into his, taking in the details of his massive form. He took a step forward. “Don’t come near me!” she ordered through clenched teeth.

      He paused, studying the muscles of her face as they contorted. Ah. So she feared him and was unwilling to show it. He took another step toward her, taunting her with his dominance before he allowed himself to change, sweeping his shadow away as if it never existed. “Choose.” He prompted as his face became beautiful again. “Are you for me or against me?”

      In response, she hurled the ball of fire. It moved toward him as if in slow motion, twirling through the air, flames leaping out of it like fingers, rushing toward his face. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Opening his mouth he exhaled, sucking the life out of the air, drinking in the fire as if it were water. His body shivered in pleasure, and he rolled his shoulders back, drinking in the first taste of her power. It was nothing more than a hint, useless to him, yet it gave him a sense of her power, and as he swallowed, he recognized it. Mind control ran in the family. The Queen of the Green People had persuasive powers to align those who opposed her. He’d seen her use her powers on others with nothing but the blink of an eye or the flick of a wrist. It was a power he’d desired, and while eating her heart was the first step, he’d found the true power lay in her bones, hence, the Horn of Shilmi. Now, tasting the familiar deception of mind control, he opened his eyes, moving closer to Shalidir who backed away from him. Her face flooded with confusion as her eyes darted across the chamber, seeking escape. She could run to the tower, spread her wings and fly away, yet for some reason, she stayed.

      “I cannot choose, you have given me no choice,” she clenched her jaw unable to stop her voice from quavering.

      He waited, searching for further signs of mind control. The way she held her face, up and back, while her shoulders were straight, told him she was hiding something from him. Soon she would cry, letting the tears fall, bemoaning how he ruined her life. Inwardly he sighed in frustration, thinking of a way to get rid of her.

      “You asked me why I returned, of course, I had to come,” the first tear fell, “to see if what they said about you is true. You deny nothing. You stand before me, openly displaying your true identity, and you ask me to choose? If I choose our child and walk away, you will not let me go. You know this.”

      “I will,” he countered, crossing his arms. “Take the child and leave. Now!”

      “No, there is nowhere to run, nowhere to hide from you and your work. You always get what you want, lest a greater power stops you. How can I escape from you? Everywhere I look, I see your handiwork. My parents. My daughter. What has happened is because of you. Even if I could wield such power, what more can I do than stand in your shadow? I thought we might be equals; I thought we might pursue power and rule together, I thought you were the one my soul called out for. I thought there was a reason my steps led me directly to you. Every time I leave the forests of my people, every time I seek, I find you. I see your shadow behind every tree, I hear your voice in my thoughts, in my dreams. You have passed your corruption on to me; I have no choice but to follow you into darkness.”

      “Are you done fighting me?” he dropped the tone of his voice as tears slide down her face. She sought comfort after her open confession; it would only be appropriate to give her what she wanted, and take his pleasure.

      “I am angry with you,” she lifted her hands to cover her face, hunching her shoulders. “You have made your stance clear. If I fight, I lose. There is not a way for me to win.”

      He crossed the distance, forcing his sneer of mockery to stay hidden. Lifting her hands from her face, he tilted her chin upward, watching the power scented tears drop onto the stone floor like an offering. “There is a way for you to win,” he held her face even though she attempted to pull away. “If you are on my side, you will win. I have foreseen it. We take the Green Stone. We destroy my brother and sister. We win.”

      “We?” her eyes flickered. “How can there be a ‘we’ if there is only you?”

      “Who said there is only me?” He grinned, showing her his teeth before he gripped her in his arms. Her head dropped forward onto his chest as her breath grew shallow. He pulled away, noting the way her eyelashes fluttered. She lifted her pale green face to his, her lips inviting him in. For all her fury, she wanted him.

      Letting go of her, he backed away. “Clean yourself up,” he snapped as he strode toward the curving staircase. Before she moved to follow him, he hurled his spell of immobility, chanting phrases as the spell enveloped her and she froze.

      Folding his hands in front of him he calmly made his way down to the garden. Shalidir was devious, deceptive, and drawn to him; he would deal with her later. Right now, he was curious about his daughter. He made his way down to the gardens, his bare feet silent against the stone.
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      Year 943. Present Day.

      

      That night they tossed themselves down in the grass to sleep. “There’s no need to keep watch,” Eliesmore told Optimistic. “I can hear the peaceful lull of the land; there is nothing that will harm us.”

      Optimistic did not disagree, yet he stayed watchful as the evening shadows grew long. “What can you hear?” Optimistic asked after a time, lying back, facing north, his eyes centered on the Green Light.

      “I hear the creatures chirping in the grass. What are those things? They sing a song.”

      “Crickets, perhaps. I haven’t heard the sound of crickets in a long time,” Optimistic’s voice was wistful.

      “The grass stirs, there are smaller animals I think, walking through, sniffing, searching for food, or each other. I can’t be sure,” Eliesmore felt his lips turn upward. “I can almost hear their heartbeats; they are full of hope. No, they are whispering the words. Hope. The Green Stone. The One.” Eliesmore felt a sudden longing wail up in his throat, blocking off his words. He almost whimpered as the bubble in his heart threatened to explode. Hope. The Green Light had given the world hope. Perhaps the Truth Tellers were wrong. There was no curse associated with dissolving the Green Stone. The Creator had forsaken them, sending the One in his stead. The world would be saved. He would see it through.

      He couldn’t tell when he closed his eyes, yet his consciousness never left him. A cool wind blew overhead, and he pulled his cloak tighter around himself as the ground turned cold. Wisps of grass tickled his nose until he sneezed before laughing at their playfulness. He listened for the peace of his heart to be disturbed by a footfall or intruder. There was nothing. He slept on until his consciousness faded into a dream or vision, a blend of faded reality. Opening his eyes, he saw a golden light shining in his face as the wind circled him, blowing his hair into his eyes and across his cheeks. Whirling around, he caught himself in astonishment as he saw the threads of the wind, a lady, dancing through the movement she created. Waving her arms, she ran and rolled, lifting herself over his head, catching the ends of his cloak and spinning him around. A ringing eruption of laughter bubbled through the air as the wind twirled into a frenzy. A blast of ice shook his core as she flung herself away, leaving nothing but the sound of laughter and her chilly aftermath.

      The golden light turned brighter, pouring over Eliesmore like a cup overflowing with honeyed nectar. He stood in nothingness, watching as Glashar and Visra stepped out of the light. They were carrying something he did not recognize for he could not see it clearly. They whispered to each other in the Iaen language, their faces somber. Eliesmore furrowed his brow, for he could not recall a time when Glashar and Visra walked peaceably together in like-minded awareness. Concern grew in his heart, and he narrowed his eyes. When he blinked, he saw the Falidrain and Jesnidrain stood at the foot of a great forest. The trees were clothed in gold and silver with rainbow dew adorning their branches and leaves. A lustrous glitter cascaded across the forest, shimmering through the trees as if winged beings fluttered to and fro, just out of eyesight.

      As he watched, Eliesmore heard a song, a melody he had been listening to for some time. The words curved into his ear like the whisper of a lover, the notes sweet, high and intense. A shiver of delight ran through his body at the uncanny words as a throbbing arose in him. He put a hand to his heart, finding it hard to breathe as a heady fragrance rushed over him. A pale green glow appeared from behind a tree as Ellagine stepped out of the wood. She looked more wild and beautiful than Eliesmore had ever seen her. Her long light locks were sleek and tame, shining with light as they trailed down her back. Jewels encased her ears as they stuck out from her head, curving away from her face. Her bright eyes seemed to swim in the light while the curves of her face were flushed with green. He could see her bright lips as she beckoned toward Glashar and Visra, yet her expression was unreadable. Her eyes appeared to be guarded and excited, an odd mix of emotion. Holding up one pale finger, she placed it on her lips. Her eyes darting across the forest entrance until they met Eliesmore’s. He jumped in surprise, his heart thumping in his chest, for he’d assumed he was an unseen observer. Pressing a finger to her lips, she tilted her head as if shaking it before fading into the forest, taking Glashar and Visra with her.

      Eliesmore gasped as he was left alone, staring at the magnificent forest as the words to the song blew to his ear, buoyed onward by the wind. The dream faded, leaving a mask of emotion with it as it faded out of existence. “The Iaen!” he cried out before he could stop himself. Sitting up, Eliesmore found himself back in the meadows of Monoxie, with a vague sorrow weighing down his shoulders.

      “Eliesmore?” Optimistic’s sleep smeared voice cut through the air. “What is it?”

      “I saw,” Eliesmore struggled to remember as if a fog were covering his thoughts. “I dreamed about the Iaen. They are returning to their forests. They’ve gone.” He let the words drop away, suddenly feeling bereft.

      “Ci. They said as much.”

      Eliesmore saw Optimistic sit up, his head poking above the wild grass.

      “Go back to sleep,” Eliesmore waved him away. “Tis nothing, I did not mean to wake you.”

      “What else did your dream show you?” Optimistic asked instead.

      Eliesmore could see him nibbling at a leaf of murthweeld. Reaching up, Eliesmore touched the light of Shalidir, rubbing it for comfort. “Does the wind have a spirit?” he asked as the needle of sorrow evaporated.

      “A spirit?” Optimistic’s voice dipped in surprise. “Nay, tis a question the Ezincks would ask. They believe all things have a spirit, but the wind is air packed together. If there’s enough of it, I supposed it could be seen. Why do you ask?”

      “In my dream, she was a lady. Is there a lady of the wind?”

      “I see,” Optimistic grew quiet.

      Eliesmore listened. The wind drifted over the grass, moving it back and forth like a child playing, this time it was warm instead of cold, friendly instead of hostile. A low hum emitted from the grass, the creatures of the night singing a nocturnal lullaby. He suddenly missed the Green Company.

      “I think…” Optimistic picked up the last threads of their conversation, his voice blending with the music of the night. “I think the lady of the wind is not wind, but in the wind.”

      Eliesmore scrunched up his nose in confusion. “What does that mean?”

      “Hum… an example,” Optimistic paused, gathering his thoughts. “It’s like the Under Water World people. They aren’t made of water, yet they live in the water. In the same way, the lady of the wind lives in the wind, but she’s not made of wind herself.”

      Eliesmore grunted. Optimistic’s explanation did not make much sense.

      Optimistic laughed as if Eliesmore had spoken aloud. “I know it’s not clear; you have to expand your thinking. The way things appear is not always as they are. You’ll see.”

      “I did not know I traveled with one of the Wise Ones,” Eliesmore teased. “You sound like Idrithar…” He trailed off. “May he rest in peace.”

      “I don’t think Idrithar is resting in peace,” Optimistic whispered. “There was the Horn… the Horn of Shimili, and unless I am mistaken, Idrithar carried that Horn.”

      Eliesmore shuddered, remembering the way the horn seemed to control him, to drag him back from a fight to run outside, to help the White Steeds.

      “Do you think, if Idrithar lives, perhaps Arldrine does too…” Optimistic mused to himself.

      Eliesmore smiled at the thought. “I hope so Optimistic. I hope so.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      When Eliesmore woke next, light was cascading over the skies. He lay in the calm as colors enveloped him. Flipping over, he watched the grass mixed with flowers whose buds had not yet blossomed. “Grow,” Eliesmore whispered. He blew over the grass, listening to his words re-echo in hushed whispers across the grassland. Blades of grass like wheat hung curved over the ground, lifting their proud heads to the rays of sunlight. Crystal drops of morning dew flicked off them, scattering across Eliesmore’s face. He laughed under his breath, watching the grass move in waves. “Live,” he whispered to a flower, its buds shut tight, unwilling to open its face to the light of day. “The Green Stone has been dissolved. You can come out of hiding.”

      A pulse, a beat sounded in the ground as he listened. He saw a ripple curve across the meadows like the body of a snake. As he watched, the grass bowed to him before standing upright, proud and sure. Yellow wildflowers threw open their buds, hurling petals into the air. The wind swept through, tossing the petals to and fro, playing with them as if it were in the midst of a grand party. Eliesmore caught his breath as he leaped to his feet, gaping in amazement. To the north, he saw a stream of bright blue bells open their eyes, tossing their petals in the sky as if worshipping. To the south, pink flowers twirled in the breeze, dancing on the edge of the wind as they sought the light.

      “Optimistic! Flywinger!” Eliesmore called, his voice low. “Do you see this?”

      Optimistic walked up beside Eliesmore, lifting his arms toward the Green Light. “They will come out and rejoice,” he repeated.

      Flywinger walked up between them, and they rested their arms on his mane. Together they watched the sun rise into the sky, complimenting and deferring to the light of the Green Stone. Eliesmore watched, blinking as hope imbued his heart. A fierce determination welled up within him, and he glanced across Flywinger’s mane at Optimistic. As he did so, he heard a far off, pitiful cry, and then a whimper. He cocked his head as the sound faded and then came again.

      “What’s wrong?” Optimistic asked.

      “I hear a cry… listen,” Eliesmore put a hand to his ear.

      The lonesome whine carried through the air toward their ears.

      “It sounds like a creature,” Flywinger put it.

      Optimistic straightened, concern on his face. “A hurt animal.”

      “Shall we?” Eliesmore turned around.

      “Yes,” Optimistic pulled an arrow from his quiver. Catching Eliesmore’s eye he added, “Just in case we run into trouble.”

      Eliesmore nodded as they set off across the meadows toward the source of the sound.
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      A thin whimper came again, coasting to their ears on the back of the friendly breeze. Bright flowers tossed themselves through the air in a snow of vibrant colors. Eliesmore brushed petals off his shoulders as they crept through the tall grass.

      The sound changed like flavors of a meal, at first sweet and tasty before turning bitter. Eliesmore detected a cry of fear mixed with pain, and a sudden roar made him pause. “Did you hear that?” he glanced at Optimistic.

      “It sounds like a beast,” Optimistic shrugged, his face tight.

      A scream of terror slashed the air quickly captured by a deep roar of triumph. Panic squeezed Eliesmore’s heart, and he broke out in a run, barely aware of Optimistic by his side.

      “Be careful,” Optimistic’s steady voice carried a warning. “We don’t know who or what is out here.”

      Eliesmore let the words pass through his mind, unwilling to stop. He was the One. His quest was to save the people groups of the South World. It was his duty to respond to the wordless cry called for help.

      “Over there,” Eliesmore pointed to a hill of wheat-colored grass that rose before them.

      A deep roar tore through the air, bowing over the flowers of the field with the violence of it. A high pitched screamed echoed followed by a pleading wail. “No, no, please stop, leave us alone!”

      The smack of flesh against flesh came followed by a soft groan.

      “It’s charging,” a rough male voice shouted.

      The roar sounded again followed by a scream and a quiet whimper.

      Eliesmore dashed around the mound, drawing the Jeweled Sword and burst upon the scene. His immediate reaction was to take a step back as he eyes stared in horror at the sight that lay before him.

      A cave of red-brown mud and wheat white grass had been created in the prairie. At the foot of the cave lay a tawny female lion. A spear stuck out of her side while blood leaked from various knife wounds across her pelt. Beside her lay a muscular Cron with blood leaking from multiple stab wounds. His armor was dark and his helmet black, leading Eliesmore to assume the male was a Black Steed.

      Eliesmore’s eyes narrowed as he stared from the Cron to the dead lion, a sudden bitterness against the violence rising up. His fist clenched at who had committed such an atrocious act even though the common sense in his brain told him it was likely the lion had attacked whoever had killed it.

      Harsh breathing pulled Eliesmore’s attention away from the dead lion and slain male. Turning his chin to confirm Optimistic was behind him, he moved toward the cave. “Come on, I think there’s something or someone in there.”

      Optimistic lifted his bow once again, tip-toeing behind Eliesmore as they moved toward the dark entrance of the cave.

      “Is he dead?” a high voice quavered from within the cave.

      “I think so…I don’t want to touch him again,” a deeper voice answered, the response halting as if the owner was attempting to regain composure.

      “Hello?” Optimistic called, his friendly tone chasing away the violence of the moment. “Do you need help?”

      A muffled whimper came from within the cave of grass.

      “Who’s there?” Eliesmore demanded.

      “Eliesmore,” Optimistic put out a warning hand.

      Eliesmore took a few more steps forward, the sour scent of recent death inflaming his nostrils. He peered into the cave, and furious dark eyes stared back at him. He took another step, and a figure moved almost faster than he could blink. The creature leaped out of the cave and landing in front of him, a knife glistening at his throat.

      “We are not going back!”

      Invisible words and a wad of spit spewed across Eliesmore’s face. “Aye,” he took a step back, indignant as he wiped the spittle off his face. “I’m not taking you anywhere!” His eyes fell on the creature who was a female. A long braid of chestnut hair snaked down her back to her waist; her hair was pulled back so tightly, her eyebrows had an unnatural curve upwards. A fierce scowl covered her grimy face while the hand holding the knife trembled.

      “It’s okay,” Optimistic moved forward, pushing Eliesmore aside. “We heard screams. Are you hurt? Do you need help?”

      “No! Leave us alone,” the female snapped. Her eyes darted from Eliesmore to Optimistic, determining which male to fix her knife on. Before she could choose, another creature sprung out of the cave, hurling a rain of dirt and rocks at them.

      “Get away from her!” A male ran out of the cave, his long legs bare as he jumped over the dead lion. At the last moment one of his feet snagged on his fur. The male went down hard, his head pitching forward into the long grass.

      “Get up get up get up,” the female whispered through clenched teeth, her eyes darting to the male with concern.

      Eliesmore took advantage of the opportunity to back away from the deranged male and female.

      “We’re not going back. You can’t make us go back.”

      “Look, we’re just passing through,” Optimistic interrupted as the male picked himself off the ground. “We heard fighting and came to assist. Were you attacked by Black Steeds?”

      The female took rasping breaths as the male stumbled up beside her. Eliesmore saw their striking resemblance, the same dark eyes, wide forehead and high cheekbones. The male’s head was shaved, and they both had an odd scar on their foreheads. Their clothes hung off of them, and their faces were gaunt and thin.

      Optimistic reached out a hand, dragging Eliesmore backward as the female’s expression changed. She glanced at the dead male, and a panicked look came over her face as her eyes darted back to the cave.

      “Skip, it’s not them,” the male touched the female’s shoulder, grunting as he grabbed his side. He hunched over, hiding his weak side from them.

      The female shot the male a dark look, “How do you know?”

      Eliesmore paused as Optimistic let go of him. “We are travelers. White Steeds,” he pointed out.

      “You’re White Steeds?” the female’s chin trembled as she examined Eliesmore and then Optimistic. “You are, aren’t you?” she gave a sigh of relief.

      The male’s dark eyes bored into Eliesmore’s scrutinizing him from head to toe before his eyes rested on Eliesmore’s weapon. “What is that?” the male pointed with the hand that had been clinching his side. Muddied blood dripped off his fingertips.

      Eliesmore toyed with indecision. Before the Green Stone was dissolved, he would have run in the other direction. Yet now, everything seemed different, was different. He felt ripples of hope in the air as he nodded and drew his sword, holding the blade across his palms, allowing the jeweled hilt to catch the light.

      The female gasped, dropping to her knees as she stared at the Jeweled Sword. The male’s face turned pale, and he lifted his eyes to the sky, glancing first at the Green Stone and then back at the Jeweled Sword. “It is true,” he whispered, so low his voice was almost lost in the quiet murmur of the wind.

      “I am Eliesmore,” Eliesmore went on, confirming their suspicions. “A few days ago, the Green Company reached the Constel Heights and dissolved the Green Stone. Now we travel east to destroy the Changers once and for all. We have come to restore the world to the White Steeds, and bring balance to the powers of light and dark.”

      The words flowing from his mouth almost surprised him. They were firm, decisive, yet calm and persuading. Instead of identifying himself as the hero, he included all the White Steeds, summing up their great feats in a few words.

      “Are you the One?” the female spoke first.

      Eliesmore met her gaze, noting her upturned nose and her eyes overflowing with tears. “Yes.”

      A profound silence swept over the prairie, the wind danced between, fluttering their hair and nipping at their cheeks, encouraging them to go on. Eliesmore felt calm, patient as he let the pair regain their tongues, his eyes wistfully falling to the body of the lion. It was a female. She had been a grand, beautiful beast when she lived. Her death was a shame.

      “I am Skip,” the female announced as she stood, sticking her chin out as if she were embarrassed for crying. “This is my brother, Bruthen.”

      “I am Léthin the Optimistic, Keeper of the Green Stone. Call me Optimistic,” Optimistic stepped forward, his bow on his back once again. “Tell us, who attacked you?”

      Skip bit her lip and dropped her head. It was then Eliesmore noticed the tattered clothing the pair wore.

      “The Traders,” Bruthen’s voice sounded hollow, his eyes stared past Eliesmore, unseeing, caught in a dark vision. “They captured us…but when they found the lion’s den, and we tried to escape and…” he shrugged helplessly, pointing first at the dead male by the lion and then back into the cave. “You can see what happened.”

      “Don’t talk about it,” Skip snapped, fear etching across her dirty face.

      As she turned toward her brother, Eliesmore saw the back of her shirt, sliced from whip marks, dried blood marring the edges while angry red welts flashed as she moved.

      “You have seen much darkness I wager,” Optimistic broke the awkwardness of the moment. “Come with us. We are returning to the fortress of the White Steeds in the east; you will be safe there for a time.”

      “Do you have food?” Bruthen wavered and, clutching his side, sat down in the grass.

      “Yes,” Optimistic rushed forward. “And we should see about your wound.”

      “Tis nothing,” Bruthen grunted.

      “Why did they kill it?” Eliesmore demanded, wondering why he felt discomfort regarding the death of the lion.

      Skip gestured toward it with her knife. “They wanted to eat it and I think she was protecting something in the cave.”

      Before Eliesmore could say more, a low whimper echoed across the prairie. In unison, the four turned back to the mound.

      Eliesmore parted the grass, peering into the cave, ready to snatch up his sword and fight if need be. He saw a black boot and the dead body of the second Trader, another Black Steed. Beyond the dead body, he saw a flash of golden-yellow. Eyes like liquid gold stared back at him tugging on his heartstrings. He felt something within him give way and striding forward he reached for the creature. A lion cub crouched on its hindquarters, its mouth open in a howl. “Maaaamaaaaaa,” it wailed.

      Eliesmore picked it up, sharing the baby lion’s sorrow as it wept for its dead mother. The creature’s head snuggled against his neck. One hand ran across the lion cub’s back, hushing it as he turned toward Optimistic, Skip, and Bruthen. A hiss rose in his mouth at the brutality of the Black Steeds. The lioness was innocent, after all. She was only protecting her cub.

      Eliesmore nodded toward Optimistic. “Call Flywinger. Let’s be away from here.”
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      Arldrine left the tree three days later, bounding through the Cascade Mountains as if following a hidden path. White flowers. Rulers of the West. The Dark Three. Her head spun with thoughts as she ran, stopping only to rest and hide for as long as she dared. Something had changed within her during her time spent with the nameless tree, the beacon of hope for weary travelers lost in the bitter cold mounts. She could sense a change in her vision, and out of her peripherals she saw a streak of white light, leading onward. Once she paused to stare at it, yet the light disappeared as if direct contact would hide it from view. Unable to discern the origin of its existence, she followed, questioning where it would lead her, assuming it was from the tree.

      Time flew by in a frantic rush as she gained the Green World and began her descent from the mountains. There was a moment of pure intoxicating freedom where her heart ceased pumping with a frantic madness, and she stood on a ledge, head up, arms thrown back, breathing in the pure mountain air. Crisp hints of autumn dashed through the air even though she’d already come through the brutal cold of the mountain. She took gasping breaths, her eyes tearing up from the wind. When her vision cleared, she saw stretching before her, the golden white sands of an endless desert and a mass of darkness marching across it. The hope she’d felt plummeted as she grasped the intent of the Black Steeds. They were on their way to stop Eliesmore, and although she could not begin to assume the full strength of the army that marched across the desert, she could tell they were a mighty force to reckon with. Her friends would not escape alive, even if she fled with all speed to catch up with them.

      A white glimmer blinked at her, like a hand appearing in the air, coaxing her to continue her journey. Reluctantly, she turned from the beauty of the mountains, and as she did her eyes were drawn westward. A sudden pang hit her as she recalled an earlier conversation with Dathiem regarding mankind and Zhane’s warning about the Therian. For a moment her feet turned toward the lone mountain range in the west, an inquisitive beckoning in her heart. She desired to follow the hidden paths and find an army to help the White Steeds; she was ready to lead a force and strike back against the Black Steeds. Her mind was at war within her. Should she find what remained of the Green Company or search for help in the mountains? White light shattered the air as she turned west, and in accordance to its will she turned, finding her way down the ledges toward the desert, wishing she was better prepared.

      A few days later she left the beauty of the Cascade Mountains and plodded through the thick sand, her feet sinking into the grit, slowing down her progress. She’d left her bow behind in the mountains since she’d run out of arrows. Besides, she could steal weapons from creatures she might come across.

      “Arldrine!” A voice shouted her name in the distance, and she rose on her toes, glancing east and west to determine the source. “Arldrine!” it came again, this time from the north.

      Dust rose before her, blowing grit and sand into her face. She bent over, coughing as she raised her cloak, protecting her face from the elements. “Who is it?” she called, her voice muffled.

      A sandstorm whirled around her and collapsed as the owner of the voice trotted into view. Dumbfounded, Arldrine let her cloak drop. “Goldwind,” she whispered, stepping forward as her eyes lit up. In one bound she was by Goldwind’s side and threw her arms around the horse’s mane. “Goldwind, I thought we lost you in the Cave of Disappearance, what are you doing here?”

      “We escaped and followed you here,” Goldwind nuzzled Arldrine’s shoulder.

      “We?” Arldrine stepped back, stroking Goldwind’s neck as her eyes darted across the empty landscape of the desert. “Are you not alone?”

      “Yes, now,” Goldwind went on cryptically. “I asked Eliesmore if I could seek you out. I did hear you had fallen, but I hoped you were not gone.”

      “Thank you,” Arldrine breathed, hope rising within her. “Then they are alive and well?”

      “When I left they were,” Goldwind bobbed her head up and down. “Flywinger went on to Castle Range, the others have fallen away.”

      Detecting the sadness in Goldwind’s voice, Arldrine paused, moving closer to the beautiful beast. “What do you mean, fell away? Are they… dead?”

      “They changed sides,” Goldwind whispered. “They are Black Steeds now.”

      Arldrine gasped as understanding cleared her vision. She blinked rapidly, a string of curses coming to mind yet laying unspoken on her tongue. “I am sorry to hear this. How many were in the Green Company when you left them?”

      “Nine,” Goldwind counted.

      “Do you think we can catch up with them?” Arldrine asked.

      Goldwind turned back to the north. “I will do my best, but the Black Horse Lords are out there.”

      “As are the woísts,” Arldrine confirmed. She put her arms around Goldwind’s neck, wrapping the horse in an embrace. “My friend, I am happy to see you again.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Goldwind and Arldrine thundered across the desert, day after day, the golden spray of sand streaking out behind them like a message. A black blur was ever before them, appearing and disappearing on the horizon. Arldrine’s breath caught in her throat each time she saw them, knowing she’d signed up for a desperate mission which invoked death, wishing she could stand alongside the Green Company as they made their last stand. The nights were chilly and eerie with wild voices braying through the desert. Their passage was swift at night, shielded from the intense rays of the sun that scorched her head and hurt her eyes. Once she heard a gut-wrenching roar, and out of the night, blocking out the light of the moon, a great beast flew by. Arldrine stood, a hand resting on Goldwind’s head, asking herself why a dranagin from the mountain of fire saw fit to leave its hiding place and declare war on the world.

      A few days later, she heard a silvery call. She could almost see it, weaving with the white light that led her way forward, waving at her as if the voice had wings, encouraging her to hurry. The potency swept over her, giving her a sudden inclination to run as fast as she could. “Do you feel it?” she called to Goldwind. “Something is calling us.” As abruptly as it had come, the desire melted away, leaving her bereft. “Wait. Goldwind. Stop.” She dismounted, standing in the sand. “Something is taking place,” a terror seized her, and she placed a hand on her heart. “I can feel it. There is a shift.”

      “We have to go on,” Goldwind pranced in place.

      “No,” Arldrine disagreed. “The call is not meant for us.” She fell silent, not understanding the way she felt. Pain began in her heart and drifted through her body, her feet felt numb, and suddenly it was hard to breathe. She could not say the exact moment when it happened, yet gradually she felt it as she lifted her face to the north-west. Time seemed to slow down as she watched the light cascade across the sky. Motes of light collided and burst, sending an explosion of colors, drifting like a rainbow, covering the northern skies. Tears filled her eyes as she blinked, her breath catching on the crest of a raging sob as emerald light flickered into existence. She stood in the waning light of the desert, watching the glory spurt across the sky.

      A hand came up, covering her mouth as she gasped, observing the green radiance that shrouded the sky. There was a flash of gold and green as the new light took its place in the heaven, blotting out shadows and vague suspicions. She felt the joy in her heart like a crescendo as it crashed over her, an unspeakable joy too abundant to contain. Her legs shook, and she fell to her knees, her arms uplifted in wonder. Her heart felt as if it would explode. As if all the sadness, loneliness, the fighting, the struggle, the waiting, the hoping, the endless hope she and all other White Steeds held to had been realized. Their fight was not in vain; their struggle was not for nothing. There was a reason they were fighting back, and now her greatest hope had been confirmed. A laugh bubbled out of her mouth as she rocked back and forth, tears streaming from her eyes in a combination of laughing and crying. She rocked back and forth, holding herself in awe and disbelief. She’d always held strong, she’d always had faith the impossible could happen. Yet now it was happening, she found herself in blind amazement. A lump formed in her throat and her voice quavered with tears as she turned to Goldwind. “Look. He did it. The Green Stone is dissolved.”
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      “Where are we going?” Wekin asked as he, Yamier, Zhane, and Idrithar picked their way through the woods.

      “Werivment,” Idrithar called back, he was a few paces ahead of them, moving expertly as if following a hidden path. “The woísts will not follow us there; we will have time to plan our next course of action.”

      “I thought we were going back to the fortress,” Yamier remarked.

      “If you wanted to return to the fortress, you should have gone with the Mermis,” Idrithar told them. “They travel by air, a swift journey if you have the stomach for it.”

      “What about Eliesmore?” Wekin put in. “We should go with him.”

      “He is going to Daygone, a place none desire to go, unless you want to lose your life.”

      Zhane shook his head, agreeing with Idrithar. He could use the brief reprieve in Werivment before they went to Daygone. Although he was anxious to use the sword of Crinte the Wise, the creatures of the deep had become scarce.

      “Idrithar, what happened in the mountain of fire?” Wekin pipped up. “We saw you fall. We thought you were dead.”

      “There is not much to tell,” Idrithar slowed down, allowing them to fall in line as his gentle voice weaved a tale of hope, scattering the reaching arms of sorrow. “When I fell the dranagin dived after me, belching fire and smoke, shielding the darkness. It caught me in its claws before I hit the bottom and tossed me into its lair.”

      Zhane listened half-heartedly, frustrated with himself for not discussing the past events with Idrithar sooner. The battle distracted him, and he was still fuming over the loss of Dathiem. Again, he pictured his friend’s blood-soaked body, unable to believe the reality. It did not make sense that Dathiem should finally fall during the battle to dissolve the Green Stone. After all they had escaped in their tormented past only for him to be slain at the Constel Heights did not make sense. Blind rage crept into Zhane’s vision, and his heart pounded. He reached for the sword hilt, holding tightly to keep his anger under control. He wanted to lash out and strike again and again until his revenge was complete, and his fury sated. Gritting his teeth, he turned again to Idrithar’s brief tale of salvation.

      “I don’t remember much after that; I must have been out for a while,” Idrithar went on, his bun bobbing as he spoke. “When I came to I was at the bottom of the mountain of fire, or at least on the same level as the dranagins.”

      “What was it like?” Yamier interrupted with glowing eyes. “Was there treasure?”

      An odd light came into Idrithar’s eyes. “It was breathtaking,” he began, before narrowing his eyes and glaring at Yamier and Wekin in turn. “Don’t get any ideas about sneaking back there. Dranagins are dangerous and live by the rule, ‘dranagins are for dranagins.’ They claim to be neutral in the ongoing strife between Black Steeds and White Steeds. They don’t care for the world and prefer to hide in their mountain of treasure. They would rather burn you than offer help.”

      Yamier crossed his arms and frowned as Wekin persisted, his eyes bright. “But Idrithar, you escaped. You can’t lecture us on something you did yourself.”

      Idrithar raised a hand in rebuke. “I had no choice,” he began. “I was bruised, sore, and exhausted. I knew I had to rejoin the company at some point, and well before Eliesmore reached the Constel Heights. A distraction was necessary, the Horn of Shilmi had to be rung.” He clenched a fist, determination streaking across his face.

      Zhane blinked, for the first time seeing something else in Idrithar’s face. There was a quiet cunning just below the surface. Idrithar knew more than he was willing to share. “Your timing was impeccable,” Zhane added, letting go of his sword hilt. “What did you see as you flew over the mountains?”

      “The woísts are spreading,” Idrithar wagged his head back and forth, his eyes drawn downward. “They are scattering to each corner of the west. If Eliesmore does not hurry to Daygone and complete his mission there, I fear it will be too late.”

      “But we have the Green Stone,” Wekin objected. “Eliesmore dissolved it; he has ultimate power now. He will not fail.”

      “No, he will not fail,” Idrithar confirmed. “It is what will happen to the rest of us, to the rest of the world. We have an army, yet the Mermis have taken then back to the fortress, back to hiding. They will not fight unless Eliesmore leads the way.”

      “There is some truth in those words,” Zhane countered, forcing his grief aside once again. “We fight in vain if we do not have Eliesmore. How are we supposed to confront the Changers if he is not at the helm?”

      “Indeed,” Idrithar lapsed off.

      “It is my thinking,” Zhane explained, “for Eliesmore to reach Daygone and slay the Dark One who controls the woísts. With the death of the Dark One, they will return to their dark lair, the Holesmoles.”

      Idrithar grunted noncommittally. “What you have described would be the best-case scenario. We have to prepare for the worst. If the woísts go rogue and do not listen to the call of their Master, we must be prepared to wipe the abomination from the face of our world.”

      Wekin grabbed his sword hilt, his eyes taking on an odd glitter. “Like the Five Warriors. We have their weapons, and we have a great mission, just like them.”

      “Yes,” Yamier agreed, punching Wekin’s shoulder. “We’ll be like the Five Warriors.”

      Zhane said nothing as they continued following the stream through the woods, a thousand thoughts rushed through his mind.  Was this how the Five Warriors felt as they marched into the unknown? “Idrithar?” He returned to his previous thought. “How did you get the dranagin to carry you to the Constel Heights? Surely they are not as neutral as you assume they are.”

      “I struck a bargain,” Idrithar admitted. “Dranagins are talking animals; they are not above having a good conversation. The smaller one was easier to reason with. However, it’s doubtful the larger one will ever leave the mountain. It is as if the mountain grew around it.” Idrithar shuddered.

      The company fell silent as they followed the barren trail alongside the stream. The forest grew thicker in name only, with bare branches and brambles interlocked, keeping them out of the heart of the wood and forcing them to trudge on the muddy bank. A gloom was cast over the sky as the trees blocked out the Green Light. Although the wood was silent, a hostility began to take over, a combination of hate, fear, and dread poisoning the air. The occasional call of a bird was silenced and the thrum of life cut off completely. The underbrush did not rustle with critters, and Zhane eyed the wood with suspicion. He reminded himself he had been here before, there was nothing to worry about, yet he had the distinct feeling something was following them. He tried to remember when they had last heard from the Rakhai and cursed inwardly. The joy and hope he’d felt when he first saw the Green Light was fading into discontentment. He was unsure whether it was the death that surprised him or the desire to be out there, fighting and saving then people groups.

      “You’ve been here before?” Wekin squeaked some time later as the first hints of rushing water blew their way. The current in the stream they followed was picking up, the bright waters sparkling with hypnotic intensity as they traveled west toward Oceantic.

      “Yes,” Idrithar answered, striding around boulders and other rocks that began to appear by the shore. “The water flows swiftly in two directions. The three lower rivers in the south reach Werivment and flow out to Oceantic. The two northern rivers and the two rivers that come from the east in Werivment flow out across the western South World to the Jaded Sea.”

      “And because of the water, the plants grow unusually large and stay green all year long,” Zhane added, looking up for hints of greenery. There was nothing, something dark had pierced the heart of Werivment since he and Idrithar had last traveled there.

      Yamier shivered. “What lives in Werivment, aside from the plants?”

      “Nothing,” Idrithar shielded his eyes as he stood by the river bank, staring east. “It is an empty land, even when the Water World People pass by, they do so quickly.”

      “Everything, even the water, seems to run away from Werivment,” Wekin noted in a surprising burst of awareness. “Why is that? What are they running from?”

      “It is a mystery, like the Cave of Disappearance,” Zhane murmured.

      “It is not an evil place like the Cave of Disappearance,” Idrithar countered.

      Yamier and Wekin looked at each other, their eyebrows rising in disbelief at Idrithar’s words. Zhane could not blame them, the silence and hostility in the air was unnerving. Even though there was seemingly nothing to fear from Werivment, the spirit of the land seemed to desire for everyone to be driven away. It was as if a great life had been celebrated and was now diminished, all the while leaving only ghosts of sorrow to chase away those who dared step on sacred ground.

      As the day drifted toward evening, the river banks began to widen, making room for the other seven rivers to commune at one great meeting spot. When Zhane glanced south, he could no longer see the southern bank that led back to the desert and eventually to a lone mountain range. There was nothing but shining water, spinning, twirling, dancing and leaping its way forward. White froth splashed up on the rough red mud of the bank which began to jut away into a small drop off. The mud gave way to rock and stone, multi-colored pebbles scattering underfoot, slowing down their progress.

      Wekin perched on a flat gray boulder, yanking off his boots and tossing pebbles and gritty sand back onto the ground. Blends of cedar wood and aqua smote the air as Zhane breathed in, allowing the cool mist from the rushing water to touch his face. A longing awoke in his heart, strong and intense as he tread the sacred path. A desire to lift his hands almost overcame him as the light of the Green Stone touched his face. Emerald light cascaded down upon the water, blending with the vivid pinks and hazy orange of the sunset. He stood still and peered down the river. He imagined he could still see the boat they’d laid Dathiem to rest in, spinning and twirling westward down the current. He was gone, on to fairer lands, where his soul would travel to the Beyond. Stopping, Zhane lifted a hand to his heart and said a few words for his lost friend. Words flowed to his lips, a rhythm of loss, yet thoughts of hope peeked out as he watched the sunset.

      A hand landed on his shoulder. “We make camp here.”

      “Aye,” Zhane whispered. He turned to the woods. “I’ll scout the territory and ensure nothing followed us.”

      Taking his two swords and the bow of Legone the Swift he turned to the thick bramble. A carpet of green grass sprung up beneath his feet, softening his tread. He glanced back toward the shore once more as Yamier and Wekin sat down, digging out the packs the Mermis had given them. In truth, he wanted nothing more than to be alone for a few moments. The insistent crashing of the waves blocked out sound, roaring in the distance as he crept away. He rounded a bend, keeping to the trees when a sudden snap jerked his head up. Quick as a flash he drew a blue tipped arrow and fitted it in the bow, holding it up as the creature that had been following them appeared.
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      They reached the Constel Heights the next day, Arldrine kept her gaze fixated on the Green Stone to keep her heart from breaking. She repeated words of hope to herself as they drew nearer, focused on staying optimistic, hoping the battlefield would not bring her grief. She smelled the rot of flesh and old blood before they crested the hill, the wind striking down the tang of it. She lifted her chin, forcing herself to remain strong as they reached the top of a grassy hill.

      Below them a field sloped in a river of bodies. She could make out the mesh armor of woìsts with white tipped and blue tipped arrows sticking out of their bodies. She saw a great Xctas, its six-foot wings spread across a mound of bodies. Brown and white feathers covered the field and she could see where the ground was charred from fire. Grass had been flattened into submission under a great many feet. Swords, knives, and daggers were scattered across the open grave. Her eyes smarted as she stared, using her cloak to cover her nose against the putrid stench.

      What caught her eyes were the massive stone statues that surrounded the castle. She could not quite count them all, yet they rose over twenty feet into the air, their white faces stoic yet detailed as if someone had spent years carving each line, each muscle of their face and froze it into place.

      “Who are they?” Goldwind broke the frosted silence.

      “Rain Warriors who guard the keep,” Arldrine croaked out, her eyes darting across the landscape. “It is apparent that whatever happened here, some came, some escaped, and some are trapped in the castle by these beings. They come with a storm, but I thought it was a myth.” She noted the way they held scythes in their hands, standing upright and staring straight ahead.

      A white glimmer caught her eyes, traces of it vanishing toward the west. Her brow furrowed in concentration before her eyes scanned the battlefield one last time. “Goldwind, we ride west.”

      Goldwind leaped onward, galloping hard across the plain toward Werivment. Arldrine leaned forward on Goldwind’s back, relishing the gentle wind on her face, even though it seemed the anticipation would rip her in half. She had to find those who remained and determine their next course of action. Although riding west seemed odd, considering Eliesmore should point his steps toward Daygone to seek and destroy the Phutal along with the Dark One. She was unsure why they were fleeing toward Werivment, and then she considered what might chase them. Although it seemed she was the lone survivor, racing across unending lands toward what she hoped might be a future.

      The white light led her down into the forest until she came upon the shores of a silver river, a gentle current turning westward. Dismounting, she moved forward, watching the moon hang over the water while the golden light from the stars lit her path. A keen sorrow struck her heart as she walked beside the river, stooping to look at the tracks in the mud. “A great multitude stood here,” she whispered to Goldwind. “Look, their footprints point south, toward the river. They were watching something, I’m afraid…” her voice trailed off.

      Goldwind said nothing, just listened.

      Arldrine rose and walked down to the riverbed, placing a hand on her heart as she turned west. “They paid homage to the great who had fallen, and even the beasts of the sky joined.” She pointed to a smattering of footprints, hooves, and claws mixed with the booted footprints of the people groups. “We grow close,” she whispered and began to walk again.

      The voice of the river followed as they continued their journey alongside the riverbank. Arldrine did not want to stop, but eventually, her worry and exhaustion gave way, and she slept under the light of the Green Stone, without fear. The ground was uneven along the riverbank as they traveled the next day. Arldrine was unwilling to ride least Goldwind slip, and they both end up in the river, dragged onward by the relentless current. A darkness hung in the air with a thickness Arldrine could sense yet could not see. A deep forbidding struck her, something was wrong, and she could not shake the feeling, even though it seemed she had come through the majority of death and devastation. The quietness irked at her, and she kept turning, expected unseen assailants to sneak up on her. There was a mugginess to the air, unlike the chill of the mountains or the cutting heat of the desert. Each time she thought she glimpsed what it was, it disappeared, and even the white glimmer had become vague, disappearing into the river. Unable to quash her discomfort, Arldrine crept forward, her dagger in hand as they continued toward the source of the voices of the water, where the seven rivers met.

      She reached the source of the river just as the light of the failing sun clashed with the Green Light, sending hues of emerald dancing through the heavens. Her breath caught in the glory of it, a sight she did not think she could grow used to. The two lights in a sky were a sign of the times; change had begun in the South World even though she felt bereft. A bend appeared, and the river curved away. Arldrine put out a hand, cautioning Goldwind. “There’s something out there.” She moved away from the riverbank, stepping toward the carpet of green grass that grew by the trees. There was something sinister in the way the trees held up their bare branches, as if angry with the world, and sour against intruders that dare walk across their lands. Holding out a hand, she motioned for Goldwind to pause. If there were Black Steeds in the vicinity, she’d rather face them without Goldwind.

      The figure she saw as she rounded the bend was not expected. She stumbled in surprise, her feet tripping over discarded tree branches. One snapped underfoot, a signal to her location. As the figure spun, he lifted a bow with a blue tipped arrow nocked in it, in warning. She paused, hands up, her eyes wide. Her nostrils flared as she opened her mouth, putting her hands in the air, palm up in surrender. “Zhane,” she called, her tongue tripped on his name in her haste. “It’s me.”

      The bow lowered, although she could still see the arrow in it as he ran toward her, his tall frame covering the distance between them in a matter of moments. His deep brown eyes flashed in surprise and his jaw set as he moved toward her. She could see where he’d gotten thinner from the journey, there was a yellowing bruise on his head, and his tunic had been torn and cut in places.

      “Are you a ghost?” he whispered in astonishment. “Are you a soul coming back to torment me?”

      “No,” her heart raced as she shook her head. “Zhane. It is I. It truly is.” She lifted her head to meet his gaze, watching the way his dark eyes roamed over her face, checking her gait as she took a step toward him. “I swear, it is I.” She repeated, her heart pounding in a mix of relief he was alive, and another feeling, stronger than she’d ever known crept up.

      “How?” his eyes dropping to her foot as he returned the arrow to its quiver, then, thinking better of it, slung it off his back and placed the bow and arrows on the ground, close to their feet.

      She watched his quick movements, eyeing the way his body moved, graceful and strong. He took a deep breath as he stood straight, eyes glinting with expectation as he waited for her words.

      “Zhane… I…” she began, yet the words got stuck in her throat. She gazed up at him, her breath coming fast as she studied the lines of his handsome face. Until now she hadn’t realized what she had been running toward. Now it was clear, the moment she’d left the tree, she’d been searching for him. He stood before her, alive, unharmed and she paused, wishing he could read her mind. How could she explain to him the way he made her feel? Taking another step toward him she held out her hand, outstretched toward his, unsure of why. He cocked his head, studying her, his eyes holding hers as he touched his palm to hers as if ensuring she was flesh and blood.

      An electric snap reverberated through the air as their hands touched. She felt the muscles of her face jerk in response. Tilting her head, she gauged his reaction. His brown eyes flickered as his gaze locked onto their hands. Following his gaze, she saw a glow of white threads leaking out from where their skin touched. With a sharp cry of surprise, she snatched her hand away and shook her arm violently as if she had been burned. “What was that?” she gasped, staring from her hand to his.

      “I don't know,” Zhane admitted, his eyes narrowing in surprise. “Did you feel it?” He studied her.

      Her face grew warm as she flushed under his stare, her hands suddenly feeling clammy. “Yes, but, what does it mean?”

      “Come here,” he beckoned with a finger, pulling her back toward him. “We should find out.”

      She stepped toward him again, allowing the deep muskiness of his scent to pull her in. She tilted her face toward his, allowing him to see her vulnerability. As she stared into his eyes, hesitant, welcoming, and full of relief, she desired more. It was the emotion she could not put words to, the yearning that felt like a thread between them. There was a magnetic pull, and as she basked in the glow of his presence, her heartbeat quickening, she understood what it was. As Dathiem had said, loving was as easy as breathing once she stopped thinking about it.

      She moved closer to Zhane with intention, her hands coming up to rest on his chest before she could stop herself. His head bent down toward hers, allowing her to see the question in his eyes. She saw the shadow of a beard crossing his jawline as she moved her hands up, marveling as his muscles tensed before relaxing under her caress. His hands came up around her waist, steering her hips closer to his. She felt a tongue of fire in her belly as she wrapped her fingers around the back of his neck pulling his head toward her and leaning into the strength of his embrace. His eyes held hers as his head came closer, her gaze flickered from his eyes to his mouth. Tilting her head at an angle, she touched her lips to his in gentle exploration.

      The corners of his mouth pulled back in surprise before his arms tightened around her waist. She felt one of his hands drop lower to grasp the curves of her bottom. His lips parted, deepening the kiss as heat flowed between them. She tasted his passion as he devoured her and a drowning sensation almost overcame her as she held on, whisked away to the brink of pleasure. She opened her mouth, eager to taste him again as his hands came up, rubbing her back, caressing her hips as her mouth took hers. His heart thudded against hers, slowing down before speeding up into a rhythmic passion. She tilted her head back, allowing him to take her fully, gasping when he unexpectedly broke the kiss.

      Opening her eyes in astonishment, she met his gaze. Although his mouth was closed his eyes smiled at her. “Look,” he whispered, turning his head. “Look at the magic we are creating.”

      White lights surrounded them like the Iaens that lit the way for the travelers of the mountains in tales of old. They leaped and danced, uttering tiny shouts of joy as they celebrated their new life. Arldrine gasped, her hands loosening as she stepped back in awe. “How is this possible?” She whispered in wonder. “Did we do this? You and I?”

      “I can’t explain it,” he gave a low chuckle, the lines of his face softening. “I think so… tell me, Arldrine, what happened in the mountains? Did you gain a power?”

      “No,” she blinked, watching the white lights dance. “I thought you gained something…” Her mind flew back to the tree for brief seconds until Zhane’s arms came up, cupping her elbows as he drew her back toward him.

      “Kiss me again,” he bade her, drawing her body against his chest.

      Parting her lips she allowed herself to become lost in his warmth, while threads of passion burst from their skin on skin contact, white lights shattering across the blackness of the night.
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      “We should return to the others,” Zhane announced at length as the moon rose over the water, casting a silvery hue across Werivment.

      Arldrine rested her head on his chest; he could sense she wanted more from him. It was tempting, yet he wanted more than a quick tryst in the woods. He held her tightly all the same, thankful for the salvation of two of his close friends, even if one was left to the river.

      “Who is left?” The joy evaporated from Arldrine’s face as worry creased her forehead. “I saw many concerning things on my way here.”

      He sighed, kissing the top of her head before letting go. “There is much to tell you.”

      “I saw the footprints on the shore; they faced south, southeast. Tell me.”

      He pulled back, placing his hands on her shoulders. “The grief is still too close,” he frowned. “It was Dathiem. During the battle of the Constel Heights. We sent his body down the river…” he trailed off, his eyes clouding over in sorrow.

      “No,” Arldrine’s hand came up, gripping his wrist. “Not Dathiem.”

      “I know you were close to him too,” Zhane nodded as she let go of him, spinning to face the waters. She clasped a hand to her chest and bowed her head, her shoulders hunched forward as she grieved. Zhane moved to stand beside her, joining the moment of silence for their fallen comrade. Unsaid words stretched into darkness as they gazed at the swiftly moving waters. Arldrine crossed her arms, biting her lip before placing a hand on Zhane’s arm.

      Goldwind joined them shortly, and after a time they made their way back to camp. Yamier and Wekin had built a fire and perched on boulders, eating, talking and peering warily at the forest. Idrithar was the first to rise when he saw them while Yamier and Wekin stood up and clapped their hands. Their buoyant voices ringing across the water as they welcomed Arldrine back to their company.

      The night was cool and silent as they settled down after the excitement, explaining to Arldrine what had taken place since she had left them. Zhane let Idrithar tell Arldrine about the gifts from the Mermis, and one by one they showed her the weapons of the Five Warriors.

      “There is a gift for you,” Zhane passed her a quiver full of blue tipped arrows and a bow made of dark wood, its curves carved with symbols. “This is the bow of Legone the Swift, with the quiver that never runs out of arrows. Perhaps the Mermis knew you would return and left this here for you.”

      Arldrine took the bow, running her fingers across the grooves of the old carvings before fitting the quiver on her back. “I am not worthy of such a gift.”

      “No,” Idrithar agreed. “None of us are. That the weapons of the Five Warriors should come to us at such a time as this is a gracious fortitude.”

      “I have a question,” Arldrine sat cross-legged and leaned forward, addressing Idrithar. “Why are you here in Werivment? If Eliesmore and Optimistic are headed to Daygone, we should be with them. At the very least, we should return to the fortress with the Mermis. The west will soon be overrun with woísts, if not already. What is your plan Idrithar? What strategy do you have?”

      Idrithar glanced off toward the waters, lifting a hand to pinch the bridge of his nose. “This is the question we must all ask ourselves. We have helped Eliesmore accomplish the first quest. The Green Company is no more; we are free to take up our own desires. The Iaen have returned to Shimla; we may go as we please. It is my intention to return to the Eastern Hill Countries and follow Eliesmore to Daygone. If we arrive after him perhaps we help buffet the out-lash from the Dark One. The Mermis are collecting the army at the fortress, ready for Eliesmore’s last march as he takes back the west. If we wish to continue with him, we should meet him there.”

      “Will the army be enough?” Arldrine demanded, glancing from Zhane to Idrithar. “I know Eliesmore has the power of the Green Stone, but do we have the numbers we need to vanquish the Black Steeds? And not just to vanquish them, but to retain the power, and keep the balance until the end of time?”

      “Arldrine,” Zhane reached out and touched her shoulder, disagreeing with her line of questioning.

      “It is doubtful,” Idrithar stroked his beard. “If we can recruit White Steeds during our return to the Eastern Hill Countries, that would be best.”

      “Wait,” Wekin interrupted, holding up a finger. “Do you mean to say, we came all the way across the Eastern Hill Countries and the Cascade Mountain Range only to turn around and go back the way we came?” He stared from Idrithar to Zhane, his eyes wide. “I can’t do that! I’m tired.”

      “Agreed,” Yamier argued. “We need to rest and relax and hide from the monsters.”

      Idrithar’s eyes bored into the two. “It is exactly this line of thinking that likely got the White Steeds into trouble in the first place. We go on regardless of how tired we are. The world is not saved until it is saved. You cannot do partial work, you cannot give a little and sit back and cook and hunt for bacon! If you are part of this, you must commit to the cause and believe with everything you have. And here I thought you two were growing up? Relax, bah,” he practically spat at them.

      Wekin crossed his arms, putting his nose in the air. “I wasn’t suggesting we quit; I was just saying, let’s breathe for a while, like we did in Rashla like we did in the Green World. Then get up and fight, I’m all for it. I just need to eat a full meal and to sit down without foul creatures chasing me all day.”

      Idrithar stood, folding his arms. “You may find yourself left behind with that sort of thinking.”

      “Maybe the dranagins should have eaten him,” Wekin muttered darkly to Yamier.

      “Let rest here tonight,” Zhane held out a hand, calming the conversation. “We should discuss further tomorrow.”

      “My mind remains made up,” Idrithar remarked. “Arldrine, again, I am thankful your path led you here to us again.”

      “Idrithar,” she nodded at him, “it is a relief you escaped from the mountain of fire. These are confusing times; we need your wisdom.”

      “Perhaps,” his voice grew gentle, losing the scolding tone he often held when talking to Yamier and Wekin. “Arldrine, you have always had a mind of your own. It is clear you can think for yourself, not persuaded by the wishes and influence of others. I sense you have a mission in mind, and if that should be your desire, you must fulfill it.” He turned, his footsteps guiding him away from them toward a boulder perched close to the river. “I must think for a while,” he called back to them.

      “Arldrine,” Wekin leaned forward as soon as Idrithar was out of earshot, his eyes lighting up. “Tell us again how you escaped from the woísts.”

      She smiled at him. “Wekin, in the morning. I desire to speak further with Zhane.”

      Wekin threw himself down on the rock, stretching while tucking his head behind his eyes. “I suppose I’ll just sleep then.”

      Arldrine stood. “Walk with me?” she looked down at Zhane, a small smile playing around her lips.

      He followed her, watching the lights of the night entwine and dance around them, lending their light one to another. “What do you want to tell me?” he asked, feeling the desire to reach out, brush her hair off her neck, wrap his arms around her shoulders and kiss her again. It was intoxicating to have her unbound in his arms. He watched the way her eyes softened and turned into pools of heated desire as she met his gaze. Her lips turned upward, begging to be kissed. He thought of what it would be like to unbutton her tunic and let her stand bare before him that he might revel in the worship of her feminine beauty. He allowed his mind to wonder before regaining self-control, bringing himself back to the present moment. They pressed themselves against the trunk of a tree, settling in the green blanket of grass across from the rushing waters. He pulled her to his chest, kissing her head as the waves churned before them. Now and then, white motes would appear and wink off into the darkness, lighting up the deepness of the night.

      Arldrine pulled away for a moment, watching his face. “I have more to tell you, about the time I spent in the mountains,” she offered. Then she went on, telling him of the spirit of the tree that had awoken and what it had said to her. “I believe what is happening to us, between us, now, is because of happened at the tree.”

      “Do you think the tree gave you power?”

      “I am not sure. Something happened when I was there; my foot healed although the tree claimed true power resides within the Rulers of the West, whoever they might be. Now that I think about it, glimmers of white have always surrounded us. I think it’s because I’ve always held you at arm’s length, I didn’t know how to let you in, but now something has awakened, and it is unstoppable.”

      In response, he held out his hand, and when their palms touched the electrifying explosion melded around them. Arldrine gasping in awe. “These wonders never cease to amaze me,” she admitted.

      Leaning forward he tilted back her head, his hand cupping her cheeks as he kissed her again. She tasted like mystery and intrigue; he wanted more.
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      Flywinger bobbed his head in uncertainty as they rounded the mound. Optimistic led the way with the disheveled siblings behind him. Eliesmore brought up the rear as he held the lion cub, rubbing his face against the soft fur.

      “Flywinger, all is well,” Optimistic called, beckoning Flywinger to join them. “We have new friends.”

      Skip and Bruthen shifted from foot to foot, wary of the size of Flywinger. Eliesmore gave them an encouraging nod, suddenly grateful for the addition of new White Steeds.

      “They should ride,” Optimistic lowered his voice, addressing Eliesmore. “We can walk, but they are in no shape…”

      “Aye,” Skip interrupted. “We can hear you.”

      Optimistic’s face brightened as he turned back to them, offering them leaves of murthweeld. “Would you like to ride? Skip? Bruthen? It would be easier. Eliesmore and I are well rested, we can travel quickly on our feet.”

      “We can take care of ourselves…” Skip began.

      “We accept,” Bruthen interrupted, a hand curling around his wounded side. “Skip,” he whispered to his sister. “I can’t travel far with this wound. And what if more of the Traders are out here? We can’t fight them off. What happened back there at the cave was a lucky mistake.”

      “You don’t have to explain yourselves,” Optimistic offered, walking up to Flywinger. “Ride with us for a time out of trouble. You are free to leave at any time.”

      “Thank you,” Skip said suddenly, her eyes growing round. “There are not many like you. No one has tried to help us before.”

      Optimistic introduced the pair to Flywinger before they resumed their journey east. The lion cub in Eliesmore’s arms whimpered once more before it settled into a peaceful sleep. The rise and fall of its gentle heartbeat lulled Eliesmore, and he found peace encapsulating him. Flywinger strode through the weaving grass, and wherever they went the wildflowers hurled petals at them as if welcoming them to a secret world. When Eliesmore listened, he heard the voices of the creatures exclaiming in surprise, welcoming the coming of the One and spreading the message. The words to “Song” flittered through his mind. They will come out and rejoice.

      The friendly wind returned, blowing over them, whispering hidden secrets they could not understand in their ears. After a while, Bruthen’s voice drifted to Eliesmore’s ears. “You are really the One? Did you truly dissolve the Green Stone?”

      “Yes,” Eliesmore looked up at the siblings, realizing for the first time no one had heard the story. “Optimistic,” an idea came to him, a reminder of words Optimistic himself had spoken. Sharing their story, one to another, would build trust between them. He could tell by the way Bruthen hunched over Flywinger’s neck, and Skip’s eyes moved back and forth. They were frightened, concerned whether they’d made the right choice in trusting Eliesmore and Optimistic. Deception was rampant in the South World, and he needed to offer a way for the newcomers to trust him.

      “We should tell them our story,” Optimistic picked up Eliesmore’s threads of conversation.

      “How did you meet?” Skip lifted her chin as if the words were difficult to say.

      Eliesmore paused, glancing at Optimistic, visions of his horrific nightmare in the Torsilo Quarts fleeing through his mind.

      “We met in the forests of Shimla,” Optimistic said. “Where the mythical Iaens live.” He went on, telling the story about the Green Company and their adventures traveling to the Constel Heights. Eliesmore chimed in where appropriate, remembering the time when he was full of fear, wondering how he could be the One before he made his choice.

      The siblings listened in silence, their eyes lighting up from time to time as Eliesmore and Optimistic told their story, skipping over the dark moments when they lost members of their company, and the Rakhai chased them into certain death. In the end, when Eliesmore spoke of dissolving the Green Stone, Flywinger paused and turned, allowing them a moment of reverence as they gazed on the Green Light. As if waiting for that moment to pass, the lion cub struggled in Eliesmore’s arms and awoke with a whimper of terror.

      “It’s hungry,” Optimistic offered, “we need to feed it. I hope it is done with its mother’s milk for we will not find such substances out here.”

      “What should we feed it?” Eliesmore knelt, lifting the cub from his shoulder onto the ground.

      The lion cub sat back on its hunches. “Who are you?”

      Eliesmore held out his hand, watching the lion cub sniff it before responding. “I am Eliesmore, and these are my companions,” he gave a vague wave toward Optimistic, Flywinger, Skip, and Bruthen. “What is your name?”

      The lion cub lifted its liquid eyes to meet Eliesmore’s, a sudden fear crossing its innocent gaze. “Are you Black Steeds?”

      “Nay,” Eliesmore felt a laugh at the corner of his mouth, yet he regained his solemnness. “I am Eliesmore of the Jeweled Sword.” Pausing his speech for a moment, he showed the tiny beast his hilt. “I came to save the world; you were lost and lonely, we shall be your friends and take you to a new home. The home of the White Steeds. Would you like to come with us?”

      The lion cub swung his head from side to side, eyeing his new companions, although he did not have a choice. “Where is my mother?”

      Eliesmore’s shoulders slumped. Biting his lip, he leaned closer to the small beast. “We don’t have mothers, none of us, because of the Black Steeds. They come to destroy; they take our families, our mothers and fathers, we have nothing left except for each other. We are a new family, one not of blood, but of friendship. We tell our stories one to another, and share our hearts, that’s what strengthens us. We hold on to hope that there will be great days ahead of us, better days, and those who lay down their lives did not do so in vain. We came to save the South World, and with salvation comes sacrifice. The road we walk is difficult, we have come through dark days, yet I see nothing but light ahead. If you come with us, if you walk in the light with us, you shall see better days. We all hold a grief close to our hearts, and we have a choice. We can let that grief destroy us, or let it make us stronger. What will you choose?” Although Eliesmore directed his words to the lion cub, in truth, he was speaking to the newfound White Steeds, Skip, and Bruthen. He lifted his eyes from the lion cub and found the two staring at him. A flush covered Skip’s face while Bruthen’s held an open yet surprised expression.

      “I will come,” the lion cub said, overwhelmed by Eliesmore’s words and hoping they would come to a halt.

      “Good,” Eliesmore reached out a hand to stroke the lion cub’s head. It moved forward, a low rumble emitting from its throat. “What is your name?”

      “I don’t have a name.”

      “May I give you a name?” Eliesmore asked, attempting not to be presumptuous.

      The lion cub stood on all fours, moving its small head up and down.

      Eliesmore glanced at Optimistic who stood quite still, watching the interaction. “What should his name be, Optimistic?”

      “Something in Iaen,” Optimistic replied, lifting his face toward the sun. “His fur shines like the light, reminding us of hope, reminding us the future lies before us.”

      “Light,” Eliesmore repeated while Optimistic hummed the words to a new song, and Skip and Bruthen glanced from Optimistic to Eliesmore. Flywinger snorted and tossed his mane, prancing in place. “Light,” Eliesmore whispered, lost in thought. He was reminded of his dream, where the lights of the forests of Shimla shone forth in rainbow colors, and he wondered what it meant. “I hereby bestow thee the name Lythe. Lythe the Lion of the Monoxie Meadows.”
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      Zhane woke in a cold sweat, his dream running through his memory. He sat up, his heart pounding and his hair plastered to his neck. He leaped upward, spinning around as he determined which direction he needed to run.

      “Zhane,” he heard Arldrine’s voice from the riverbank. “What’s wrong?”

      He held up a finger and tore in the opposite direction shouting. “Idrithar! Idrithar! Wake up; you have to get up right now. We have to go. We have to stop Eliesmore.”

      “What?” Idrithar rose on an elbow, his long hair flowing to his shoulders. He raised a hand. “Calm down. What are you talking about?”

      “Daygone!” Zhane breathed, unable to rip the words out of his throat fast enough. “The trap is Daygone. I had a vision; everything is part of one grand scheme. The Rakhai, the Changers, the request to go to Daygone. They have brainwashed him. The Green People, the Iaen, they are behind everything. We have to stop Eliesmore from going to Daygone. They will turn him; they will get what they want.”

      Idrithar fastened his sword around his waist and strode toward Zhane. “You believe this vision to be true?”

      “On my honor,” Zhane confirmed.

      Idrithar’s head sank, “There is no time to waste. Let’s run.”

      “Wait!” Wekin shouted in the dark. “Where are you going?”

      “There is no time to explain?” Idrithar called back as he gained the bend of the river. “We have to go to Daygone; you will be too slow. Find another path.”

      Zhane followed Idrithar, pausing before he passed Arldrine. He could see the disappointment in her eyes, the hope that they might have a few more stolen moments together. He caught her in his arms, embracing her hard. Time and again they had left each other, this would not be the last time. “I have to go,” he told her, knowing he did not need to.

      “I understand,” she pulled back, searching his eyes. “Go. Save Eliesmore. Save all of us.” He pulled away, yet she held him fast, her voice dipping into a whisper. “Zhane. I know Idrithar is your friend, our friend,” she corrected herself. “Be careful what you share with him.”

      He squeezed her shoulder in acknowledgment, suspicion irritating him. “I understand,” he told her to appease her mind, unwilling to start an argument when he had to leave her.

      There was more to say, much more to say. He leaned forward as if to kiss her goodbye, then changed his mind at the last moment. Letting go, he tore away, up the riverbank behind Idrithar, pebbles launching themselves into the river in the wake of their fleet feet.
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      “Wekin,” Yamier yawned as he stared out over the water, watching the cascading waves move back and forth. “Do you want to go sailing again?”

      Wekin gave a noncommittal grunt without opening his eyes, waving a hand in dismissal.

      “I’m serious,” Yamier went on, watching the object bob and weave in the waves. It got caught in the current and spun around. With a gasp he sat up, his fingers fumbling at the clasp of his cloak, quickly removing it. He tossed his tunic beside his new bow and arrows. There was only the briefest moment of hesitation as he tossed his shirt and pants on to the boulder and stood above the currents, watching the seven rivers ebb and flow. The object he spied riding the current was a boat and not just any boat. Yamier recognized it was as one of the vessels he’d helped to build in Rashla, with white oars stored in the bottom of the boat. Taking a deep breath, Yamier dived.

      Cold water coasted over his skin while the strong pull of the river dragged him west. He allowed himself to sink before striking out, kicking his legs hard and keeping his head down as he moved through the water. The current dragged him until he saw an opening and hurled his body in to the next current, surfacing to gasp for breath. The boat twirled in the next current and with another gulp of air, Yamier allowed himself to sink back down. A tunnel of water pulled him eastward, toward the boat. His teeth began chattering as he surfaced again, seeing the boat within reach. Kicking and swinging his arms, he moved toward the boat, grasping at it when another splash drew his eyes. “Yamier!” Wekin decided to wake up after all.

      Yamier snatched at the rim of the boat and missed, his hand flapping wildly in the cold water. He ducked back underwater like a fish before leaping, hurling his body out of the current. This time his hands caught the boat, and he rolled over, throwing himself down to lie gasping at the bottom. “Aye!” He shouted with glee, raising a fist in victory. He pulled out an oar just as Wekin dived into a second current.

      “A little help here?” Wekin yelled, his head bobbing in the current like a duck.

      Yamier spun his oar and laughed as he attempted to steer toward Wekin. Growing up the two of them had lived close to a river and several underground springs. Swimming was as natural to them as hunting and cooking, yet the love of sailing had never awakened until they crossed the Jaded Sea.

      Yamier held out the oar for Wekin who scrambled aboard, shouting with glee as he splashed water into the vessel. He picked up an oar, and the two attempted to row back to shore.

      “Row a little harder right here Wekin; we’re going over a rough spot.”

      “Aye Captain, now we swing a little to the left, right?”

      “Right? No, we go straight ahead.”

      “Dig in your oar Yamier, keep the boat from turning.”

      “Got it, that’s the way, keep rowing strong.”

      “Almost there, we’re across the currents; the shore is looming.”

      “There now, drop anchor.”

      “There isn’t an anchor.”

      “Err… rather pull her up to shore.”

      By the time the two had finished pulling in the boat and dragging it just out of reach of the water, Arldrine and Goldwind stood side by side, observing their movements.

      “See,” Wekin announced, soaking wet as he spread his arms at his achievement. “We found a boat and brought her in.”

      “We!” exclaimed Yamier in disgust. “I found the boat, and you came along later to row it in.”

      “I saw it at the same time you did, I just needed a few extra seconds of sleep,” Wekin countered.

      “After I swam across three currents to retrieve it!”

      “I swam across too,” Wekin lifted his arms, flexing his muscles.

      “Okay you two,” Arldrine laughed. “It doesn’t matter. Wekin, I was hoping you could draw a map for me.”

      “Why?” Wekin asked as he tugged on his clothes again, Yamier following his example.

      “I’m leaving soon,” Arldrine replied. “Idrithar and Zhane have chosen their path, and I must choose mine. I’m returning to the mountains; I have to search for an army.”

      “No,” Wekin pleaded, his eyes going wide. “Please don’t leave us too.”

      Arldrine tilted her lovely head, her eyes almost teasing. “I will meet you again, at the fortress. Don’t forget. We come, and we go yet we always return.”

      “What are we supposed to do?” Yamier crossed his arms, not intending for his voice to come out like a pout, yet it seemed that way.

      Arldrine gestured toward the boat. “You have a ride now. If you follow the currents east, you’ll find yourself back in the Eastern Hill Countries and, eventually, back at the fortress.”

      “Still, I don’t like it,” Wekin added. “We just got you back, and now you’re off again.”

      Arldrine turned east, pointing across the waves. “Just think of the rushing water as you make your way through the west. Consider the beauty of the open skies and the light of the Green Stone at your back, guiding your journey home. Imagine the warm reception you’ll receive at the fortress and the stories you’ll be able to tell of your adventures in the South World. My friends, you are quite young, the youngest of the Green Company. Others seem to doubt you and to judge you for your love of bacon and hunting, and the satisfaction of a meal. Your hearts are full of adventure; you carry the weapons of the Heroes of Old. There is nothing that can stand in your way. Remember all you have accomplished and all you will achieve. You are Yamier and Wekin. You traveled with the One. You fought the battle at the Constel Heights and escaped with your lives. There is nothing more than a glowing future ahead of you. Think of that as you set forth on your next adventure. May the fates always be generous in your journey and may the Green Light shine down upon you as your guide, evermore.”

      She placed a hand on her heart as she blessed them, her words ringing through the air. As she spoke, Yamier saw white lights hurling themselves through the air, bursting in sparks around them as if confirming her words rang true. Later, as he and Wekin pushed the boat into the eastern current, Yamier began to wonder. He was a hunter, a traveler, and, perhaps, a Treasure Hunter. Yet, there was something eternal about his friends and their wisdom, and he wondered what Arldrine had brought back from the mountains, for she seemed quite changed.
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      Arldrine hoisted herself up on a misshapen gray boulder, lifting a hand in farewell as Yamier and Wekin faded from view in the current traveling east. She knew she should have gone with them not only to protect them from their foolishness but also to return to the fortress. It was her destiny to join with the White Steeds and strategize the next step they would take in the war between the mortals and immortals. An undercurrent of guilt rippled through her as her thoughts strayed back to Zhane. A deep longing welled up within her with such force she bent forward, wrapping her arms around her waist as if the mere physical response could hold her together. Memories of Zhane rose before her as vapid as the air. Closing her eyes, she recalled the feeling of his arms holding her against him and his solid strength. Her insides ignited with passion each time she remembered his lips on hers. Rocking herself back and forth, she took deep breaths, unused to the sudden burst of emotion.

      Zhane's stern warnings regarding the Therian crashed through her mind like a waterfall. She cringed as if he were before him, knowing she was free to pursue her quest to find mankind. Shaking herself free from anxiety she weighted the cryptic words from the Green People. Ellagine told her if she sought mankind, she would find an army in the mountains and perhaps her people. Zhane would not approve, although he had run off with Idrithar, giving her the opportunity to begin her search. The knowledge that he was alive—she refused to consider what he might face in the prairie lands—was worth the descent from the mountains. Winter chill would soon sweep the land, and while it would not be wise to return to the mountains during such a season, it seemed no choice was left before her. It was risky, yet in a world overrun with Black Steeds, what choice did she have but to take a risk?

      Relaxing her shoulders, she watched the shining waters of Werivment as she mulled over her options. She needed to cross the river, yet the currents were too powerful. She slid off the rock and walked over to where Wekin had sketched a map of the South World. According to his design if she crossed the waters of Werivment she would enter the foothills of the lone western mountain range. It was where Dathiem told her to search for mankind. Thoughts of him invariability led her to thoughts of Glashar and Arldrine shuddered, feeling sorry for the pain the Falidrain lived with. Blinking hard, Arldrine traced a finger through the mud, marking her route on the map. It would be quite out of the way to follow the river back to the desert and from there head west. Although, she supposed she could find a crossing where the river was low. Furrowing her brow, she thought back to her flight to Werivment, yet she could not recall a time when the current did not rush swiftly east and west. Even Yamier and Wekin’s devilish rush through the currents had been nothing short of miraculous. Tilting her head, she glanced toward the rushing waters. It would be folly to consider crossing, especially when she could not see the shore. There was no knowing how many miles it would take to reach the other side. Even if she had a boat, the seven currents made crossing impossible. Wiping her hands on the seat of her pants, she paced back and forth on the shore, eyes narrowed, tilting her head as she worked around the problem.

      “Please.” Her lips moved in a whispered prayer. “I need to cross here. Time is wasting. Show me a way.”

      Goldwind trotted up, green grass sticking out of her mouth while her hooves squelched in the mud. “Who are you talking to?”

      “Tis nothing,” Arldrine shook her head. “I was thinking; we should return to the mountains. Are you with me?”

      “Always,” Goldwind moved her neck up and down, chewing the last strands of grass.

      “I am going to search for mankind, an army to help restore this world to the White Steeds. It will be dangerous, it’s risky, but I believe we will succeed.”

      “I will come,” Goldwind replied calmly.

      Arldrine faced Goldwind, laying a hand on her nose. “I want you to know how grateful I am. Even though Eliesmore dissolved the Green Stone, the world is still dark. We don’t know what evil lies in wait.”

      “I will come,” Goldwind nuzzled her. “Stop trying to scare me away.”

      Arldrine chuckled. “I don’t want to hide anything from you. Zhane told me the Therian roam the mounts and they are quite dangerous.”

      “You have the bow of Legone the Swift,” Goldwind huffed at the quiver.

      “Aye,” Arldrine noted, reaching up to rub Goldwind’s mane. She glanced at the wood, the words of the Trespiral coming back to her. Perhaps the mountains held a key, and she could unlock the mystery of the trees. A vague sense of horror rushed over her as she eyed the barren wood and, swallowing hard, she turned her attention back to the waters. The Green Light twinkled and shifted in the waves, a beam catching the waters and casting a mirror across the land.

      Arldrine gasped, squinting as she gazed in wonder. Lifting a hand off Goldwind’s neck, she pointed. “Do you see it?”

      A rainbow winked into existence, colors shimmering before her eyes as an eerie luster swept over the waters. Reds and yellows blended with emerald and sapphire, ending in gentle hues of violet and indigo. Turning, Arldrine ran west toward the source, straining her eyes to keep them from blinking, least she miss the glory.

      “What do you see?” Goldwind trotted after her.

      Arldrine paused over the water’s edge, watching the colors change. Hardly daring to breathe, she reached out a trembling hand, her fingertips skating over light. Her forefinger tapped something solid. Lifting her foot, she sat it on the light. It held her weight, and she took another step, her fingers grasping the firm edges of light.

      “Goldwind, it’s a Rainbow Bridge.”

      She took another step, noting the shift in colors as the bridge flickered. “Follow me, Goldwind,” she took another step, rising above the rushing water. “I am not sure what’s happening, yet it seems the light guides us, opening the road before us, making our path easier. The fates have aligned, we were meant to walk this way. Follow me.”

      “What if we fall?” Goldwind pawed at the flickering light, sniffing at it in distrust.

      Arldrine did not look back. “If we fall, we will fall into the waters of Werivment, and the current will take us with it. I do not believe this bridge was placed here to let us down.”

      The gentle clop of Goldwind’s hooves echoed on the bridge, settling into a steady flow as they walked together. Arldrine matched her steps to the sound of Goldwind walking as they rose higher in the air. The wind blew sharply on occasion, forcing her to grip the vague aura of the bridge, unsure how the light could turn it solid. She continued to walk, taking deep breaths, refusing to allow doubts to sway her mind.

      “We walk a path not tread by other. We go where the wild creatures roam, and safety is not certain. We have no quest, no powers on our side, but go since we must, go since we may, on and beyond. Goldwind, I feel that I have been given a second chance to change the world. Change is not made by returning to the fortress again and again. Someone must take a risk and seek help where others dare not tread. Perhaps this risk will provide the greatest reward.”

      She did not say it aloud, but another thought pricked her mind, leaving a hazy unsettlement in her thoughts of hope. Perhaps this risk would prove the greatest folly.
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      “Where do you hail from?” Eliesmore glanced toward Skip and Bruthen. The five companions traveled through the meadows, an easy journey with scant conversation. Over the past few days, Eliesmore attempted to give the siblings space, yet as he eyed their torn clothing and healing backs, he could not help but find himself curious. Optimistic kept the conversation turned to mundane topics, yet Eliesmore wanted to know their history. Their lives were quite different from his. “What happened to you?”

      Optimistic walked up, nudging Eliesmore’s shoulder. “Don’t push them,” he whispered. “They will talk when they are ready.”

      “No,” Bruthen waved a hand, wincing and grabbing his side. “We can speak.” Sadness rang out in his low, mellow voice.

      “Are you certain?” Skip’s higher voice faltered as she pivoted toward her brother, eyeing him with a look Eliesmore could not quite explain.

      Flywinger slowed his pace, moving into an even walk while Lythe padded beside him. Lythe’s light fur flashed in and out of the long blades of grass, some taller than even his back. Optimistic strode to the left of Flywinger while Eliesmore marched on the right, peering ahead as he noticed light movement in the grass. Now and then it seemed as if the wind fluttered by him, touching his shoulder, running its invisible hands through his hair. When he tuned out the sound of his companions, he heard an unmistakable voice. The words were garbled and mismatched, in no language he had studied. After a moment it died away, and like a dream he watched the wind dance its way onward, threading its breeze through the vibrant meadow.

      “I recall little of my earlier life,” Bruthan spoke hauntingly, an odd, faraway gleam in his eyes. “We lived with ma and da, by the waters of the Jaded Sea.”

      “Our parents were fishers,” Skip added, clenching her fists. “At least, from my memory.”

      “Aye,” a slight smile touched Bruthen’s chapped lips, a warm halo of hope and light covering his ruddy face. “Evening tides, we’d head out to the great seas and fish until the morn dawned. Those were great days.”

      “Do you still know how to fish?” Eliesmore interrupted. “Do you know how to steer a boat?”

      Skip gave a short chuckle. “Boats? We did not fish on boats. Nay, we had a great barge. We’d fish with our tribe. We used to fish for trade in our village, at least, we did, back when there were Trazames.”

      “Trazames?” Optimistic gave a low whistle. “None have heard of Trazames in this land, they still live?”

      Skip gave a noncommittal shrug. “That was long ago,” she trailed off.

      “Before they took over our village,” Bruthen’s voice sunk lower.

      “The Black Horse Lords,” Skip continued, echoing a lost thought.

      “They made the families work for them; I don’t know why they needed so much food…”

      “They killed all the elders and forced us to march to the Torrents Towers,” Skip shivered.

      “They took our barge, our fish, our tribe,” Bruthen’s voice trembled.

      “How old were you?” Optimistic’s gentle voice broke the spell of terror.

      “I don’t recall, I had not reached my tenth moon,” Bruthen shrugged.

      “Moon?” Eliesmore furrowed his brows, not understanding.

      “We count the cycles of the moon, not years,” Skip explained. “We fished at night and slept during daylight, but everything was different in the Torrents Towers.”

      “We were with our parents at first,” Bruthen’s voice grew hallow and haunted. “Until the Traders came.”

      “Don’t talk about them,” Skip snapped. “We’re not going back.” Her tone was hard; anger radiated from her body as she sat up straighter.

      Bruthen looked over at Optimistic. “The Traders, they are the political sect that controls the Torrents Towers. They teach us how to live, to please the Dark Figure, and if we disobey, they send sacrifices to…”

      “Don’t talk about it,” Skip interrupted. “The horror… please…” she turned to face Eliesmore. “We can’t go anywhere near that place, not if you value life.”

      “I’m sorry,” Eliesmore offered, taking aback by the intensity on her face. Her chest rose and fell as she breathed hard, purple splotches breaking out on her face. “How come you are out here? Aren’t the Torrents Towers far from here?”

      “Those Black Steeds back there…who killed the lion. They were taking us to Castle Range,” Bruthen offered. “We were supposed to be a sacrifice.”

      “A sacrifice to the Dark Servant?” Eliesmore gasped. Ominous words floated to his memory. The Changers walked the South World, collecting knowledge and power. “You must hold power,” he blurted out.

      Bruthen shook his shorn head. “I don’t understand your meaning. We aren’t powerful. It was only by chance we happened upon the lion and were able to overpower the Traders.”

      “Where were you planning on going, after you escaped?” Optimistic questioned, glancing back toward the west as if watching for the Traders.

      “We were going to head toward the Jaded Sea,” Skip gave a noncommittal shrug. “The fortress of the White Steeds sounds safer. That’s where you said you are going?”

      Eliesmore opened his mouth to respond while the wind blew his words away. A vague shadow passed in front of his eyes, and with a shudder, he recalled the Rakhai. “We must return the Eastern Hill Countries,” he altered the words he was going to say. “First, we need a way to cross the Jaded Sea. Perhaps we can return to your village and find the barges, and from there we can set sail.”

      Bruthen shifted, biting his lip as if he wished to say more. “It has been many moons. I doubt the village is still there… I doubt there is anything left at all.”

      “Bruthen,” Skip comforted him, her voice dipping. “We never should have talked about this.”

      “We all have a dark past,” Optimistic spoke, his words like a beacon of light on a cloudy day. “A past that frightens us, and makes us wish for different days, better days. We all have stories we wish we’d never have to tell again, and moments when it seems that fear will overcome us. Yet, when we share our stories, it relieves the burden, and we know we don’t have to carry our fears and frustrations alone anymore. That is why we are White Steeds; we have come to help this world, to ease the pain of loss, to end the suffering once and for all. We come so that others will never have to experience the loss, deprivation, and fear we have faced. We come to bring hope.”

      “Hope.” Eliesmore echoed. “Hope and salvation. We have only just begun, but when you look up, look to the west, let the light of the Green Stone fill you with resilience to face another day.”

      “Do you think you can do it?” Bruthen glanced from Optimistic to Eliesmore. “Do you believe you can take back the world, the entire world, from the Black Steeds.”

      As the question sunk in, Eliesmore recalled the moment he was on his knees in front of the Dark Servant. An odd excitement pulsed through his body and his fingers tingling, itching to hold the sword. A bubbling swept through his inner body and for the briefest second, he saw emerald motes dancing before his eyes. “Yes,” his voice rang out firm. “We will save the entire world from the Black Steeds.”
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      Idrithar slowed his hurried footsteps to a stop. Bending over he placing his hands on his knees as he caught his breath. Ragged breathes tore through his throat until he could taste blood in his mouth, the warm iron from the exhaustion of running. Daylight was fading, and the trees were growing thinner. They had come far during the day. Idrithar had allowed Zhane to set the pace, moving them speedily through the western lands toward the prairie of Monoxie. Air snagged in Idrithar’s throat, and he coughed, a violent rattling in his chest forcing him to place a hand over his heart as if the simple movement could prevent his lungs from exploding.

      “Idrithar?” Zhane stood tall, arms folded as he gulped in air.

      Idrithar grunted in response, waving away Zhane’s unasked question. His body was not as strong as it used to be, he had to retrain it to push through fatigue by sheer willpower. For a brief second, he regretted not taking Indonesia’s offer of a winged assistant to carry them to Daygone. Contrary to her earlier words, he was not perfect, and mistakes crept up on him. Zhane’s supposed vision told him he’d made the wrong choice. Fumbling for a water skin, Idrithar took a long draught, standing tall as energy flowed through his body.

      “There’s a dark line on the southeastern horizon,” Zhane remarked.

      Idrithar shaded his eyes, squinting, wishing he had a staff to lean on while he thought. “Armies, most likely.”

      Zhane opened his pack, thoughtfully chewing the dried meat he found there. “I am setting our course toward the Torrents Towers, keeping closer to the Cascade Mountains. I believe it will be swifter than traveling through the prairie lands.”

      Idrithar nodded in agreement. “We need to find the storehouses in order to gain access to the Jaded Sea. Crossing this high up is not my preference.” The seas grew rough and wild the further north they went, at times it could take almost a month to navigate them. The boats from the storehouses which belong to the Torrents Towers were much larger than the small crafts Idrithar and Zhane had built in Rashla.

      “If my calculations are correct, Eliesmore is at least 4-5 days ahead of us; we must find a swifter way to travel.”

      Idrithar stroked his beard. “It will be risky. If we can get to the Torrents Towers and procure dumb beasts, we can speed our journey to the sea. Tell me more about your vision. What did you see?”

      Before Zhane could respond an arrow hurled out of the shadows. “Get down!” Zhane shouted while Idrithar dropped to the ground like a broken tree branch, the air whooshing out of his chest as the arrow whistled above his head. He watched the arrowhead embed itself in the trunk of a tree as he slithered his fingers down his side, reaching for the hilt of the blade of Alaireia, Keeper of the Clyear.

      “I did not hear them,” Zhane whispered, lifting two fingers he pointed north. “I’ll scout this way.”

      “Stay low,” Idrithar cautioned him.

      Zhane rose on his hands and knees, waiting for another arrow to come through before he rose and ran north. Idrithar turned his head south, his eyes roaming the increasingly dimming wood for signs of woísts. Silence reigned as he stood to his feet, shifting through pine needs scattered across the ground. Pressing his back against a trunk, he allowed the rough prickle of uneven wood to rub against his back as he drew the sword, the sword he’d never wanted. Indonesia’s mocking face rose before him; her words hissed through his ears. You are nothing like my Father. It was not lost on him, the Order of the Wise had ended, and the Mermis were the reason why.

      A deep growl vibrated across the ground, and Idrithar held the sword up, noting the way the golden light in the center began to glimmer. A moment later, Zhane returned, a finger to his lips while he hurled himself again the tree truck beside Idrithar. “A horde of woísts, I counted more than a handful, twenty, fifty, I could not tell. The darkness mars my vision.”

      “Are they moving toward us?”

      “Aye, in the same direction, one of their scouts must have sent the arrow.”

      “A warning. We should keep moving.”

      “There could be more out there,” Zhane cautioned, lifting a hand.

      Idrithar nodded. “I am certain of it. The woísts will secure the borders of the west; it seems the Dark Figure will abide by intimidation and slather. I fear the mass massacres may start again.”

      Zhane muttered a curse in Iaen under his breath. “Why do I get the feeling we’re too late? Again.” He lifted the sword of Crinte the Wise and Idrithar saw the oracles on it go flicking off into the darkness, like omens of a distant future. White sparks leaped where Zhane’s fingers held the sword. Visages of power.

      Idrithar took a step forward, lifting the sword as the woísts materialized out of the shadows. There was no need to exchange words with Zhane; the two tended to fight as if they were extensions of each other's minds. Idrithar swung the sword as he stood back to back with Zhane. From his peripheral vision, he could see oracles from Zhane’s sword dashing off into the shadows.

      Five woísts approached him and Idrithar swung, blocking a blow, kicking out at a second woísts before spinning and driving his sword into a third. Yanking the sword free, he slashed at a woíst, noting the glimmer on the blade growing stronger with each move he made. A yell sounded as more creatures ran out of the wood, dashing toward the two. Idrithar ducked as an arrow flew overhead, stumbling as a foot came out, tripping him. He slid forward across leaves, his arm burning as the underbrush tore at his skin. He turned onto his back and dragged the sword up into the air. He spun in an arc as headed tumbled around him. A fire rippled through his chest as he regained his footing. He reached with his second hand to unsheath his second sword. Twirling the blades, he moved forward yet again to aid Zhane as the creatures fell around them. The fire in his chest intensified before exploding; he saw the light in the sword of Alaireia the Ezinck grow brighter for mere moments before it released itself. Fingers came out, and a molten gold light sprang forth, driving into the hearts of the woísts, mowing them down without rhythm or reason. Idrithar held the sword higher as light poured out of it and the edges of blackness crept up on his eyes. He swayed on his feet as the light grew brighter, and with one last grunt of energy, he collapsed.
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      She stood in the open fields of Sidell, away from the cries of the burning city, facing the mountains. The people groups of the South would rally to her. The elders were dead, as they should be, for the Black Steeds continued to follow instructions from the time of Magdela the Monrage.

      Her red mouth drew downwards in fury, and she clenched her pitchfork in her white fists, watching the blood drain away from her hands. Anger constricted her, or was it fear? No. She’d never known fear. It was anger. Sarhorr, her brother, had seen fit to betray her again and again. He was relentless, remorseless, and bent on destroying her. She should have tortured him for a hundred years. She should have executed her plan sooner. Thinking back, she’d assumed if she gave him control over the army of woísts he would display some sort of allegiance toward her. It seemed to have little effect on him, even swearing the blood oath did not bind him to her as she had hoped. He covered the mountains with the army. Yet, with a slip of the hand, still allowed the Green Stone to be dissolved. It could not be helped; she’d expected the stone to fall into the hands of powerful mortals and immortals at some point.

      The power of the Green People was strong enough to keep Changers out of their forests, and even the east reeked with their eerie power. It made her feel weak, which is why she’d sent Sarhorr to Daygone, hoping the stench of the Green People’s power would curb his aptitude for destruction. However, he’d stolen the Phutal and escaped to the Eastern World for a time. It was a shame she could not break him. No. The Green Stone had to be dissolved, and the One was on his way to Daygone to stop Sarhorr once and for all. Once he was gone, she would rule, as she was always meant to. The death of her brother, the Dark Servant, in Castle Range, their home, had been nothing short of sabotage. She recalled his rage when she escaped through her secret portal and left him alone to face the One. Her brother was dead now. She felt it. And the One would be encouraged enough to attempt to destroy Sarhorr. Then he would come for her in all his magnificence, and she would rip him apart.

      A bitter laugh rose up in her throat. Sarhorr would begin, and she would finish. Ultimately, the power of the Green Stone belonged to her. She would enjoy drawing it from a helpless mortal hero. Then, the world would be doomed. She would rebuild the Four Worlds, a massive task, with an army of immortals to assist her. With the power of creation, she could create a new breed, a loyal race, an immortal race, to follow her to the ends of the world. Once the Four Worlds were hers, she would escape to wreak havoc on other planets. From conversations with the stars, she was aware of planets and galaxies far beyond comprehension. They would be hers, she would not stop until her name was on everyone’s lips and all people, creatures, animals, mortals, and immortals would speak her name, worship her likeness, and follow in her way. The Way of Phimm.
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      Idrithar woke, a buzzing ringing in his head as if his ears had popped. He opened his eyes, noting he lay face up, his vision taking in the woods above him. A scattering of pine needles lay to the right of him, and he saw Zhane leaning against a tree, keeping watch, as usual. Idrithar lifted a hand as sound flooded his senses. A low hum of life, almost unnoticeable was scattered through the trees. The bold tang of sandalwood touched his nostrils, and he sat up, rubbing a bump on the back of his head. His eyes fell to the sword as he moved, and he lifted it up. The gold line on it was still, silent, as if it had never flared up. Idrithar considered the sword as he stood, and as he slipped it back into its sheath, he saw a flash of blue light. Holding his hands up he rubbed his fingers together, considering the possibility that his powers were not quite as lost as he’d thought. As he turned to face Zhane, testing his balance, another thought penetrated his mind. The Mermis. Indonesia was quite vague regarding what power the Mermis held. She’d told him about her past, the ethereal kingdom of Spherical and other great feats in the kingdom of clouds. Yet the kind of power the Mermis held was unknown. Even the Cron who had created the weapons for the Five Warriors held an uncanny power; it had to be something strong, something old, something even the Changers could not touch.

      “Zhane, ready to run on?” Idrithar asked. He felt strong, refreshed, better than he’d felt since his fall in the mountain of fire.

      Zhane nodded, his eyebrows lifted, conveying curiosity, yet he did not ask.

      “There is more to these weapons than meets the eye,” Idrithar went on. “Do you feel anything?”

      Zhane stood up straight, angling his broad shoulders to the east. “I’m not sure if I can explain it,” Zhane held out his palms. “It seemed as if the sword knew, anticipated my movements. There’s something else, you feel it too?”

      Idrithar held up a finger. “It is possible that Eliesmore passed something to each of us, there are repercussions from traveling with the One and the Green Stone. Perhaps the release of power did not just affect him; it impacted all of us. When the light exploded, there was a surge. I am certain of it. As an additional benefit, we now hold the weapons of the Five Warriors. We are enhanced.”

      “Are you certain it came from the Green Stone?” Zhane’s expression was impassive, yet his eyes flickered with unspoken questions.

      “There may be other explanations, but I have been watching. You have something now that you did not have before, I can sense it.”

      “Arldrine brought back something from the mountains,” Zhane dismissed Idrithar’s words, turning his face away.

      Idrithar moved through the woods at a quick pace, continuing the conversation. “That something has been awakening for some time; I’m not talking about untapped powers. There is something in the way we fight.”

      “You rule out the Mermis,” Zhane countered.

      “Perhaps I rule out no one,” Idrithar pursed his lips. “Tell me, Zhane. What exactly did your vision show you?”

      “We should run,” Zhane glanced behind them where the charred remains of the woísts still lay. “We are hard-pressed to catch up with Eliesmore.”

      Zhane would not hold his gaze, Idrithar noted. Closing his mouth, he considered, letting his thoughts make calculations as they ran through the woods toward the prairie, while night swept over the South World.
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      A howl tore through the quiet morning air. Eliesmore stood up straight, thick leaves of rich green murthweeld dropping from his fingers as he spun. It was there again, the cry he hadn’t heard since the incident in the mountain of fire. His heart climbed into his throat as he eyed the south. There was something different about their call, and his heart thudded in recognition. He understood them. They weren’t howling at all, but shouting at each other in shrill voices, arguing about their assignment.

      Eliesmore’s shoulders sagged as he listened. A sudden rush of wind blew past him, blurring the translation of the words. He caught brief snatches of conversation.

      “… You can’t do that…”

      “… It’s not the mission, he will be angry…”

      “… I will tell him…”

      “… We need to attack…”

      “…But the bloodline is gone…”

      “… This is not the way…”

      “… No more servitude… we should have it for ourselves…”

      “… Don’t you know what will happen?”

      The wind grew still as the words died away. Eliesmore believed he heard the distinct sound of steel striking steel, but as he walked toward the sound, all was silent.

      “Eliesmore,” Optimistic’s concerned voice broke through his thoughts. “What’s wrong?”

      Lythe trotted up, rubbing his head against Eliesmore’s legs as he purred.

      “They are coming,” Eliesmore sighed, facing Optimistic, keeping his voice low. Skip and Bruthen were still slumbering, and he was loath to wake them or hint toward the fearsome creatures that chased them. “The Rakhai, I mean. I assumed they would stop chasing us now that the Green Stone is dissolved.” He waved a hand in the direction of the steadfast Green Light. "What do they want from us now?"

      “I see.” If Optimistic was afraid, he did not show it. “We should keep moving then.”

      Eliesmore jerked his chin toward Skip and Bruthen. “What should we tell them? If it comes to a battle, it will be our fault for putting them in harm’s way.”

      “Everything is different now,” Optimistic suggested. “You have the power of the Green Stone; the Rakhai no longer hold sway over us.”

      Eliesmore straightened his shoulders, glancing at the sleeping siblings. “If it were only us, I wouldn’t mind it so much. We have to send them away as soon as we reach the Eastern Hill Countries. I refuse to have blood on my hands; they did not ask for this darkness.”

      “None of us did,” Optimistic countered. “All the same, we should send them to the fortress. Regardless of what you would say, I am coming with you to Daygone.”

      “I must admit,” Eliesmore stepped closer to Optimistic. “My vision is hazy when it comes to Daygone. When we reached the Constel Heights, we needed an army to hold the Black Steeds at bay. I sense Daygone will be different, but I’m not sure why or how… I don’t know what I will do when we get there. Will it be just as simple as walking into the stronghold and killing the Dark One?”

      “I know not,” Optimistic dropped a hand on Eliesmore’s shoulder. “Mayhap the decision will become clearer the closer we get.”

      “Perhaps,” Eliesmore nodded. Bending down, he scooped up Lythe, thankful for the calming sensation as he stroked Lythe’s fur. “We should run today, I think.”

      Bruthen sat up with a yell, a frantic glaze fading from his face as he realized where he was. He rubbed his shorn head, his fingers tugging on his sister’s shirt, shaking her awake.

      Eliesmore recognized the movements. Fear still shone brightly on their ruddy faces. Squatting, he dropped Lythe in the grass and strode over, handing out leaves of murthweeld. “I can’t promise you we won’t run into danger; there are evil beings that follow us, attempting to halt our progress.” He felt himself relax as the truth spilled from his lips. “I can’t promise you will always be safe with me… but I will tell you,” the words came to him on a fair breeze. “Nothing will daunt our hearts and souls.” As soon as the words left his mouth, he picked up the song of the fields, their voices whispering about the One, passing a message from one to the other. Nothing will daunt our hearts and souls.

      Skip met his eyes, her darker ones glimmering with unshed tears. “No one has been kind to us until you came along with the Green Light. I am frightened, but with you, and your odd companions, I believe.”

      Bruthen put his hand on her shoulder. “So do I,” he echoed.

      Skip and Bruthen mounted Flywinger, and Eliesmore bade them run ahead while Lytle dashed at Flywinger’s hooves.

      Optimistic grinned, the fire of adventure flashing across his face as he set off on a run through the dancing meadows. Eliesmore momentarily turned to the south where a distant cry echoed and faded. They were coming. Instead of giving in to the token of fear, he balled up his fists and raised his chin.
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* * *

      Days drifted into each other, one as beautiful as the next. A peaceful sense of urgency settled around Eliesmore. At times, he saw traces of the wind, pointing a finger east, guiding their journey through the grasslands. The voices of the meadows were jubilant in secret glee, passing secrets from blade to flower. Basking in the whispered awe of voices, Eliesmore let his thoughts stray as they traveled. Each morning was cooler than the last. Although they moved at a quick place through the prairie, he could not help but wonder how his other friends, the remainder of the Green Company, were faring and whether the woísts had taken over the western lands. Memory took him back to the Holesmoles, teeming with the bodies of those warrior creatures. He could not help but think it would have been best if the Green Company had sealed the doors to the Holesmoles, trapping the creatures inside before they escaped. He’d never seen nor heard of such dark creatures roaming the underworld, and the fact that his companions knew the lore of the world so intensely they could produce a name for the tall fighting creatures, worried him. Although he would destroy the Dark One, words Idrithar spoke about assumptions ambushed his thoughts. If the Dark One controlled the woísts, what would happen in the west once the Dark One was dead? Would the armies return to the Holesmoles? Would they run wild without a leader? The more Eliesmore considered, the more he was reminded of the stories of Magdela the Monrage. There was a time when the people groups assumed it was safe because she had been banished. They came out and rejoiced, yet they were still hunted down and slaughtered. Perhaps it would be the same now, if the Dark One was destroyed, the woísts would rally to another leader. He shuddered as he recalled dead bodies floating in the breeze and the putrid, decaying stench of Sidell. War was coming to the South World, not this secretive sneaking around borders but all out-and-out war. He could not stop until all the Black Steeds were dead. Again, a bubble rippled inside him, as if something were struggling to escape. He glanced down at his hands as he ran. Despite Optimistic’s encouragement he could not shake the feeling, he did not understand how to use the power of the Green Stone. He recalled the tales of the Five Warriors and what mighty feats they accomplished with the Clyear of Power. Even Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword and his companions had used its power to help save their world. Surely the power of the Green Stone was greater.
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* * *

      A few days later, Eliesmore saw a dark mass on the southeastern horizon. As he gazed at it, he noticed a twinkle in the air, as if light were reflecting off a surface. “Do you see that?” he pointed.

      Optimistic walked up, shielding his eyes against the sunlight. “No. Your vision is better than mine, Eliesmore.”

      Skip and Bruthen had yet to mount up on Flywinger. The pair moved to Eliesmore’s left side, Skip biting her lip while Bruthen crossed his arms, protecting his healing side even though there was no danger of an attack. Eliesmore noticed their thin, tattered clothes. Even though he and Optimistic had given the two their green cloaks, winter would be harsh if they did not find their way to the fortress before the cold winds swept over them.

      “What lies to the south of us?” Eliesmore gazed upward as if the open skies would give him a clue.

      “We are in the Monoxie Meadows,” Optimistic offered. “It’s hard to gauge exactly where we are, but south of us rises the Cascade Mountains and the Torrents Towers.”

      Skip gave as sharp hiss at the words. “What do you see?” she demanded, spinning to face Eliesmore.

      Eliesmore squinted. “Lights, reflecting off of each other. Perhaps something sharp, like the quills of a porcupine.”

      “It’s the Torrents Towers, there is no other explanation,” Bruthen’s voice was flat, devoid of emotion.

      The panic in Skip’s voice was potent as she spoke. “We are too close. The Traders are relentless. If they find us in the meadows, they will attempt to capture us.” She grabbed Eliesmore’s arm, her fingers digging into flesh. “We have to go.”

      Eliesmore swallowed hard, one glance into her dark eyes revealed her sheer panic and terror. Visions of the torture chambers at the Torsilo Quarts rose before him. He lay his hand on top of hers, turning his head. “Flywinger. We must run.” His words came out calm as he met Skip’s eyes again. She tore herself away, not waiting for an answer as she fled to Flywinger, her brother in her wake.

      “Go, head toward the shores, we have to find your old village, we have to find supplies before we reach the sea.”

      “What are you going to do?” Skip demanded.

      “Aren’t you coming with us?” Bruthen added.

      “Yes, momentarily,” Eliesmore reassured them. “I want a closer look at the city.”

      “I’ll walk with you,” Optimistic glanced from Eliesmore to Flywinger and the siblings, as if he disagreed.

      “No, I’ll be quick,” Eliesmore shook his head.

      “Why?” Optimistic dropped his voice, only letting his words drift to Eliesmore’s eyes.

      Eliesmore met Optimistic’s gaze, torn between the curious feeling, the need to see. He could not explain why he should walk toward a city he knew was so potently evil. “I will not approach the city. I want to see what we are up against, what we will face in the days to come.”

      Optimistic furrowed his brow, saying nothing else.

      “Take Lythe and go, I will catch up shortly.” Eliesmore turned and jogged south, his feet tearing through the meadows as he headed toward the lights. His speed increased as he ran, and it seemed the meadow blurred before him as if he were no longer a mortal, but a creature of the wild, bounding over the hills faster than any mortal could dare run.

      An uneven slope rose, and he came to a halt on the crest. Looking back, he could not see his companions anywhere, and when he put his hand to his chest, his heart thumped like a drum. The revelation crept up on him, something he’d known all along. He was taller, stronger, and faster now. The hidden effects of dissolving the Green Stone were coming to light; an uncanny power rose within him. He needed to find out more about his unique gifts and how to use them. Why were his wise guardians gone? He thought again of Idrithar falling into the mountain of fire, and even as his mind flashed back, he remembered the oddness of the moment. Idrithar had not fallen. He’d jumped. It was so quick, Eliesmore had only noted it briefly and dismissed the impossibility. Now, thinking back, he was sure. Idrithar jumped to his death on purpose. But then there was the horn, perhaps there was a reason Idrithar had jumped. Eliesmore’s breath caught in his throat as he considered. Then perhaps Arldrine had stayed behind, she had not fallen as they had assumed. Eliesmore shuddered, regretting he'd left his companions at Castle Range, although they should not come with him to Daygone.

      He saw Ellagine’s regal face as if she stood before him again. Her words clear and crisp, the shadows in her eyes hidden as she told him. “Go to Daygone.” Questions rose in his mind. There were many things he wanted to speak with her about, to explain further the lore of the world and the knowledge of the Green Stone. She knew much more than she had imparted to him, he was sure of it. With a pang, he wondered why he’d left her at all. A blush of warmth came over his face as indelicate considerations entered his mind. He thought of her as she was in Rashla, tall, regal, wild, yet staying by his side, even as her demeanor was always reserved. He’d tried to break through her walls, yet she would tell him nothing more about herself. It seemed to him that he was lost in a hidden dream when he thought of her.

      As if cast in a vision he heard children laughing, saw golden hair twirling around and the sweetest voice he’d ever heard calling his name. Eliesmore. Eliesmore. Her face flashed before him, and he realized, with a sudden longing, that what he felt for her was not friendship. Nay, it went beyond the confinements of esteem and comfort, it was something else, something deeper. For the first time, he considered his attraction toward her, his desire to know she was out of harm’s way. He was much older now, if not in years, then in knowledge and experience. His level of maturity had changed, perhaps she would see him for who he was now, and not the stubborn child that ran away from her. Visions of her consumed his mind and when he came out of his trance, sweating and blushing, he could not tell how long he’d stood in the same place.

      He looked south. A dread set heavy on Eliesmore’s heart as the city came into view. Above him rose black towers, sharp and wicked, their points like the tip of a needle, winking in an irresistible call for blood. His feet turned back as of their own accord. An unending line of darkness poured into the city, like a black python streaking over the southern lands. “Woísts,” Eliesmore whispered.

      A faint sound, like a meow, came from the west. He tilted his head, his mouth dropping open in alarm as he watched. In the distance, the eleven Rakhai walked. Their dark hair streamed out behind them, and their hands lifted while their mouths moved. Ripples of black light streamed off of them as they moved in a weird dance, their faces pointed toward the Torrents Towers. A shadow of horror crept over Eliesmore and he spun, running in the opposite direction as fumes of darkness streaked toward him.
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      Year 797 (146 years ago). Daygone.

      

      She stood in the rose garden watching the green vines curve around the stunted trees. The red flowers opened their petals as her fingers touched them. A black butterfly landed on her arm, and she giggled. She was limber and lanky with his dark hair and her mother’s light eyes. Her pale green skin caught the radiance of light, and her ears quivered at the sound of the burnt red grass parting before his feet. She was his creation, his first pure creation and not a transformation. He did not have to meld her soul and twist it to his desires. She was his.

      She raised her eyebrows when she saw him, her eyes meeting his in respect. “Hello.” She clasped her hands behind her back, swaying back and forth as she studied him. He was glad to see there was no fear in her thoughtful eyes.

      “Do you know who I am?” he came to a standstill at the edges of the garden, his eyes flickering to the crimson bower he’d created. Nature was his domain; he’d always been able to pull life to him and create beauty from his presence. He enjoyed twisting nature to his designs, red grass instead of green, purple skies instead of blue, hints of black instead of green twisting through his gardens.

      She paused her movements, a sudden pang moving through her body as if the lights had gone out. “They didn’t tell me,” she muttered, biting her lower lip. “You must be the Sage.”

      “Who made you think that?”

      “Mother. She said we must come here to see the Wise Sage. She said you would grant our wishes. Are you the Sage?”

      “If I were, what would be your wish?”

      “Is this a test? If it is, I would wish for freedom for my people, the Green People. They are afraid. They have hidden in the forest with a barrier of protection. They are afraid to leave and see the world. They don’t know what they are missing. I need to help them.”

      “Why? Is it not enough that you are curious and willing to travel beyond the wood?”

      “No. It is not enough. The mortals rule the world. It is not right that a lesser people should control the destiny of the world. My people are superior in every way. If we ruled and mortals were below us, we could make the world better. “

      “Better?”

      “We can create a paradise here.”

      He could almost see a combination of colorful thoughts whirling through her head.  “Where is mother? She wanted to come here,” the child asked.

      “She will stay with me for a while. I need her.”

      She nodded as if the words were no surprise to her as if she knew. Sarhorr felt a brief flash of rage. Shalidir. He walked toward the child, holding out a hand. “Let me look at you. Blood of my blood.”

      “Are we related?” she tilted her head upwards.

      “Yes,” he took her hand and led her to the bower. “Tell me, what has your mother taught you. What do you know?”

      “I know many things,” the child began. “I belong in the forests of Shimla with my people, where we sing and dance with the creatures of the wood. One day the Rulers of that land will leave on a journey to the Beyond, and when the time comes, I will be Queen of the Green People. I will guide my people into a new era where the immortals no longer live in hiding, in dread of what the mortals will do to us. We shall rule the world.”

      The words that came out of her mouth were not her words; they were her mother’s words. Sarhorr folded his hands in his lap, a grim smile coming to his face. Blood of his blood. She was his daughter through and through.

      “You do not have to wait to rule the world. If you want to make a change, you must start now. Go home. Take up your rule, and when you are ready, come back here. I will teach you everything you need to know.”

      Her eyes locked on his, a mixture of surprise and confusion. “You are powerful,” she sniffed. “I can smell it.”

      He watched her expression change, the shameless desire for ultimate power. It was time for him to set his plan in motion. It was time to write the book of the Great-Black-Evil. He spoke with her at length, noting her youth yet her unexpected knowledge. When the evening shadows turned the red hues of his garden to blood, he sent her away without another word. Refusing to let her say goodbye to her mother. Then he turned back to his tower and climbed the gray stone stairs, each step sealing the delight in his heart. Secrets fluttered through his mind, and he plucked one as easily as he’d snatch a bud off a blooming flower. His mouth set in a grim line as he strode upwards, it was time to deal with Shalidir.
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      “What’s wrong?” Optimistic whispered later that evening as they regrouped.

      Skip and Bruthen were stretching their legs, sore from the constant riding. Flywinger’s tail swished back and forth as he chewed grass, while Lythe trotted around the perimeter of the group, sniffing the grass as if he were a wolf on the hunt.

      Eliesmore crossed his arms, facing west. The last glow of light hung over the skies like a fading rainbow, the tips of light visible for mere seconds as they disappeared, one by one, like the creatures of the wood leaving the dancing glade. Eliesmore noticed with increasing uneasiness how clear his vision was, despite the darkness dipping over the meadow. “I am concerned,” words tumbled from Eliesmore’s tongue, his thoughts relaxing as he was able to confine in Optimistic. “I saw the Rakhai. They have forsaken their beasts and are walking, strolling through the land.” He scratched his head. “When I saw them, they faced the Torrents Towers. Their hands were raised, and they chanted as if casting a spell across the land. Optimistic, I saw woísts, marching into the city, an unending line. If we have to fight the way we did in the Holesmoles…” he trailed off, the words not coming out he way he desired.

      “If they are leaderless, it will be difficult for them to win. If they have no motive, no cause to rally, we will win the war.” Optimistic prompted. He lifted a leaf of murthweeld to his mouth, chewing methodically.

      “You are right. It’s just… I can’t see the plan. There’s something in the way, and the Rakhai are coming…”

      Eliesmore could not sleep that evening. He sat in the grass, facing west as they made camp, ignoring the easy chatter from Optimistic, Skip and Bruthen. Lythe rubbed up against his back and snuggled down with his head on Eliesmore’s knee. Lifting a hand, Eliesmore rested it on Lythe’s head, a calming sensation passing through his veins as Lythe purred.

      Eliesmore sat still until Lythe drifted to sleep and the lights of the night winked into view. Even as darkness fell, his vision remained clear and pure as if a light glowed ever before him. The sounds of the night filled his ears. He could smell the rich soil, hear the growing grass and see the woodland creatures of the night, weaving in and out of the wheat-like grass. He opened his hands, and green and gold light poured out, drifting upward into the night sky. A thrill rippled through him as he watched, he was becoming powerful. Breathing deeply, he closed his eyes, allowing what was inside of him to grow and mature. There. He felt it. Power. Deep, intense power which shook him to his core. It was nothing like what he felt when he destroyed the Dark Servant; there was something else, something bigger and stronger. For a moment it became visible, and he could see it, swelling up inside of him before it blinked out and he was left with a strong knowledge, too comprehensive to understand. A voice sounded deep within, and he wasn’t sure if it were his voice or some outer being, existing within him. A riot of confusion twirled through his head, and he felt a laugh well up inside of him. Whether it was from mirth or something else, he knew not. A surge of power flooded through him again, and he sat up straighter, keeping watch while his companions drifted into a dreamless sleep.
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      Year 797 (146 years ago). Daygone.

      

      Striding up the steps, he uttered the words to release her from his spell. Her eyes flashed as she perceived her freedom, glowering at him. Before she could mutter a reproach, he spoke. “So . . . you are on my side.”

      “I have always been on your side. You were the one who saw fit to send me away from you.”

      “Hush. It is past now. I spoke with our daughter. Blood of our blood. She will walk in our steps. She will open the path before us, leading us to victory. You have done well.”

      She grimaced. “You praise my efforts, yet you never entrusted me enough to disclose who you are. Do you understand what we can attain with your might and power?”

      “I explained enough.” He waved his hand in dismissal as he approached her, taking pleasure in the aura of her indignation. "Oh, ye of little faith why did you not trust me with your name?”

      “Given the way you reacted earlier, I believe it is a moot point. If you had identified me, you would have cast me away.”

      “Perhaps. This makes vengeance all the sweeter. Tell me, do your parents still live? Do they know?”

      Her eyes were cold as she froze. She did not want him to know. There were still secrets she held from him.

      “Ah.” He spoke after a beat, allowing her space to answer. “Stay with me. Our daughter will travel back to the thickets whence she came. When she is ready, she will return. She has learned from you. When she comes back, she will study with me.”

      “What are you going to do with me?”

      He strode toward her, his movements as exquisite as the birds that flew from his tower. If she desired, he presumed she could fly away like those winged beasts. He shook his finger at her. “That is not the question. You should ask what you will do for me.”

      She raised her chin in arrogance. “I am not your servant.”

      “No?” He relished playing with her. “There is no servitude between you and me. You are going to Castle Range, and you will steal the Phutal from my brother and sister.”

      Her eyes grew large. “The Phutal?”

      “Consider. You know what it is. Your knowledge reaches deep. Think.”

      Her eyes fell, examining the stone floor for answers. A hand quivered as it came up as if warding him off. “I know what it is. I assumed they were all destroyed.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “You were concerned with the Green Stone; you did not study all sides of the equation.”

      “What are you going to do with the power to teleport between worlds? You have previously sought to open portals into worlds and look what transpired.”

      “I succeed,” he clenched his fists, despising the reminder of what happened in the Western World. “I called all kinds of dark creatures to wreak destruction on the Western World, and I prevailed. Do not challenge me. Nay, do not mock me with your words.”

      “Please,” she twisted her hands in front of her, a gesture he suspected their daughter had picked up from her. “Our intention was never to destroy the world. If the dark creatures come forth, the mortals will not have a chance.”

      He locked eyes with her. “The mortals never had a chance.”

      "If I refuse?"

      "No one ever refuses me."

      He seized her in his arms, one hand coming up to graze her cheek. She leaned into his caress torn between desire and propriety. "Did you take a mate when you were away from me?"

      Her face flushed with the accusation. She lifted a hand to touch his face. “You know better than to ask such a question.” Her voice became gentle as she leaned into him. “As great and terrible as you are, there is no one like you.”

      Lifting her hair, he ran his fingers through it, threading bunches of it through his hands before he yanked her, tugging her by her fine threads and spinning her away from him. Gasping in surprise one of her pale green hands flew to her head to fight him away. He batted her hand away, growling behind his teeth as he clasped his free arm around her waist, pulling her firmly against his body. Using her hair as a leash, he pulled her head back until she arched her back, her light eyes rolling upward to look at him.

      “You are hurting me, let me go,” she cried.

      Ignoring her request, he shoved her against the stone wall, letting go of her hair to move her hands up above her head, trapping them with one of his. Writhing she attempted to escape, even as he slapped her bottom. One slow ringing slap after the other, listening to the echoes across the chamber.

      “One day,” his voice grew deep with his arousal as he growled into her ear. “One day you shall worship me, as the stars do. You will show your respect for me.”

      She twitched once more before giving in, relaxing under his grasp. “I have done nothing but adore you,” she objected, tilting her head, attempting to catch his eyes again.

      Slacking his hold, he leaned his face down toward the nape of her neck, inhaling. Before he could react, she spun, fingers out as she ripped his shirt down the front, her sharp nails ranking across his body. He roared, tossing the shredded shirt away. She darted just out of reach as he bellowed, unable to resist. Leaping after her, his hands caught the back of her dress and ripped, almost choking her before the silk came apart in his hands, displaying the fine lines of her green back.

      The dress collapsed around her feet, and she kicked it aside, brazenly showing off her round navel and curvaceous hips. She walked toward him, tossing her hair over one shoulder, her eyes traveling across his muscular physique. His breath came rapidly as she stared up at him, throwing her hands around his shoulders. In one movement she captured his lips with hers, her kiss hard and insistent, drawing him to the brink of sanity. One of her legs came up, twisting around his as she moved over his length, moans escaping from the back of her throat. Discarding his pants between breaths, he pulled her down to the cold stone floor with him, turned her over and took her again and again as if his lust would never be sated.
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      Days later, Eliesmore and his companions fell silent as they walked through the gates of what seemed to be a dead wood. Thick, gnarly branches twisted into short and stunted shapes, creating faces that lined a dusty path. Dead leaves crackled underfoot, helping them keep their footing against the slick pine needles that sought to trip them up. Eliesmore held his face up, listening for the friendly wind which seemed to always be at their backs, yet there was nothing. A sixth sense itched, telling him something was wrong. Glancing back at his friends, Eliesmore noted Flywinger and Lythe trotting in the back as if nothing were wrong, while Skip and Bruthen marched behind Eliesmore and Optimistic, their eyes wide with eager expectation. Turing back to face the front, Eliesmore continued to lead them onward.

      The trees held out their bare brown branches as if they did not want to carry them anymore. Eliesmore imagined, if they had been people, they would have walked hunched backed with shoulders sagging toward the ground, unwilling to stand tall and fight another day. A mix of sadness and anger permeated the air, and an angry shout came. Eliesmore.

      He paused, his fingers dancing to his sword hilt as his eyes narrowed. Why should the Rakhai come bother him and his friends? He was tired of being chased, tired of his friend being wounded, tired of the journey ripping them apart. Why should he run? Why should he hide? He was the One.

      “Eliesmore?” Optimistic asked.

      Eliesmore blinked, clearing the maddening glaze out of his eyes as Optimistic, Skip and Bruthen stared at him. “Listen,” Eliesmore pulled his sword out of its sheath. “There is a Monrage out there, following us. I will confront the Monrage. Don’t try to stop me.”

      “At least let me come with you,” Optimistic offered.

      “No,” Eliesmore shook his head, even though he’d never fought a Monrage without a power keeper nearby. “Optimistic, this is my battle. Our lives are at risk, run on, out of danger. I will rejoin you when I can.”

      Optimistic opened his mouth to argue. Instead, his face turned pale and his hand dropped to his old wound, where a Monrage had stabbed him months before. Skip and Bruthen stood to the side without a word although he could see the terror written on their faces. Flywinger nodded his head in encouragement while Lythe whimpered, not understanding what was about to happen.

      Eliesmore walked down the brown path, curving back toward open meadows. Terror and fear were emotions of a past life, he moved with a certain determination until his feet picked up and he was running. He held his sword in both hands as he dashed forward. He was strong. He was the One. He was born for a purpose, to defeat evil, to restore balance to the Four Worlds. He had to finish what he started.

      The forest seemed to close in around him as he moved, and a vague fog rose from the ground. He heard a voice chanting in the Valikai Dialect. You will fail. You will fall. The power doth belong to us.

      He slowed down to a walk as he listened, the voice echoing around him. He came to a stop, standing still he listened to the voice, absorbing the disgust, the hate and the disgruntled pain which flowed from it. As he listened, he recognized his sword would not be enough. Unlike his fight with the Dark Servant, it wasn’t solely based on his ability to wield the sword. He shuddered, attempting to block out the words. Throwing back his head he sought the sky and through the fog he saw the Green Light, winking at him as it hung in the heavens. Relief swept over him and involuntarily he lifted a hand, feeling for the Light of Shalidir. The emerald in the center of the jewel shone out, and for brief moments he felt a deep kinship with the immortals of the Shimla. The encouragement was all he needed. Placing his free hand on his sword hilt again, he took a step, his feet crunching the ground beneath him. When he looked up, she was there.

      She was not close enough to strike him with her sword, yet near enough that he could see the details of her physical appearance. She stood six and a half feet tall with her long transparent hair trailing down her back. It rippled in waves like water, taking on the shadows of the forest. Her dark eyes were narrow as she watched him, expression void on her wasted face. The glimmer of small white horns on her head caught his eye. She raised her hands, crossing them in front of her chest, displaying the two blades she carried. One seemed to be an ordinary sword, the other was a black-light-sword, with red-eyed black horses running across the steel. A brief scream of agony flashed through the air; a sound Eliesmore thought originated from the black-light-sword.

      I will serve no longer. Your power belongs to me.

      No. He countered, not noticing he replied without opening his mouth. The power of the Green Stone will save this world. You and your kind must be destroyed.

      You understand nothing. Fool. They are using you.

      He did not understand her meaning, nor did he wish to. Lifting his sword, he ran toward her. She swung both of her blades outward, leaving her body vulnerable as he raced toward her. He leaped, swinging his sword as she ducked out of the way and slapped his back with the flat side of her sword. Her foot came up, kicking him into the ground. He rolled over, spitting out dust as he regained his footing, turning to face her again.

      She clicked her tongue behind her teeth as she moved forward, swinging both blades toward his neck. He brought his sword up, and a clang rang through the air. He saw glimmers of green light spring forth, a reminder of his power. Taking a deep breath, he allowed the light to flow through him as he swung toward her midsection. She bent forward, narrowly missing his blow. A whoosh of air blew between them as she spun, one blade aimed for his head, while the other spun dangerously close to his waist. Eliesmore ducked and backed away, kicking out a foot to trip her up as he prepared for her next onslaught.

      Her lip curled back in laughter as she moved forward, twirling her blades. The time for games is over. If you want to fight. Fight.

      Eliesmore paused his onslaught, stepping backward to assess her anew. You are the one who stabbed me.

      She flared her nostrils at him and dropped her hands to her side. Her blades pointed down, winking in the dim light. Cocking her head to one side she studied him, a red flash glowing in her sinister eyes. A low hum vibrated through the wood as a black crown grew on her head. Giving herself a running start, the Monrage dashed toward Eliesmore, leaping, swords out, as she reached him. Eliesmore lifted his sword, knocking away her blades as her foot slammed into his jaw. His head rocked back as his hands came up, protecting his head from the onslaught as the Monrage growled. Spinning, she kicked Eliesmore’s feet out from under him. He landed hard on his back, the breath knocked out of him. He brought up his sword, but he was already too late, the Monrage stood over him, her eyes glowing red as black light poured out of her crown and drilled into his body. A yell of rage erupted from his throat as he rolled over, fleeing from the light. Dropping his sword, he brought his hands up across his body, causing a ripple of green light to surge from his hands. A bolt struck the Monrage, and she backed away, hissing. Eliesmore took advantage of the lapse to snatch up his sword. He bounded up, his body sore from the impact of her darkness. Swinging with one hand he ran toward her, his face contorted in fury as he brandished his sword. Jewels glided through the air as they struck tree branches, the Monrage twirling out of the way. Cartwheeling through the air she crouched on the ground, snatching up her sword again and waiting. The smell of burnt leaves waffled in the air as Eliesmore turned, moving too quickly to stop. He swung for her neck. She blocked it with both swords, drawing back for a rebuttal before swinging toward his head, his side and his feet, the blades moving so quickly Eliesmore could only guess where her next strike would land. They twirled through the trees, ducking the whittled branches, dodging from brambles, leaping over underbrush as they fought.

      Rage. It was all Eliesmore felt as his feet moved. There were no thoughts, no reasoning, only the rage that struck him, making his movements faster, better, showing his strength as he kept up with the Monrage and began to surpass her. Instead of backing away he moved forward, pressing his attack, forcing the Monrage to lose her footing and back away. She snarled yet hints of fear never touched her wasted face. Her crown shrank and grew, black light hurling itself from every strike, yet Eliesmore leaped forward in a bold rage, sure of his attack, confident in his win.

      At last the Monrage stepped back, throwing herself out of reach from his sword. Her arms fell to her side and Eliesmore narrowed his eyes as his chest heaved. Sweat rolled down his forehead, and his shirt was wet from the effort he’d extended in battling the Monrage. He expected her surrender. Instead, a smirk came over her lips. Her cheeks pulled back, baring her teeth in what would have amusement on any other’s face. Yet on hers, it sent a deathly chill through Eliesmore’s body. You think highly of yourself, young hero. You will have to do better, much better if you desire to beat my father.

      Your father? A slow niggling crept through Eliesmore’s mind. Father.

      Sheathing one of her swords she waved a hand in dismissal. Your failure is imminent. Go to Daygone. Go to your ruin.

      Heat flowed through Eliesmore’s body, he squeezed his fists and gritted his teeth as the light intensified, building into something bigger. With his mind’s eye, he watched it grow until it was a ball of fury. Opening his hand, he let go, and it hurled out of him, shaking the ground with the intensity of his will. As the stream of flight hurled toward the Monrage, she tilted back her head and spread open her arms, accepting her fate. In the few seconds she had left she hurled her black-light-sword, and as the light consumed her, the sword sank into Eliesmore’s shoulder. His rage turned into a scream of agony and he fell to his knees as the light consumed the Monrage. Body and soul.

      Eliesmore tore the blade from his shoulder, a growl escaping from his throat as he reeled against the pain. A warm stream of blood ran down his shoulders, soaking his shirt through to his tunic. Gritting his teeth against the pain, he stumbled over to where the Monrage lay burning and drove the Jeweled Sword through her heart. A nauseating pain swept over him. Somewhere, deep below the ground, he thought he heard a deep, evil laugh, strong enough to send goosebumps down his arms, although he was sweating from exhaustion and pain. He limped away from the battle, fighting to keep consciousness when a word came to him, as clearly as if someone had whispered it in his ear. Hítherald.
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      A cool wind woke Eliesmore, stirring him from the depths of dreamless sleep. Fingers tugged at his cloak, but when he opened his eyes, no one lay beside him. Skip and Bruthen lay curled up, back to back, fists clenched tightly as if ready to spring into action the moment they awoke. Eliesmore felt a momentary sorrow for them, lost in the world of dreams where sleep was their only peace. He hoped their nightmares were gone, and when they woke, they’d remember they were safe. For now.

      Optimistic met his gaze, a hand resting on Lythe’s back. Earlier that evening, Eliesmore had appeared before his companions, soaked in blood. The word in Iaen closed the wound, all the same, he had few words to say to them, other than. “It’s done.”

      Now Eliesmore rose, putting a finger to his lips. “I will scout ahead,” he whispered, even though there was no need. He desired time alone while invisible fingers continued to tug at him. Turning, he tiptoed over the dead leaves, the strong odor of cedar wood pulling him onwards while once again he felt as if he were being lead forward by some hidden force. A faint reminder of the call of the Iaen touched his mind, bringing a bittersweet nostalgia before it faded away in entirety. Pausing, Eliesmore leaned against a wide nut-brown tree trunk, hardly daring to breathe. Unsure of what he waited for, his eyes flittered across the forest floor, noting the bright yellow leaves mixed with the decaying rot of a death. The wind blew back and forth, collecting leaves and whirling them together into mini cyclones. As Eliesmore observed he noticed the wind seemed denser to him. At times, he thought he saw something more than the wind, but no, it was only his imagination. The wind was only a gust of air.

      He closed his eyes, sinking into his thoughts as a chatting flowed through the air. His eyes popped open as a swirl of brown leaves rose. They twirled like a dancer during his nights of dancing with the Iaen, wild and out of control, drunk on the strange elixir of light. The leaves rose higher into the air like a funnel, spinning into a frenzy as they rose three, four, five feet in the air before rising to six. A rush of excitement thrummed through Eliesmore’s body until the leaves froze midway and dropped to the forest floor as effortlessly as someone tossing them away. In their place rose an astonishing creature. The being stood at least six feet tall, and as she turned, Eliesmore saw she was a lady. Her light brown skin glowed in the dim forest light as she faced Eliesmore. He knew, without a doubt, he looked upon the wind-lady. At first thought, she reminded him of the Iaen, yet as he took in her appearance, he realized she was nothing like the mythical beings he used to sing and dance with in the wild woods of Shimla. The wind-lady’s round cheeks curved up in a smile. “I have returned,” her voice crept through the air. Eliesmore felt as if a lover had snuck to his side, whispering enduring words into his ear.

      His mouth hung open as he observed her, noting her voluminous curves, and the way her blue and white dress offered him a full view of her smooth legs while hugging the curves of her hips and chests. The material of her gown responded to a hidden breeze, covering her form for moments, giving her brief hits of modesty before revealing her natural beauty again. Her hair streamed out, dancing on the ends of a breeze as she walked toward Eliesmore, leaves stirring and rustling under her bare feet. “Long have I been gone from this world, but the Lady of the Green People bade me return and follow you, as long as you are in the west, playing in my meadows.”

      “Aye, you have been the wind following us,” Eliesmore exclaimed, realization dawning on him. He watched her dark eyes and round face, her lips were full, and her long fingers danced as she spoke as if playing an unseen stringed instrument.

      “Aye, you speak the truth. I have come to express my gratitude for your service and curing my meadows from the scourge of the Rakhai, those creatures of darkness. You have entered the forest, a realm not of my domain. At the end of the forest, you shall reach the Jaded Sea.”

      “I know,” Eliesmore replied, “and I thank you for following me.” He felt unsure about the wind-lady keeping watch over him; she seemed quite young although, like the Iaen he was sure her age was indefinite. “Where do you come from? I have never heard the tale of the wind-lady.”

      Dark eyes considered him, and as her gaze meet his, he realized she was much older than he’d anticipated. “You are thinking of the Iaen, those glorious immortals you love.” She cocked her head at him. “You are disappointed I am nothing like them.”

      “N-noo,” Eliesmore stuttered, his face turning warm. “Only, you mentioned the Lady of the Green People sent you.”

      “Yes,” the wind-lady whispered. “None can compare to her beauty, yet I am nothing like them. My father was a Cron, Locklen, they called him. I come from the Western World through portals, although the Monoxie meadows have always been mine.”

      “I don’t understand,” Eliesmore admitted.

      “Nor should you, not all things in this world should be understood. There are mysteries far and wide; you should let them be, lest you destroy your mind. To be all powerful, all knowledgeable is not a desire mortals should have.” Lifting a finger, she pointed at him, gasping in surprise. “You are a blended one yet you are not like them, you are one like my father’s brother, one who is gifted.”

      “Gifted. I suppose,” Eliesmore mused, not following the cryptic conversation. “I am the One. I have dissolved the Green Stone. I carry the Jeweled Sword.”

      “Aye, this I know,” leaves stirred around the wind-lady’s feet. “I came to grant you a gift in exchange for a favor. Should you return to these meadows, grant me a boon and bring me a mortal worthy of these meadows.”

      “It is not up to me to grant you what you desire,” Eliesmore admitted. “I will do my best since you have guarded my passage through your lands. What do you offer me?”

      “You have honored my meadows with your passing, now, let me guide your journey across the Jaded Sea. My winds will steer your passage, opening the paths of the sea before you, speeding your journey back east.”

      Eliesmore watched her calmly explaining. “Why?” the words dropped like a stone from his lips.

      A flash appeared across her face, a mix between displeasure and a foreign emotion. Her voice did not change as she uttered the next words. “The Lady of the Green bade me come to your aid. One does not take lightly the words of the Green People.” There was something else, Eliesmore was sure of it as the wind-lady spun, lifting her hands, her form wavering as the wind rose. Her words ceased, and Eliesmore was certain she was hiding her true opinion from him. “I give you the blessing of the wind, may your road open before ye and all of nature bow in your presence.”

      Eliesmore bowed his head, accepting her blessing. When he lifted his eyes to hers again, she had disappeared, and nothing but a slight stirring of leaves told him she had been there at all. He took a step forward, lifting his face upwards, searching for any sign up her. The air was still and silent.

      “Your name.” He whispered. “You did not give me a name.”

      Two hands appeared from behind a tree trunk, and he saw her long tangled hair as her face peeked out. “Never give a name. To know a name is to hold power over someone. When you reach the shore and find a ship, I will guide your way to the Eastern Hill Countries. Until then, Eliesmore.”

      She dropped his name like a stone as she flittered away, this time a rush of leaves rose to follow her, threading their way through the thick trees and out of sight. A pang struck Eliesmore’s heart as he stood in the wood, and one name rose to his lips. He whispered it, wondering why he wished she would appear before him. “Ellagine.”
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      “I saw Eliesmore standing in a tower,” Zhane explained as he and Idrithar sat in the grass. Hiding. Before them stretched an unending army of woísts. Idrithar watched them travel north, splitting off east and west in certain areas. It was an army to shake the hearts of the people groups, a force to reckon with. Fear was a foreign emotion to him; he only felt frustration, and sometimes hints of anger.

      “Go on,” he grunted.

      “He was furious. I could see rage pouring out of him. The quest went wrong.”

      “Because he was angry?”

      Zhane narrowed his eyes, facing Idrithar. “The emotions were strong, potent. I could sense the darkness, the anger roaring over me.”

      “You understand, visions of the future aren't fixed, they can be changed.”

      “Yes, which is why we are running. If we reach Daygone before Eliesmore, we can warn him.”

      Idrithar pursed his lips. “How do you propose we warn him? If we make him aware of this, we could force his hand, causing the vision to come true.”

      “And if we don’t warn him, we could allow the vision to happen,” Zhane’s voice came out clipped and hard.

      “What will happen, will happen,” Idrithar countered. “Regardless, we have to keep moving. The woísts continue to march, we have to go through them or around them.”

      Idrithar trailed off, feeling no motivation to keep moving. Zhane glanced at him and turned his dark head back to study the woísts.

      After a few moments, Zhane spoke again. “We should consider our next plan of action after the three deeds are complete. The South World will descend into chaos as the people groups discover their new-found freedom. It’s been well over a hundred years. We need to teach them how to behave, how to live and how to accept freedom from tannery.”

      “You share a concern of mine. Without the pressure and fear of the Changers and the Black Steeds, what will the people groups do? Are they more inclined toward good or evil? There is another, more concerning matter I haven’t discussed with you.”

      Zhane raised his eyebrows and folded his arms across his chest. “We haven’t discussed before? This is alarming news; please share.”

      Idrithar stroked his beard for a moment before continuing. “I have reason to believe the Rakhai, under orders of the Changers, have killed off almost everyone who was alive during the time of Magdela the Monrage. Although we have been discreet in our travels, word spreads and the rumors are far-flung. There is a reason the young live while the elders are slain.”

      Zhane nodded, his eyes dark as he considered Idrithar’s words. “The Black Steeds have always seen fit to massacre White Steeds, do you believe you’re focusing on the elders? Why would they be targeted?”

      “Zhane, think of all the White Steeds you know now. Think of your past life in the mountains, with your clan. How old were the elders? Was there anyone alive older than I?”

      “Yes,” Zhane spoke quickly even as his brows furrowed. “I am sure of it, there were many older than myself…” his voice trailed off as he spun, turning his entire body to face Idrithar. “One by one, they were killed or died. I know some were still alive before I left but that was many years ago. The burdens of this world are too heavy to carry; sometimes death seems a worthy escape.”

      Idrithar sniffed. “What dark secrets were told in the time of Magdela the Monrage? What truths and untruths were spread throughout the people groups? What do the elders know that no one is supposed to know?”

      “Idrithar. Your speculations are dangerous. It is possible that there is truth to what you say, but we cannot fix what we don’t know. All we can do is move forward, complete the three deeds and teach the people groups how to live in harmony with each other as we bring peace to the South World. I understand that you are one of the Wise Ones. You are a Seeker. Unanswered questions will continue to rise before you. We were concerned about the Rakhai, and look, we succeeded. The Green Stone has been dissolved. Perhaps there is a reason the elders are dead; perhaps it is nothing. We should run while we can, and fight what is tangible, instead of this hidden knowledge you bring up over and over again.”

      “Aye,” Idrithar wagged his head. “My friend, your words make sense, but I am concerned. If we don’t ask the tough questions, what has happened before will happen again. History is doomed to repeat itself. If I can search the wisdom of the world and find knowledge that will halt the progression of darkness, I would do so. I am not saying we shouldn’t take action, nay, I am warning you. We are walking a dangerous path, and we are not aware of all the nuances in our way. Knowledge is what will save us, strength and knowledge. If we are wise, if we ask the right questions, it will keep us from making false assumptions and falling into folly. I cannot help but consider whether we mortals stand a chance, or if the Changers are toying with us. How do we know?”

      Zhane drew his sword and pointed it west. “We will go find out. I see the towers in the distance, they twinkle. We are nearing the sea, let’s take our chances and run.”
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      Arldrine stood on the slope of a mountain peak while the wind rushed around her. The dull roar of life blew through the evergreen treetops, shaking pine needles in its wake, tossing them unceremoniously into the cracks of the sharp rocks. Her journey across the seven rivers had taken much longer than expected. Yet afterward, Goldwind rushed her to the peaks where they entered the lower mountain ranges. The air was queer up there in the mountains, cold, crisp, and odd. Arldrine felt as if she were intruding on sacred ground, and each rustle of underbrush, crack of a branch, or scatter of rocks rolling down the mountainside made her want to scurry into a hiding place. The inhabitants of the mountain were close, she was sure of it. Yet what was watching her was unknown. She dismounted, walking up the slope, although her foot throbbed with a dull pain, less painful, more annoying, like a dull ache. Above her rose fog and she could see only the trees, digging their roots into the rock, searching for water. If she continued upward, eventually she’d come to a place where she’d have to climb and leave Goldwind behind. She pushed the nagging thought out of her head, consulting her mind for knowledge regarding the Cascade Mountains.

      A low growl, echoing off the stones, made her jump. Glancing back to Goldwind she held a finger to her lips, cautioning against further movement. For a moment she wished she had gone with Yamier and Wekin, down the river, instead of treading deeper into enemy territory. There was one question which continued to invade her thoughts. What did the white motes mean? Why did they only appear when she touched Zhane? What gift had been given to her? Her moments with Zhane were far too brief, and her fingers tingled as she considered the day when the opportunity would grant her the good fortune to spend time with the tall Tider from the west.

      Another howl shook her out of her musing, and she paused, perceiving a hollow point between two trees, a shallow cave for her to take shelter. Turning back to meet Goldwind’s eyes, she pointed. When she turned back, two eyes stared back at her and before she could react a weapon came hurling out of the blackness, and a sudden pain struck her head. She faltered, reaching out a hand to keep herself upright as pain seized her. Darkness blasted across her vision, shutting out the light. She reached for an arrow, biting her tongue to keep herself conscious but it was already too late. She wavered and collapsed. Goldwind’s scream of terror was the last sound she heard as curses flew through her mind, and the darkness took over.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Arldrine woke in darkness. Opening her eyes, she noted the blackness, realizing she must be blindfolded. Her wrists were tied tightly behind her back, and her head throbbed. She was upright, which made her assume she was tied to a structure. Using the only sense she had left, she strained her ears, hoping to hear something useful. Voices murmured around her in a crude tongue. Words, rough, and unfamiliar whispered through the air. Arldrine felt her heart rate increase, thudding against her chest in a way that made her feel nauseous. Her hands trembled as she twisted her wrists, hoping to wear down the knots and free herself. It was difficult to keep an Ezinck in captivity because her people group were known for their astounding strength. A rustling sound made her pause, and a wind of movement swept over her face.

      “Call Dyinka,” a voice whispered. “The prisoner is awake.”

      Arldrine froze.

      A few moments later, she heard the gentle pad of footsteps, like the slunk of a wildcat as it neared her. Nostrils sniffed at her as rough hands grabbed her arms, removing her from the structure she was tied to. Although her hands were bound behind her, she attempted to move her feet as they dragged her forward. A sickening hum of silence invaded her ears as they brought her to a halt and, without ceremony, ripped off the blindfold.

      Arldrine blinked in discomfort as daylight streamed into her eyes. Tears threatened to drip down her face, yet she held her head high, taking deep, long breaths to calm her heartbeat. She would not panic in front of this tribe, this clan that claimed her. She would make the White Steeds proud, come what may.

      As her vision became used to the light, she saw broad evergreens towering above her, yet it seemed she was in an opening, with trees and craggy rocks rising on all sides, like the bowels of the mountains. She gasped as her eyes took in the people standing before her, they ranged in size, yet they stood before her, grim faces, smudged with grime. Each held a stick or staff in one hand, expressionless faces turned toward Arldrine, watching, waiting. What made her gasp in surprise, forgetting the fear of the unknown, and the question of what they would do to her, were the people standing before her.  They were Ezincks, dark-skinned with shiny black hair and taunt muscles from roaming up and down the mountainside. Speech abandoned her as she stared, an avalanche of emotions hurled through her mind, like stones rolling down the mountain.

      “You seem surprised,” a flat voice intoned.

      Arldrine turned her head, her eyes meeting those of a tall female Tider. The female’s arms were bare; her hair pulled back in a loose braid. Her mouth turned down in a permanent frown as she glared at Arldrine.

      “I thought the Ezincks were gone…” she trailed off as she turned her head from the Tider back to the grim line of Ezincks. Now she could see Tiders mixed in with the Ezincks and on second glance she saw they were all female. They ranged in shape and size with bare arms and pelts of fur hanging from their shoulders. Some had bellies that hung out while others wore sheer materials around their waists. It was their eyes that caught her attention. They looked hollowed as if they had seen too much pain, and no hope was left.

      “Why are you here?” the Tider’s demanding tone shattered her thoughts.

      Arldrine opened her mouth, unsure of what to say, or how to explain her presence. Her people were alive, thriving in the Cascade Mountains. A swift pain shot through her body as if someone had slid a knife into her side. Betrayal swept over her. They had been here all this time and left her to rot in the forests of Truemonix, their true home. They had fled across the sea to hide in the far-reaching mysteries of the mountains. Suddenly, being their prisoner seemed like the last blow. As if they had trampled her underfoot, and this was the final trial. They wanted nothing to do with her. They had forgotten her, forsaken her, and continued their loyal tribe together. It burst through her mind as everything she’d fought for, the reason she left the fortress time and time again, the reason she was in the mountains, was because of them. All of this time, she’d been searching for them. Now they were before her, the answer to her heart’s cry, and they treated her as if she were the enemy. It was all a bitter betrayal. Emotion whelmed up in her so strong she bit her tongue, yanking on her restrains as she attempted to move forward. How dare they leave her in her misery, alone to fend for herself while they grew their numbers in secret. How dare they. Her next words did not come out as gentle and understanding as she intended. They came out hard and haughty as she glared at them. “I came to look for you and to search for mankind.”

      The Tider snorted, twirling a short ax in one hand. The edge glinted sharply in the fading light as she held her blade in both hands again, facing Arldrine as she propped up a foot on a rock. Her legs were bare, yet her feet were shod in what looked like a golden boot, created out of metal and welded to her feet. It climbed up her calves while the ends were sharp as if she used them for kicking and slicing opening her opponent. “Mankind does not exist. If you do not wish to tell us why you are here,” she shrugged, “we will send you to the Therian. They will be happy to rip your flesh from your bones and leave our tribe alone for a few more weeks.”

      Arldrine glared at the Tider, nostrils flaring. “You would give one of your own kind to the Therian?”

      “You are not one of our kind,” the Tider examined her fingernails for a moment as if Arldrine were not worthy of attention. “You were trespassing on our land. You and your steed would have awakened the Therian. We captured you before they could. It is better to bargain with them than risk war. Your coming put our tribe in danger.” She pointed her blade at Arldrine. “You are going to explain why you are here, or we will turn you over to them, as a peace offering.”

      Arldrine narrowed her eyes, bringing her shoulders up. Fury poured out of her as words filled the air. How dare her people not recognize her. How dare they threaten her. “My name is Arldrine of the forests of Truemonix. I traveled with the One who dissolved the Green Stone. I fought the Rakhai. I saw the woísts stream out of the Holesmoles. They are coming for all people who live in the South World. Soon the west will be taken, and we are in need of an army, a great army to fight against the power of darkness. I took a risk, I came to the mountains seeking mankind, to ask if they would fight with me. I have found more than I have hoped for. You, the Ezincks, are my lost people. I come in peace and harmony, and you face me with threats and death. This is what is wrong with this world; this is the reason why we live in dissension and disharmony. If you cannot even recognize one of your own, what good is it to save you, to save the people groups of the world? I came with a request for help, but I see the tables have turned. It is you who need my help, not I.”

      The Tider turned her back on Arldrine, addressing the stoic faces before her. “You heard the Ezinck. She has come to save us,” the Tider’s harsh laughter ripped through the air and Arldrine recoiled as if she’d been slapped. “She is young and proud, she believes she can teach us, yet she knows nothing about us. I say we turn her over to the Therian, let them have their way with her. Let them teach her.”

      Mumbled words hummed through the air as Arldrine realized they were sealing her doom. She tugged harder as the Ezincks and Tiders stood to attention. One by one they raised their hands and nodded their heads, agreeing with their leader.

      “Wait,” Arldrine pleaded as they came up to her. “You have taken my bow. You have taken my horse, Goldwind. Please, I will leave these mountains and never return.”

      “It’s too late for that,” the female Tider eyed her. “You came into our house and spat on all we hold sacred. You have no respect. I condemn you to a lifetime of service, to the Therian.”
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      Wekin lay in the bottom of the boat, his new sword by his side. A white oar lay across his chest, and he strummed it like a fiddle. Yamier perched near the front of the boat with his back to Wekin. “This is good,” Wekin hummed. “Much better than running across the country with Idrithar and Zhane. I wish Arldrine had stayed though.”

      “She should have come with us,” Yamier threw the words over his shoulder, shading his eyes against the sunlight.

      Wekin wrinkled his nose. “What do you suppose she’s doing? Is she going back to the fortress?”

      “She always does whatever she wants,” Yamier turned around, resting his arms on the side of the boat and peering down into the water. “It’s slightly unfair. How come she gets to all the adventure she wants without consequence, and when we try to do something, we get Idrithar yelling at us?”

      Wekin chortled. “Idrithar is too serious, so is Zhane. They need to appreciate the adventure in life; they are always going on and on about the Black Steeds and the White Steeds and how everyone is going to die.”

      Yamier raised a finger in imitation of Idrithar. “We are going to die, unless we fight. No bacon. Not now. Not ever.”

      Wekin brayed with laughter. “His life would be better if he embraced the power of bacon. Speaking of… Yamier.” Wekin sat up, dropping the oar in the bottom of the boat. “I wager we can find a pound of bacon in the west.”

      “What? No,” Yamier shook his head. “We might be hunters, but the west is swarming with woísts. You heard what Idrithar said.”

      “Yamier, it’s not like you to disagree with me,” Wekin grinned, raising his eyebrows. “Oh, are you afraid? Are you worried about danger?”

      “No,” Yamier scowled. “I think it would be wise to move down the current a bit further before going ashore to hunt.”

      “Wise,” Wekin turned up his nose. “Yuck, now you are going to be the boring one who stops us from having an adventure.”

      “No,” Yamier shook his head. “This entire trip down the river was my idea. I’m the Captain of this boat; I decide when we stop and when we go. I say it’s too dangerous to stop now. We will try again in one day.”

      Wekin crossed his arms, frowning. “It’s been five days. I don’t know how much longer I can eat this stinking fish, and dried meat, I need substance. I need food.”

      “And food you will get,” Yamier returned, “when I say so!” He sat up straight, glaring at Wekin.

      A ripple of tension hung in the air as the two cousins glared at each other. Wekin raised an eyebrow before bursting into laughter, and Yamier joined him, thumping his knees as they laughed.

      Wekin fell back, crossing his legs over the edge and tucking his hands behind his head, elbows up. “Do you suppose we’ll run into sea monsters, like in the tales of old?”

      “Monsters?” Yamier trailed his fingers through the water, shaking them off and holding a finger up to the wind.

      “Actimics, Under Water World People, Sea Serpents… what are you doing?”

      “Following the wind,” Yamier explained. “If we had sails we’d move along much faster. I’ve never heard of any sea monsters around these parts, at least. I don’t think they live in the Jaded Sea. Besides, they shouldn’t be called sea monsters. They live in Oceantic, in the deep waters that have yet to be explored.”

      “Ah. What about the legends of Under Water World People? The Udi? When the balance of power is restored, do you think they’ll return to the South World?”

      “The Udi? What do you know Wekin?”

      Wekin shrugged. “I’m just trying to amuse myself with stories. Yamier, look.” He pointed toward the shore. “It’s just wild grass. We can build a fire, and you can cook, something warm and delicious. We can sleep with our bellies full, safely in the water. What do you say?”

      Yamier eyed the shore. “I want to hunt. What do you suppose lives out here in the wildlands? We should have asked Idrithar and Zhane before they ran off.”

      Wekin sat up. An odd glitter coming to his eyes. “What do you say Yamier? Shall we hunt?”

      Yamier grinned, turning to face Wekin as he snatched up his oar. “Aye, when night comes we shall hunt.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Midnight hour found Yamier and Wekin relaxing in the wild prairie grass. A fire smoldered on a bare patch of ground. Wekin sat cross-legged, rubbing his hands over the fire and inhaling just as much smoke as air. Yamier attempted to hide the flame, but the yellow light shone forth nonetheless. Although the smoke flittered away, invisible in the night. Hunting had been a poor sport, they found a lame rabbit and ate it, using the fur as firewood. Wekin glowered at the glowing embers, his stomach rumbling from lack of food as he glanced across the fire at Yamier. “We should hunt further inland. Perhaps wild game is frightened off by the current.”

      Yamier gnawed on a bone. His lips pulled downward in disappointment. “It’s doubtful. If I were a wild animal of the prairie, I’d stay close to a source of water. Nay, they seem to have run off, disappeared.”

      Wekin stared out into the darkness, a chill passing over him. He shuddered. “We should return to the boat and sail onward. I don’t like the idea of being out here in the dark and cold. I feel like something is watching my back.”

      “You feel it too,” Yamier grunted, although his voice came out thin and high.

      Wekin stood, putting a finger to his lips although Yamier was not speaking. He turned his face upwards, allowing the chilled fingers of the wind to touch his face, like an icicle during winter’s freeze. His blue eyes drifted over the quiet prairie as an uneasy feeling crept down his spine. Goosebumps stood out on his arms and he swallowed hard, unsure what he was faced with. For mere moments he wished himself back at the fortress, yet the heartbeat of adventure would not let him complete the thought. The Green Light winked in the distance, yet giving way to the silver glow of a hesitant moon.

      “It’s quiet,” Yamier’s concerned words drifted through the night air. “Too quiet. Wekin?”

      Wekin’s hand dropped to his sword hilt, and even as he squeezed it, his fingers warming to the grasp of solid metal, he saw they were not alone. Swallowing hard, he faced the darkness. Hunger forsaking him as a numbing sensation froze his limbs. This time there was no one to save him, his folly had taken him too far. “They are here,” he attempted to point but his arms felt like lead.

      “I see them…” Yamier trailed off.

      Woísts surrounded the pair, perhaps drawn by the firelight or the smell of food. Wekin was unsure if the creatures from the bowels of the Holesmoles ate and drank, yet a foul stench swept over him as the wind blew in the opposite direction, as if fleeing the scene of an impending slaughter.

      “Yamier,” Wekin could not help the trembling in his voice. “We’ve had many narrow escapes, but this looks like the end.” He counted twenty creatures in all.

      “Let’s make our parents proud,” Yamier echoed the sentiment, picking up the bow of Marklus the Healer he drew an arrow.

      Wekin brushed a hand over his face, took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. One of the woísts stepped out of the shadows. It drew a broad sword, raised it above its head and roared. Wekin could see brief glints of the armor the woísts wore, and he pulled the blade of Starman the Trazame from its sheath.

      A battle cry rippled over the grass as the woísts leaped forward, blades in the air. An ax thudded into the ground before Wekin’s feet. He stumbled backward, lifting the blade like a shield. As he did so, a heat surged through his shoulders, almost dragging him forward and lifting him up. His feet moved over the grass, thumping it into submission. A wave of determination rose within him and he opened his mouth, letting loose a scream as he swung at the creatures rushing toward him. Another bolt of heat passed through his body as he swung and suddenly he could see, as if he were two different people, where the woísts were going to swing their blades, and how he was going to fend them off. As if on its own accord his arm moved, dragging him forward, slashing through the creatures. He opened his hand, attempting to let go of the sword, but its will wrapped around him, dragging him in, refusing to let go. He squeezed his eyes shut and opened them again as he stood face to face with the snarling, growling creatures. It seemed the sword attacked them as of its own volition, whining through flesh with a scream of fury, cutting, stabbing, slashing, breaking bones, ripping through armor as if it could not get enough. He was no longer in charge of the sword, he was only the person whom the sword was using to get its way, to complete its mission: to rid the world of the scourge of the Black Steeds.

      When, at last, Wekin came to himself, he was sweating. A sticky substance dripped down his face and his chest heaved as he stood upright, his blurred vision clearing. The blade hung silent in his right hand. A stream of muddied blood dripping from it. Each drop a silent message as it fell, muted, into the carnage. Bodies lay over each other, wide eyed in death. A stench of fresh blood hovered over the grasslands. Yamier stood a few feet away, holding the bow. An arrow flew from his fingers, sinking into the last pile of bodies, nestling with the arrows that already gathered there. Yamier’s eyes glowed a bright yellow as his gaze met Wekin’s.

      Wekin opened his mouth, yet no sound came out. He felt a shift come over him as if a switch inside him had gone off and he was himself once more. He blinked, and something like scales fell from his eyes. He faced Yamier again who stood gaping at the devastation they had created. Confusion took on a riot in his head as Wekin glanced from his sword to the dead woísts back to Yamier.

      “Your eyes were glowing,” Yamier spoke first.

      “Yours were too,” Wekin added in a frightened whisper. “They stopped now.”

      “So did yours,” Yamier picked up an arrow, staring first at it and then at the bow. “Do you think…?”

      Wekin shrugged, holding up the sword. “It’s the weapons. It has to be. What do you think?”

      “We should go back to the boat,” Yamier’s voice sped up as of buzzing with an undercurrent of excitement. “I think we should stop again, further down, and try again.”

      Wekin nodded. “We have to see if this happens again. We have to find out what these weapons can do.”

      The two Crons stared at each other a beat, a slow grin of curiosity spreading across their faces. Then, as one they turned and jogged back to the boat.
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      Words fell useless from Arldrine’s tongue as she struggled in bitter disappointment. Her confidence shattered as she was blind-folded and forced to march. At times they lifted her, and other times a rope was attached to her waist, and she was hauled upward. With each step, a bleakness arose, and her introspectiveness grew. She refused to believe she’d made the wrong decision in returning to the mountains. She needed something else to persuade the people groups, yet it as all over too soon.

      When they pulled the blindfold from her eyes, she saw they stood on a cracky peak. Walls of stone rose above her, rugged and worn. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw five of the Ezincks duck down, lying flat on rocks until they were nearly invisible, fitting arrows into their bronzed bows. Female Ezincks stood on either side, holding her elbows. Even though a cold wind blew, their arms were bare. They wore a gold circlet around their upper arms and leather boots that rose to their knees. One had long black hair that fell to her waist while the other had a shorn head. Their dark eyes looked forward, their faces as unmoving as the mountain. There were words Arldrine desired to utter, but when she opened her mouth, they died on her lips.

      Three beings appeared on the rocks above her, moving down the face of the mountain by bounding from stone to stone, running down a staircase as if it were a flat stretch of land. They landed a few feet away from Arldrine and the two Ezincks, crouching on the balls of their feet, one hand planted in the ground before they stood and strode forward. They were males, six and a half feet tall with the same broad shoulders and smaller waist that Zhane had. Arldrine’s stomach hurt as she eyed them, understanding making her mind reel. Brawny muscles rippled as they cross their bare arms, their shirts were open, showing off the hair on their chests as they glared at the newcomers. The one in the middle stepped forward, a scowl on his hard face, a scar running across his left cheek. His brown eyes were void of emotion as he glared, one hand curling into a fist. His eyes locked on Arldrine. He sniffed. His other two companions held back as if waiting for a signal.

      “What kind of offering is this?” Barked the male. He was a Tider and something about the way he stood, and the sound of his voice reminded Arldrine of Dathiem. Her insides quaked as Zhane’s words of warning returned to her ears. The Therian. The monsters Zhane and Dathiem had spent years escaping from. If they escaped, surely she could.

      “We found her wandering our mountainside,” the Ezinck with longer hair spoke up, her words quick as if she feared her throat would be torn out. “Our tribe elected to offer her as tribute to your clan.”

      The male leaned forward, coughed up a ward and spit at Arldrine’s feet. Crossing his arms he circled the group, sniffing the air. He walked quite close, waves of his waist-length dark hair touched Arldrine’s bound hands. She could smell his aura; it was husky but more overpowering was his desire to hunt, to toy with his prey and to devour. She stiffened involuntarily as he passed before rejoining his two companions. He turned his back and started back the way they had come. Before he climbed the mountainside, he turned back. “Your offering is rejected. She smells.”

      “She smells?” the Ezinck demanded, squeezing Arldrine’s arm.

      The Tider turned back while the other two ascended the slope. He barred his teeth, a deep growl rolling out of his chest. “She has a mate. She smells like him.” His dark eyes bored into Arldrine’s, and she got the distinct feeling something evil lurked within him. “He is still alive, after all these years.” He sneered at Arldrine and as he turned his shadow caught the light, and she saw a beast form, snarling, menacing. She stepped backward as if pushed as the Therian disappeared.

      A moment of silence passed. The long-haired Ezinck spun on Arldrine, holding up a knife. Turning she lifted Arldrine’s bound hands and cut them. “You are free to go,” her dark eyes bored into Arldrine’s. “If we have no offering, the Therian will attack and take what they want.”

      The short-haired Ezinck looked Arldrine up and down, her expression torn between anger and newfound respect. “You have a mate? One of the Therian?”

      “No,” Arldrine clarified, rubbing her sore wrists. “I knew two Tiders who came from here. They escaped from the Therian.”

      The long-haired Ezinck crossed her arms. “You are free, why don’t you run?”

      Arldrine studied them before lifting her eyes to the Green Light. “Because it’s not a time to run anymore. I came to help you. Please, let me help you.”

      The Ezincks regarded Arldrine, arms crossed. The short-haired one made a fist and thumped her heart twice. “I am Róta. I have an idea.”
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      A cloudless azure sky stretched over the blue-green waves of the Jaded Sea. Eliesmore stood on a stone, watching it, while Lythe brushed up against his legs, purring. It was silent. The waves shimmered in the sea but declined to splash up on the shore. Skip stood knee deep in the water, holding her hands out, palms down. Her head was bowed, eyes closed. Eliesmore watched the waters swirl around her as if they were attracted to her, as if they’d rather splash up against her legs than touch the western lands again.

      Bruthen stood further down the shore to the south, arms crossed, shoulders hunched, staring inland. His body shook. Eliesmore knew he was gathering the courage to walk further south, to see what had become of his village. Optimistic was beside him, a comforting hand on his shoulder.

      An urgency bolted through Eliesmore. It was taking too long; they needed to get to Daygone.

      Optimistic trudged back toward Eliesmore, shaking his head. “We should not push them to find the village; they’ve experienced too much trauma. Aside from what they have told us, we don’t know what else happened to them.”

      Eliesmore crossed his arms, frowning. The urgent call tightened around his chest, words rushing through his mind. Go to Daygone. Hurry. Hurry. Time is running out. Go to Daygone. Go. “We have to find a way to cross the sea. What do you suggest?”

      Optimistic glanced toward Skip who stood in the water. She turned at that moment, her gaze meeting Optimistic’s. A genuine smile lit up her face, and she gave a shy wave.

      “We don’t know if the village is still there or if it has burned to the ground,” Optimistic shrugged. “We don’t know if it lies north or south of here. I say we pick a direction and follow the coast until we find something. During the past ten years, Idrithar and Zhane traveled between east and west; they crossed the sea many times. It stands to reason there is a hidden storehouse we must find.”

      “Aye,” Eliesmore affirmed, the urgency loosened its grip on him. “You are right Optimistic. Let’s walk south.”

      Skip walked out of the Jaded Sea, picking up the green cloak she’d dropped by the waters. She walked toward Eliesmore and Optimistic, a calm determination on her face. “I know where we can find a vessel.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The waters lapped around them like eager children, reaching for a sweet treat, eager for the opportunity to taste and devour. Bruthen stood at the helm on a platform that rose above the other levels while Skip danced in the middle of the ship, tugging on the rope, pulling down the sails. Optimistic and Eliesmore stood back, staring in awe as the siblings worked the ship, speaking in an odd tongue as they moved around it.

      “They must be children of the sea,” Optimistic whispered to Eliesmore.

      “What does that mean? Who are children of the sea?” Eliesmore whispered back.

      Optimistic shrugged. “I made it up. I’ve never seen them so… happy and free.”

      The ship groaned as it moved. Flywinger promptly sat down, curling his long legs under him as he neighed in displeasure.

      Lythe slumbered on the side of the ship while Eliesmore made his way across the decks, leaning over the railing. True to her word, Skip had led them down the shore to a storehouse where they discovered the ship as well as food and water for their journey. Eliesmore shrugged off the guilt of stealing the ship, and they spent the remainder of daylight getting ready to sail. Sailing was more hands-on and time-consuming than Eliesmore had imagined although Skip and Bruthen handled it well. They examined the ship from bow to stern, ensuring it was seaworthy before calling a series of commands to each other as they yanked on the ropes. Eliesmore and Optimistic stood out of the way until, at last, they set off from shore. A light wind kept them moving, and Eliesmore peered over, watching the waves which appeared like jewels in the glow of the twin lights in the sky.

      Night deepened as they sailed, and somewhere around midnight, Eliesmore saw her. She hurled out of the west, arms outstretched as her winds blew into the white canvas of the sails. The sails billowed out as if they would burst and the ship picked up speed, dipping and bucking in the waves like a wild horse. Eliesmore watched her winds, and at times he believed he saw her long dark hair, streaming out behind her, while her feet kicked the air, moving the ship onwards.

      His heart swelled as the cold winds rushed over him and seafoam splashed up on deck. Skip and Bruthen murmured quiet words of joy as they leaned over the helm, watching the waves, ensuring the ship would continue its eastward passage. Optimistic stood beside Eliesmore, his back to the water, his eyes turned upward as he gazed at the stars. Words flowed like a whispered prayer from between his lips as he sang of the beauty of the sea, and the glory of the stars. Out there in the dark Eliesmore felt something akin to the joy he knew when dancing with the creatures of the wood. It leaped and settled in his heart, leaving him with a strange longing. The past and future drifted away until there was only the present, and that glorious night, observing the rituals of the world on their journey homeward.
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      “Did you try to have his child?” Ellagine glanced at Glashar as the Xctas soared above the Jaded Sea.

      Glashar glared at her, raising her eyebrows. “It is impossible, and forbidden, you know this. Why should you ask such a terrible question? Mermis are the only immortals who seek to seduce mortals into giving them children.”

      Ellagine bit her tongue, keeping back the flutter of frustration she felt at Glashar’s jib. “I meant no harm by inquiring. It is customary to have a child to remember those you lost. At least, a custom of the mortals. Do not bring the Mermis into this. Ever since the days of the Five Warriors, their bloodline has fallen. I only asked if you tried.”

      “I am not like you,” Glashar lifted her chin, although her lips trembled. “Idrains cannot have children. My kind are not born.”

      “Nor were the Mermis, not until Indonesia.”

      “I don’t care,” a tear crept down Glashar’s cheek. “I don’t care about the Mermis, the Iaen, the Green Stone or anything in this world. I advised you not to interfere with the mortals and you did. You begged me to bring back Eliesmore, and I did. There is only one thing I care about now, and that is getting him back. Ellagine, I need you to take me to the Truth Tellers.”

      Ellagine froze unable to keep the despair out of her face. Her green glow shimmered as she shifted in discomfort. The dreaded request had come. “Surely you care Glashar,” she deflected. “The world has just begun to recover from the rule of the Dark Three; surely you will help ensure the White Steeds regain a definite victory.”

      “No,” Glashar snapped, tears filled her voice. “I am done with my part in this world. I regret I ever became involved. You don’t know what it's like to have everything taken from you. You don’t know what it's like to have your heart broken. The only one who can fix this is him.”

      Ellagine noted how Glashar could not bring herself to say his name. “I am sorry…” Ellagine began.

      “No,” Glashar cut her off. “Do not ask me for forgiveness. Take me to the Truth Tellers. Let me seek knowledge from them and I will leave you in peace. You have brought this curse on us by meddling with the mortals.”

      “You speak out of anger and grief,” Ellagine interrupted, a flash of anger exploding in her head. “Do not say something you will regret.”

      Glashar covered her mouth with her hand and bent over, sobs shaking her body. She sat still for a few moments as Ellagine watched, a cold fear stealing over her heart.

      “I did not mean it,” Glashar lifted her face, closing her eyes, letting the wind whisk her tears away. “But I am done. I am no longer one of the Green Company. I am no longer an Iaen. I am just myself, and I want the Tider I love. I don’t need titles and authority and power, not any longer. Just him. You don’t know what it's like to lose the one you love.”

      Ellagine turned away from Glashar and closed her mouth. Her eyes fell to the waves of the sea beneath them, and her eyes dared to drift north. She wondered if she would lose Eliesmore after he went to Daygone after he discovered the secret. When he learned the truth, he would hate her. The ugliness rose, a passionate fear she’d kept down, the darkness that pushed on the edges of her vision like a spreading poison, determined to end all things. She could see no way around it, the future was set and even if she wanted to, she could not change it. Placing a hand on her heart, she watched her green glow ebb and fade. Perhaps she had already lost him.
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      Year 915. (28 years ago.) Daygone.

      

      Sarhorr waited as his brother and sister disappeared through the portals, returning to the west. His arm ached after swearing the blood oath, yet he waited. Only when he was sure it was safe did he turn to his stone angels, guarding his keep while he was away.

      “Shalidir.” He called, clenching his fists. “Come to me.”

      She morphed out of her stone hiding place, lifting her hands from her face and folding her wings on her back.

      “You came back,” she whispered, reaching out a hand to caress his cheek.

      He slapped her hand away and grabbed her by the shoulders. “Our daughter is dead.”

      “I know,” she retorted. “And I know where the Green Stone is.”

      He felt every muscle in his body grow still. At times he suspected she knew more than she let on, yet he knew it was imperative she come to trust him. Bullying her or pinning her down with unusual cruelty would not help him. Ultimately, she craved his attention. It was the reason why she’d returned, the reason she stayed. At times he saw the lust rise up in her eyes. She desired him, perhaps even more so now that she knew who he was, what he was. He waited for her to continue, holding back his emotions and facial expressions.

      She took a deep breath, confident he would allow her to explain why she’d withheld the most pertinent information from him for those long years.

      “My mother found the Green Stone when she first came to the South World. When I was older my father told me tales of the Five Warriors, and the great enemy of all mortals and immortals, the Changers.” She held up a hand as if to pause Sarhorr’s objections, although there were none. “My parents could see the future. They told me I would play a part in saving the Four Worlds from the Changers, and I would use the power of the Green Stone to do so. When I met you, over a hundred years ago, I had the Green Stone. It was protected, hidden with glamour so no one would see or recognize it. I went to the place where it would be dissolved. Only, when I reached it, a name came to mind, and I knew. Only a mortal can dissolve the Green Stone. The power of creation does not belong with immortals.”

      He kept his voice low, withholding his fury. “You had the Green Stone the entire time we were together? Until I sent you away?” He dropped his eyes, casting around for answers. “The journal…” he lifted a finger. “You kept it in the journal.”

      “Yes, when I left I gave the stone to a family of Crons, Treasure Hunters, close to the western mountains, where the Therian dwell. A group of Tiders and Crons live in a colony there. It wasn’t until after our daughter was born that I learned about ‘Song.’” She narrowed her eyes at him. “The One is coming. He will take up the Jeweled Sword. He will dissolve the Green Stone. There is nothing we can do about him. The prophecy will come true; you saw with your own two eyes what happened to our daughter.”

      “Shalidir,” he wrapped his arms around her and kissed her head. “Why did you withhold this knowledge from me? You know our joint desire. Don’t you see? We don’t need the Green Stone; we need the power that comes from it. When the One comes, he will release the power of the Green Stone. He must trust us, and it is only when we gain his trust that he will give us the power of creation. We can start afresh. We can release a new breed on this world that will be stronger than both you and I.”

      “Why are you being kind to me? You want something.” Shalidir pulled away, studying his unreadable face.

      “You can see bits of the future,” he cupped her face in his hands. “Tell me, what do you see?”

      “Regarding?”

      “Regarding the One, tell me everything.”

      Shalidir closed her eyes, lifting her pink lips to taste the omens in the air. He brushed her light hair away from her forehead, tempted by the fine lines of her neck. Occasionally he wished her back into her stone hiding place, where he would not be tempted by her powers. At times he wanted to sink his teeth into her skin, find her heart, and eat it whole. A ripple of pleasure passed through his lower body, and he felt his muscles twitch. When he had rung every drop of power from her mind, he would use her body until she screamed for him. Her deception and mistrust had almost cost him his future, but this time he could filter her truths and lies. This time she would leave nothing out.

      He held her as she spoke, almost in a trance, as if her spirit drifted into the future and watched the events of what was to come. His eyes danced with each word she spoke, confirming his inner desires. She went limp in his arms when she finished, exhausted from her metaphysical journey. He ran his hand across her neck, down her sternum to her navel. His fingers returned to the top of her dress and he pulled, ripping the silk down the seams. “My brother and sister are the only ones who can stop us now. We need a decoy, an elite force to help us achieve our destiny.”

      “Us,” she lifted her head to look him in the eye. “We are still allies?”

      “Only if you give me another child.”

      Her eyes flashed. “Why would I? Look what you did to the last one?”

      “You said yourself; the One shall have ten companions to travel with him. We need eleven to go after them. As you once said, blood of our blood will not betray us.”

      “You are going too far; I cannot bare you eleven children. In the tradition of my people, we have one or two children, no more. It is impossible.”

      “Shalidir,” he barred his teeth at her. “You forget who I am, you forget how powerful I am. Bare me a child.”

      She lifted one arm, circling his neck, pulling his face toward her. “You know I will do anything for you.”
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      Ellagine, Glashar, and Visra moved through the lush woodlands of Shimla. There was a delicate brightness in the air, a tentative expectation for a future for the Iaens. The others would return, Ellagine was sure of it. Yet she felt tears frozen behind her eyes as she led them to the thick of the forest. Her silken dress hugged tightly to her body as she walked as if her clothes would wind around her neck until they cut off her breath. She recognized it as her own fear; she did not want to take Glashar to the Truth Tellers.

      She attempted to rationalize her fears. It wasn’t simply the fact that the Truth Tellers would reveal knowledge that should remain hidden. It wasn’t the fact that they would demand a price which Glashar would have to pay. She was frightened of their knowledge of the future. If they choose to confront her with their knowledge, she would be forced to confess. The future had to be set in stone. There was a vague cloud of obscurity over the future, a chain of events only the Truth Tellers could reveal and ultimately change. Stories of Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword and his companions danced through her mind, reminding her of the chant the Truth Tellers spread throughout the world. While the Truth Tellers spoke nothing more than warnings, their words inspired action, and those actions changed the future.

      As she led the way through the paths of the forest, the wood opened before her, bowing to her royal blood. To force the fear from her mind, she thought of her mother. She could smell the sweet hypnotic flavor of vanilla in the air, reminding her of when she was a child. Her mother would take her through the secret trails of the forest of Shimla. They would pull honeysuckle from the trailing vines, sucking the sweet nectar as they explored. Those were lonely days, yet happy days, before she was old enough to join the song and dance of the wood. Back then, her mother would rock her to sleep each night, singing the old lullaby. The strong words thrummed through her consciousness.

      

      
        
        Long may you live.

        Long may you prosper.

      

      

      

      Another seven versus rotated through her mind. The cadence danced in her thoughts, yet the meaning was lost. It seemed she was ever on the cusp of retaining the lost words, yet they escaped her again and again.

      “Are we close?” Glashar placed a hand on a tree trunk, examining it as if it were sending her a message.

      “Do you know where we are?” Ellagine brushed memories from her mind, returning to the present.

      Glashar’s face was pale and drawn. The whites of her eyes were red, drowning in grief. They had traveled long, almost without rest since Glashar and Visra did not need the refreshment sleep provided. Ellagine slept when she could, waking when Glashar demanded they move on, anxious to hear the words the Truth Tellers would relay.

      “No,” Glashar turned to face Ellagine, her eyes questioning. “Long as I have lived, this is a part of the forest I have never seen.”

      Visra was strangely quiet. Ellagine had mentioned to her that she need not come with them to hunt for the Truth Tellers, yet Visra had laughed and insisted on trailing along.

      “The woods have always obeyed the desires of the Green People,” Ellagine told her. “It opens at our command. The Truth Tellers cannot be found unless we wish it.”

      Glashar folded her arms around her waist, her golden hair brushing her face as she leaned forward. Her tone was hostile as she asked again. “I know. Are we close?”

      “Yes,” Ellagine replied, holding her head high as she led them, determined not to let Glashar’s unfriendliness bother her.

      It was sometime later, much later, when they reached a circle of trees. A glade within the woods held a tented circle of four trees. Their boughs interlocked, hiding the light from the skies, sinking into darkness. The grass was rich and dark in that area, long and unkempt. A place none had entered in an age. Leaves as black as night fell from rich brown bark. A steady stream, blue as sapphires, flowed downward like snow, creating a secondary carpet for them to walk upon.

      Ellagine held up a hand, forcing them to stop. A hush of reverence blanketed the silent wood until they could hear the leaves settling into place on the ground. A soft whisper moved through the air, a shiver of hope, doubt, and fear, a collection of emotion as plain as the air they breathed wilted around them. Ellagine lifted her arms, swallowing the lump in her throat, watching the green glow settle around her body.

      Swaying back and forth she began to chant while flames of yellow and green fire rose around her like a pillar, engulfing her body with heated words. Her voice carried across the sullen glade, calling forth the creatures who held the secrets of the world. A struggle issued beneath her voice, they did not want to be called, they did not want to come. Even with her eyes closed, she could see them standing in the heart of the South World, watching the core of all living beings rise and fall. They stood in the valley, watching the seed of the Four Worlds as it breathed, their backs to her, their white hair standing on end like the tentacles of an Actimic. One lifted a white arm, touching the shoulder of a second one who turned, lidless eyes meeting Ellagine’s. As one, the three white beings faced Ellagine, their hair moving in the windless atmosphere as they began to walk across the barrier that kept them from the surface.

      “Why?” one of them asked with a tone as hard as diamonds.

      “I call you on behalf of another,” Ellagine’s lips moved as if on their own accord, hurling words across the void.

      “What will you give us in exchange for knowledge?”

      “She will conduct the exchange.”

      “When the full moon rises, we will enter your realm.”

      They turned their backs to her, and she sighed in reluctant anticipation, letting go of the spell and returning to the woods of Shimla.
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      “Why have you called us?” The Truth Tellers spoke in unison as they floated in front of Glashar. Their petite white bodies giving an eerie aura to the glade. Ellagine and Visra had left her alone for her private audience with the Truth Tellers. She was grateful they were gone. Their presence was a sharp reminder of what she’d lost. Visra silently gloated, each word from her mouth a jab. Glashar should have been grateful Visra reminded her of the Truth Tellers, but she hated the blood thirsty Jesnidrain. “Why have you pulled us from the in-between? Beware. Be warned. The price you pay is death.”

      Glashar snarled at them, baring her teeth, allowing her grief to surface. Her pointed chin jutted out as she clenched her fists and stepped forward. “I have called you because I demand to know where my lover’s soul is kept. He was slain in the battle at the Constel Heights, and I must find him and bring him back.”

      An audible force whispered through the air as the Truth Tellers alighted. Their feet, if they could be called feet, landed flat on the dark grass. “Give us his name.”

      “Dathiem the Tider.”

      “Dathiem the Tider,” they echoed. “Of the House of the Therian?”

      Her determination faded just a bit. “He came from the west near the mountains.”

      “There is only one we know by this name. He fell in Castle Range, and his soul was sent down the river.”

      “Yes. I must find him. I need you to tell me how.”

      “Why?”

      “I love him. He is the one my soul is meant to be with. Before he fell, he asked me to find him.”

      “What would you do to gain him back?”

      “Anything.”

      “Even defy death?”

      “Yes. Anything.”

      “If you do this, if you chase his soul, you can never return.”

      “Will I find him?”

      “What you find will be up to you. If you would seek his soul, you must travel to the underworld. To the in-between. To a place not of the Beyond and the Pillars of Creation. If you would seek his soul, you must be willing to transverse the map of the inner world and the dark sanctuaries where the living do not walk. Are you willing?”

      “I am.”

      “You will not return to walk in the light with your face to the crisp leaves of the wood. You will not return to dance with your brethren in the forests of Shimla. You will not return to the face of this world. If this is your request we will open the way before you; we will set you on the path to find what your heart desires. Neither death nor life will touch you. You will hang eternal in the balance until you find him.”

      “So it shall be.” Closing her eyes briefly she let the echo of their words thread through her mind, their full meaning sinking in. Banishment was the price she would pay. A sob caught in her throat but before she could question if it was worth it, a flashback entered her memory. His face rose before her as clear as if he stood in front of her, his hand coming up to caress her face while he kissed her neck, her shoulders, her belly, tracing the lines of her curves. His warm hand rested on her heart, yet when she reached up to cover his hand with hers, the memory faded. The air was full of his scent as she breathed in. It seemed as if he were there, touching her face, his fingers tracing the inside of her thigh as he listened to their conversation.

      When she opened her eyes, they were wet with unshed tears. “When may I begin my quest?”

      “You must set sail for Lily Pad Island. When your feet touch the shores of that mysterious land, your quest will begin.”

      They turned to leave, to disappear into the nothingness from whence they came. She raised a hand, pausing their movements. “How will I know I am on the right track? How will I find him?”

      “Souls are not physical or tethered to a form or location, you will know in your heart. You are stepping down a path none have dared to walk, aside from knowledge we can give you no further advice.”

      “I understand.” She bowed her head.

      “Take nothing from this world, the follies and fears of this life will become unknown to you.”

      They watched her, waiting for her to speak another word. She fell silent, watching their wavering forms disappear into the shadows.

      “Dathiem,” she whispered his name once she was alone in the glade again. “Wait for me. I am coming.”

      For the first time since his death, her heart felt lighter.
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      “You are determined to leave.”

      “Yes.”

      “You will not relent? The path you tread is dark if you go there is no return.”

      “I am aware of this knowledge. I am also aware the choice you have made. What you are about to do is wrong, but I do not have the heart to fight you.”

      “What are you talking about?” Ellagine stood tall, keeping her voice calm, hiding the shadows behind her eyes.

      “You know very well. Ever since the Green People came to the South World, they have been plotting and scheming. I know what you are going to do to this world.”

      “You know nothing. You are just angry.”

      “Nay,” Glashar voice rang with bitterness. “This is not my world anymore. I do not care what happens to it. If we still had the counsels of elder days, perhaps there would be enough power to stop you. After all, your people woke the Changers and allowed the corruption in the Western World without attempting to aid the mortals. It was your people who suggested the banishment of Magdela the Monrage instead of calling for her execution, as it should have been.” Glashar raised a hand to fend off Ellagine’s protests. “It was your people who first spoke the prophecy concerning the One, a prophecy which is no doubt laced with the power of mind control. It was your people, nay, even your own mother who found Eliesmore’s mother and raised her. The influence of your people on him is not lost on me; it’s intentional, isn’t it? He will do whatever you ask of him, and you know this.”

      A crackle of fury ripped through Ellagine at Glashar’s words. Raising her eyes to the delicate leaves of the forest she took a deep breath, determined to choose her words carefully. Glashar’s accusations were false, she was not involved in the deception of the mortals, yet even as her thoughts whirled, she heard a chant, whispered through the wind.

      

      Long may you live

      Long may you prosper

      Spread your seed far and wide

      

      May your bloodline

      The new breed

      Grow ever strong

      

      Glashar snapped her fingers, breaking Ellagine out of her trance. “The knowledge granted to me today was something I should have known all along. Alas, I was selfish and blinded by my own emotions. It is too late now. I am done. I am leaving. I hereby curse the Green People. I curse you, and I curse your plans for the South World…”

      “Your words have no power,” Ellagine interrupted, she felt an urge rise within her to reach out and snap Glashar’s neck in half. Attempting to calm her growing anger she balled her fists by her side, willing herself to do nothing.”

      Glashar lifted her head, her sharp chin jutting out as her golden hair fell in waves of fire down her back. “Yea, I curse you all the same.”

      “These are your final words? After all we have been through you would leave me with hate?”

      Glashar folded her arms, and her eyes fell to the forest floor. Displeasure hung in the air like tainted fruit. The words spoken could not be unsaid, their friendship would be marked by this moment.

      “No,” Glashar lifted her head, her deep eyes seeking Ellagine’s. Taking a step forward, she lifted her arms as if to embrace Ellagine. “Those would not be my last words to you. I understand the world belongs to the mortals, and our goal has always been to give our people, the immortals, a paradise of their own. It is unfair, some would say, for the morals to rule the land when we are a superior people in every way. I assumed you desired to help the mortals save this world from the hands of the Changers when in truth, you desire for the Iaen to rise stronger than ever before. It is a powerful action, yet the way you are going about this plan is wrong.”

      “Go,” Ellagine pointed east. “Find your beloved, leave matters of the world to me. Eliesmore will complete his quests; I have faith.”

      Glashar studied her, anger fading from her face as another impartation dawned on her. “Of course you have faith. You know not where your steps will lead you. When you understand the true meaning of what has been done, I wonder, will you relent?”

      “I don’t understand. What you are saying?” Ellagine tilted her head, raising an eyebrow.

      Glashar took a step back. “I see,” she whispered. “Farewell, my friend,” she raised a hand. “Let no animosity dwell between us because of what was said here. I see now this plan was not your own. You are only part of it, and in that, you have no choice. When the revelation is clear, you must choose your next action. Will you follow the path laid before you or will you break with tradition? The time of the immortals is over; we must leave the world to the mortals.”

      “Farewell,” Ellagine lifted a hand, letting the words fade to dust. “May you find the treasure you seek.”

      Glashar turned and strode through the woods, her pace even and sure. Before she disappeared into the boughs of the silvery trees she turned, her eyes seeking Ellagine’s. “Come with me?” she called.

      Ellagine shook her head, turning her back on Glashar. The last of the Wise Ones of the Iaen were gone. It was time to go to the birthing grounds and wake the new Iaen. They would be young and foolish. They needed her guidance and what wisdom she choose to impart to them. A new cycle of Iaens had arrived, it was time for them to wake up.
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      “Glashar,” Visra hissed, dropping out of the wood into Glashar’s path. The Falidrain was dressed in a white cloak, it covered her fair head and almost fell over her large eyes. Glashar’s movements were slow as if she anticipated Visra’s interruption. Visra crossed her arms, glowering. “Where are you going?”

      “You know where.” Glashar’s voice was cold. “It is as you desire. I will leave this wood, and leave this world. You will find me no more.”

      Visra narrowed her eyes. “I saw him die,” she reached for her sword, drawing it and holding the blade up to the dim light of the forest. “I saw the arrows, I saw the sword, and I did nothing. If I had moved, perhaps I could have saved him.”

      “Perhaps,” Glashar repeated, growing quite still as if her body were turning to stone. “Perhaps you could have saved him, but we both know what your true intentions are. You come here, as I leave, to goad me once more. You are too insecure to understand that it is over, you won. The world is yours; I am your enemy no longer. Once I leave, you will never see my face again, isn’t that what you have desired? If so, why come here to taunt me in my sorrow?”

      Visra grinned, sticking out her tongue to lick the end of her blade. She spit. A combination of salvia and blood dropped to the leaves.

      Glashar glanced from Visra’s mouth to the wad of spit on the ground. “You desecrate our hollow grove. You are not worthy to walk in the footsteps of the elder Iaen. But you are a fighter. Perhaps, next time you seek death, you will bring life instead of your vicious rebuttal.”

      “I could kill you now and send your soul to be with your beloved.” Visra studied her reflection in her blade as she spoke. “It would be faster than whatever the Truth Tellers told you.”

      “Perhaps.” Glashar sniffed and began to walk forward. “You could have killed me long ago. You could have saved my beloved. Instead, you stand here, attempting to be vindictive, when all the bickering between you and I has ended. Don’t you understand? You are petty and foolish, you have lost your confidence in who you are because you are focused on fighting me. You are a warrior, and I am not your enemy. Your heart is full of hate and revenge and if you must take it out, if you want to fight, if you want to kill, go find the Black Steeds and destroy them. There is a reason you told me about the Truth Tellers, and whatever inkling you had at that time, act on it now.”

      “If you go,” Visra lifted her chin, her jeweled eyes glazing over. “If you find him now, you could be happy.”

      “You would never know. Besides, you don’t care what happens to me. You hold this grudge, and you can hold it no longer. Let go. Stop living in the past, look forward to your own future, as I do.”

      Visra spread her wings, slipping her sword back into her sheath. She lifted a hand, her eyes still distant. “Farewell my old enemy, I will keep up the fight for our people.”

      Ignoring her, Glashar continued to walk forward, weaving between the slender leaves of the forest. Visra flew up to a tree branch and stood on it, watching the last reminders of her past fade away.

      Glashar turned just before she disappeared, lifting one pale hand. “If you follow Ellagine, the Iaen shall rise again.”

      Visra pressed her hands together like a prayer. As Glashar disappeared through the wood, Visra heard a voice begin to sing a high wild song. A chant undulated through the trees. The wind began to blow, a slight shudder as eternal voices began to chime in. Visra’s wings fluttered as she listened to the call. The cycle of life was returning after the death the Rakhai brought. The Iaen would be born anew. Their numbers would inhabit the woods as they once did. Yet, there was a new feeling in the wind, the promise of the past faded and only the blessing of the future remained. The Iaen would return, not as they once were, but as a new kind of immortal, with a new history. The hereditary knowledge had changed, the taint of a curse, of evil, had vanished, all that remained was purity.

      Standing, Visra lifted her wings and flew upward. It was time to go west, to the thick of the battle, and fight the Black Steeds wherever she found them. No longer was she a member of the Green Company. No longer did she belong in the forest of the Iaen. No longer would she sing songs, longing for days of old. It was time to go to war, to cut the ties between herself and the forest. Her people were gone. Her time was over. There was nothing left for her but bloodshed. Even as she flew upward a throng of glee flowed through her. She balled her hands into fists. It was time to kill.
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      The vessel came to rest on the shores of the Eastern Hill Countries, banking in the thick reeds of Truemonix.

      “It’s stuck,” Skip announced as she leaned over the railing, peering down to see what the ship was trapped on.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Eliesmore called, a lightness to his tone as he swung down. “We’re back now.”

      “Oh, the glories of the east,” Optimistic hummed as he grabbed a rope and swung off the boat, landing in a flourish beside Eliesmore.

      “It’s beautiful,” Bruthen gasped, taking in the slope of the coast where wild grasses ran onward up to the foot of a forest.

      Flywinger galloped up and down the shore, grateful to stretch his legs on firm ground.

      Lythe trotted up and down the shore, sniffing the wild grasses, tentatively sticking out his tongue to taste them.

      “This is where we leave you,” Eliesmore glanced at the brother and sister as they climbed down from the ship, sending looks of regret back toward the Jaded Sea.

      “Where are you going?” asked Skip, flinging her long braid of hair behind her back.

      “I am going to Daygone, to face a great Changer,” Eliesmore squared his shoulders, a sudden rush to get there passing through him. His fingers tingled as he touched the Jeweled Sword. There was no fear, only anticipation.

      Skip’s eyes widened, and she stepped backward as she glanced north.

      “Take Flywinger,” Eliesmore suggested. “He will take you to the fortress.” Flywinger trotted up at the sound of his name. “You know the way?” Eliesmore confirmed, reaching out to stroke Flywinger’s nose. Flywinger bobbed his head in acknowledgement. “Lythe, I want you to go with them. Daygone is no place for you.”

      “I want to come with you,” Lythe whimpered, rubbing his head against Eliesmore’s leg. The lion cub had grown much bigger since they’d first met and was now too big for Eliesmore to lift.

      “It is too dangerous, even with me with you,” Eliesmore stepped back. “Go, before your presence is noted and tracked along with ours.”

      “I am going with you Eliesmore,” Optimistic told him, his words stating his decision was non-negotiable.

      Skip reached toward Flywinger, grabbing his mane and swinging up. “Thank you,” she stared at first Optimistic and then Eliesmore. “No one has been kind to us in a long time; we will not forget you.”

      Optimistic smiled, tugging a blond lock of hair. “You will see us again, although it may be long.”

      Bruthen swung up being his sister, and the two waved, their faces set as Flywinger broke into a canter, moving in a southern direction toward the fortress.

      Lythe hesitated, rubbing his head against Eliesmore’s legs until Eliesmore held him fast. “Go, I want you to be safe, but I will see you again when my business in Daygone is finished. For now, go to the fortress, enjoy food and sleep away the winter winds. I’ll find you when I return.”

      With a last nuzzle, Lythe bounded off to catch up with Flywinger, Skip, and Bruthen, leaving Eliesmore and Optimistic alone on the shore.

      “I hope they will not run into trouble along the way,” Eliesmore watched the disappearing forms of his companions.

      “They’ll be safe,” Optimistic nodded. “Times are changing. White Steeds will no longer walk in fear. But come, Eliesmore, we should hasten to Daygone.”

      “Aye,” Eliesmore agreed, leading the way northward.

      The landscape changed. A heaviness grew in the air as they dashed toward barren slopes, and at times when Eliesmore glanced back, he saw a river of darkness following them.

      “This will be different from Castle Range, I can feel it,” he told Optimistic. “We have no instructions; I’m not sure what to expect.”

      “Whatever we face, we have the ability to overcome it, just think of all we have done thus far,” Optimistic scooped up a handful of soil and rubbed it between his fingers. “The ground becomes softer.”

      “I see a river of black behind us, but my vision ahead is constricted,” Eliesmore narrowed his eyes. “There is a shimmer, a glow, I can’t tell what it is, but it’s blocking my view.”

      At night when they slept, it seemed the stars glowed with a new luster, while the Green Light burned brighter in the sky, a beacon to all of hope and salvation. When Eliesmore looked up, he saw a circle of stars, dancing around the Green Light, and a peaceful feeling came over him. No matter what woes Daygone brought, he would rise, the great conqueror.

      When morning dawned, he heard marching while a deadly chant swept through the air.

      

      
        
        Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

        Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

      

      

      

      “Look. Daygone,” Optimistic pointed as he pulled an arrow from his quiver.

      “And woísts,” Eliesmore drew his sword, nodding at the monstrous creatures that marched them.

      The land rose before them while a slightly sweet smell drifted through the air as if incense was burning in worship of a great power.

      “We might have to fight from here on out,” Eliesmore mused.

      “If it comes down to it, don’t wait for me,” Optimistic encouraged. “Like we did in Castle Range, you must continue onward. I will be fine.”

      Eliesmore frowned, understanding the truth to Optimistic’s words, yet not liking what he heard. Instead of responding he drew his sword and began to run, “Stay behind me!”

      The creatures came closer, yet when they saw Eliesmore and Optimistic, instead of running forward with murderous intent, they backed away, spreading into a long line. One of them bumped against an invisible barrier, and Eliesmore saw it ripple and spring into life. He gasped as the true vision of Daygone appeared, a land of red with a tower rising in the center. His eyes focused in on the top of the tower, and he knew it was where he needed to go to find the Dark One and the Phutal. The view rippled away, leaving only a barren slope, and Eliesmore realized he must be looking at kind of barrier, a shield of some sort that protected Daygone.

      Woísts lined up before him in a row, guarding the shield which guarded Daygone, while one of Optimistic’s arrows flew into their midst. A shriek rang out, yet the woísts grouped closer. Three more arrows flew before Eliesmore reached them and swung, heads flying as he mowed through the woísts. He lashed out with the sword while ripples of green slipped around him, breaking the concentration of the creatures and rendering their every move ineffective. They collapsed in a pile of flying limbs while Eliesmore stepped over them, moving toward the barrier. He heard Optimistic running down the hill to join him.

      Eliesmore reached out a hand and touched a gooey substance that came away on his fingers like a transparent film.

      He tried again as Optimistic ran up. “Can you get through?”

      Eliesmore moved his body against it, and the substance started pulling him through. Pinching his nose shut he stuck his head through, squeezing his eyes closed before blinking as crisp cold air touched his face like fingertips of an ice queen.

      “Eliesmore,” Optimistic’s voice called yet it seemed to be in the distance.

      A black butterfly with red patterns on its wings drifted past him while the burnt red grass stood at attention. It was peaceful. Quiet. It seemed as if he’d peeked through a portal into a haunted kingdom with a luster of sleep upon it.

      Eliesmore pulled back, facing Optimistic. “What’s wrong?”

      “Look,” Optimistic held out a hand, touching the substance. His fingers slid off something solid, and he tried again, pushing his body against it as if the barrier were solid stone.

      “You can’t get through?” Eliesmore leaned against the barrier while a gentle suction pulled him in, while Optimistic thumped against a solid mass.

      “No, it seems as if the barrier only wants you to go through,” Optimistic pulled another arrow from his bow. “Go ahead, more woísts arrive, I can hear them.”

      Eliesmore snapped his head around, staring south. “Optimistic, run, get out of danger. Don’t wait for me.”

      Optimistic put his hand on Eliesmore’s shoulder and pushed. “There is no time to waste, go, kill the Dark One, and don’t worry about me. I’ll be here. There’s a reason this shield allows you to enter.”

      “I will return,” Eliesmore stated.

      A strong sense of fate overcame him as he gave in to the pull of the barrier. A ruby and obsidian world of silence welcomed him. A blanket of frost covered the land as if an invisible road opened before him, a sure and steady path leading to the tower.
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      Eliesmore walked through the stone world, watching his steps. Strings of black ivy ran across the crumbled stone. The walls of the tower were open to the heavens, arched gateways welcoming the pure light. The silence was intimidating. He could hear each gentle step as he crept upwards, knowing there was only one destination, the top. Elaborate stone steps curved toward the heavens, tilted forward as in worship of the beings at the summit. Eliesmore climbed with his sword out, expecting the unexpected, waiting for creatures of darkness to leap out and attempt to strike him down. His mind was numb. He had come to the end and yet he was unsure how he felt. Doubt and fear no long plagued him, yet an uncanny disturbance settled upon him, almost as if he were coming home.

      The room at the top was devoid of life. Walls rose up, full of archways pointing to the heavens. Carved statues with wings on their backs stared in forms of worship or servitude. One had her hands covering her face as if she were weeping, yet what arrested Eliesmore’s attention was the altar. On it sat a wide basin, and over the basin a thick black book had been placed. It lay open, a quill marking the place where the writer or reader had paused to vacate the premises. Eliesmore stood in the middle of the room, feeling no sway to move toward the book.

      Presently, a male appeared. He stood in the middle of an archway; his hands were clasped together in front of him in a matter so still, Eliesmore wondered if he had been standing there all along and had simply dismantled his cloak of invisibility. He was tall with fine skin, smooth without blemish or wrinkles. His lips were stained red, and his eyes were dark depths of endless knowledge. Straight black hair fell to his shoulders, and Eliesmore could not help but admire the beauty the male possessed. He was unlike any mortal, nay, unlike any immortal, a walking instrument of perfection.

      The male’s face was expressionless as he watched Eliesmore, his gaze flitting to the book momentarily as if he wished he had it in his hands instead of watching it cover the altar. “You must be the One. They call you Eliesmore,” the male offered. He took a step forward, his violet robes billowed about his body, then shivering as they wrapped around him.

      “And you are?” Eliesmore asked although he knew the male had to be Sarhorr the Ruler, the Dark One. There could be no other explanation.

      The male waved a hand, casting the question away. “It does not concern you who I am. You wish to hear me utter my name. You know, yet you wait for me to tell you, to confirm your knowledge.”

      Eliesmore paused. It was true. “Yes.”

      “There is no use denying it,” the male smiled, an expression which made him appear both desirable and sinister. “I have lived over nine hundred years. I have seen this moment dance again and again in my mind. You and I have lived for this meeting; our fates have been pushing us toward this precise moment since the creation of the Four Worlds.”

      Eliesmore tried to keep his expression clear. The words dropped from his lips, regardless. “How do you know?”

      “How do I know?” The male glanced away in consideration, his keen eyes sweeping across the room before returning to rest on Eliesmore. “I have always known, since the day I met the Tider. The Tider who changed the course of my destiny. He and I were meant to clash for all eternity, but you and I have similar goals. We are the same.”

      “We are not the same,” Eliesmore snapped, his hand tightening around the hilt of the Jeweled Sword.

      The male nodded, and Eliesmore felt his body nod in agreement, even though his words said differently.

      “Oh,” the male continued, his words weaving through the air like a hypnotic song. “We are the same. Think of yourself. You have consumed the power of the Green Stone, the power of creation. You are now the most powerful being in the Four Worlds. You are immortal. You shall walk this world for a thousand years, watching while love and regret drip away, and death becomes all consuming. Now you yearn for years of peace, but it will bring boredom, and soon you will seek strife. You shall seek the ruin of all, which shall be your salvation. Immortality is not a gift. It is a curse, and you have cursed yourself with it. I have lived a hundred lives, and I have learned what will bring immortals true happiness, pleasure, and wholeness. It is not in the saving of the mortals nor the beauty of this world. It is in paradise. I have taken my time to find what I truly desire. I have an unending life. I have a family. I have everything you desire; only you don’t know it yet. My words seem like folly to your mind because you are too young. You do not know the depths of life. Yet. Which is why you will not take my offer, but you will give me everything I want.”

      “I will not,” Eliesmore stated, unnerved by the speech and the male’s strange mannerisms.

      “Yes, you will. I know all. I have seen all. You would do well to listen to me, young one. Your ruin will be in your future. Why do you think I allowed you to dissolve the Green Stone? Murder my brother? Anticipate murdering my sister? Those are my desires. You are doing what I wish for you to do.”

      “Yet, I have come to kill you, to stop you from completing your desires,” Eliesmore insisted.

      “No. I think not.” He raised a hand, and his eyes changed, turning a dark ruby red. On one finger Eliesmore saw a ruby ring, glowing in the pure light. “You are the missing jewel, the missing piece I have sought my entire life. The Green Stone. Now that you are here my family is complete, you will grant us access to paradise. My son.”

      “I am not your family; I am not your son. You and your abomination shall be eternally damned,” Eliesmore snarled.

      The male held open his hand and pointed a finger. “Read the book.”

      “No,” Eliesmore held the Jeweled Sword in front of his body with both hands. “I did not come to listen to your deceptive words; I did not come to be a pawn, a side effect of your evil ways. I came to rise above and destroy you. What you have done to the Western World, the South World, and, perhaps, even the Eastern World, is not forgotten nor forgiven. I have come to seek redemption for the lives you have wronged, for the mortals you have slain, for the blood you have shed, and the power you have stolen. I have come to make things right, to bring the balance, to wipe your kind from the face of the Four Worlds. You no longer have authority over the Four Worlds. I seal your doom, here and now. You will not go to paradise. You will rot in the filth of your evil deeds and your soul will burn for an eternity.” A ripple of passion burst through his body at the urgency of his words. As he finished his speech, a green flame sparked, burst, and engulfed the Jeweled Sword. He made a move to run forward yet the male held up a hand while his lips curled upward as if Eliesmore were a small child throwing a tantrum. Despite himself, Eliesmore froze.

      “You are passionate about what you believe in,” the male’s voice remained calm and unwavering as if Eliesmore had merely noted the decor of the chamber. “Good. If you desire to succeed, you need passion. I have learned patience in my lifetime, a trait you should seek to acquire. You will need it in the months to follow. You seek my demise, yet you don’t know what I am.”

      Eliesmore gritted his teeth, furious the male was intent on having a dialogue versus fighting to the death. “You are a Changer. The Dark One. The Ruler. Sarhorr. You go by many names, perhaps by many faces…” The male raised a hand and Eliesmore trailed off, clenching his sword hilt and fuming.

      “I cannot be destroyed. Perhaps you think I lie to you,” this time he smirked openly before placating his expression. “You were able to sneak into Castle Range and kill my brother. The weakest link. He had no interaction with mortals, he was unprepared to face you, and my sister left him to his doom. Purposefully. We had to ensure you would be ready for the next step; you would come here willingly, thinking it would be simple to kill me, to destroy my physical form and to destroy my spiritual form. We wanted you to assume you could stride into my home, my kingdom here in the Four Worlds, a pitiful, unguarded kingdom. You assumed you could walk in here and slide the Jeweled Sword through my body. My body is made out of flesh and spirit, the flesh may die, but the energy of my spirit never dies. It changes form, hence, why the mortals call us Changers. Tell me, what would you do to destroy energy? Will you use the power of the Green Stone? A power you don’t even know how to use? Power is wasted on you.”

      Eliesmore’s nostrils flared as he struggled under the weight of the male’s words. As much as he wanted to protest, he knew the accusations were true. His senses were heightened, the power burned within him, yet the key to unlocking his true potential was missing. He did not know how to use the power of the Green Stone. If he did, the words the male spoke would not antagonize him in the same way. Clouds of fury darkened around him. “Is this your game?” he spat the words. “You lure me here to talk? To play mind games? To taunt me with your knowledge? Let’s be done with this game, let’s fight!” He lifted the Jeweled Sword once again.

      This time the male turned his back, his shoulders shaking as he laughed. When he faced Eliesmore once again, his expression was imploring. “You place untrue words in my mouth. I speak the truth while you react like a child.” He pointed a finger at the book draped over the basin. The ruby ring glowed on his slim forefinger. “Fighting is for young and foolish ones. Is that what you are? Read the book.”

      “No, I cannot succumb to your dark ways and the evil words you read. I know you are trying to trick me. I am strong; I refuse to read your book.” Even as Eliesmore spoke, his eyes flew to the book. For the briefest moment, he saw black words dripping off the page, the ink flowing into the basin until it ran over onto the floor. He blinked, and the odd vision disappeared, yet a tug in his heart and an itching in his fingers made him want to walk over, pick up the book, and read it.

      “You are afraid of learning the Great-Black-Evil. You are frightened of becoming like the Monrages. The Rakhai,” the male noted Eliesmore’s guarded expression. “The book contains many things. Listen well to the words I say. If you desire to defeat my sister, you will need my wisdom and strategy.”

      “I do not need anything from you, except your surrender and your death.”

      “You are naïve and foolish. You would do well to learn from me. Listen to my words, for if you do not, life shall be forfeit.”

      “Your words do not frighten me.”

      “They should.” The male paused, a light coming to his eyes. He held up a finger as his gaze swept across the room. “Words only mean so much to you. You are not impressed with my words, my thoughts. Let me ask, what do you know of the histories of the Four Worlds? What do you know of your own history? Consider the past; its relevance has everything to do with the future. I wonder. Before you set out to dissolve the Green Stone and gain the power of creation, did you study knowledge? Do you understand the lore of the Four World? Do you understand the effects of power?” The male began to pace. “Ah, your expression tells me you wonder where I am going with this line of questioning. But I do not want answers from you. I desire to see your reactions as you realize how little you know. You had mentors to teach you, but what did they do other than forsake you? Why are you here, alone? Where are your protectors?”

      Eliesmore gave a strangled cry at the meaning of the words. He felt like a knife ran over his skin, poking and pricking, causing no harm, only irritation.

      “Tell me,” the male went on. “I have a question I desire to know the answer to. Do you know who Shalidir is?”

      Eliesmore paused, a hand involuntarily coming up to wrap around the Light of Shalidir as if it were his shield against the onslaught of words. “She built the fountain where the Green Stone was dissolved.”

      The male flared his nostrils in contempt. “She did much more than that. Nay. Shalidir was a symbol, an old symbol of the Green People from the elder days when the world was young. You have seen it before for you carry a token, and the symbol is on your sword. A green stone within a circle with four points that signify the Four Worlds, north, south, east and west. The symbol was reverend for a time and taken up by the Watchers in the Western and Eastern Worlds. They are the ones who look out for this world and the rise of the immortals. Immortals such as myself. Immortals such as the Green People.” He faced Eliesmore, his red eyes glowing. “And then something happened.” He gave a cruel smile. “Shalidir was born, incarnate in the flesh. Building the fountain where the Green Stone was dissolved was only one of her many achievements.”

      “She would stand before you and curse your methods,” Eliesmore shouted. His resolve began to fade away, his confidence failing. For the first time since dissolving the Green Stone, he felt insignificant, as if his accomplishments no longer mattered in light of the nine-hundred-year-old being who stood before him, issuing a challenge and laughing at him. “I will not listen to you,” Eliesmore went on, his tone dropping. He spoke quickly, to keep his emotions in check. “Draw your weapon, let us duel.”

      The male sighed in disappointment, shaking his head as he held out an arm, pointing at one of the stone statues with wings on her back. “Perhaps now you will listen to me.” He turned to address the statue. “Shalidir. Come forth.”

      Eliesmore gaped in horror as the stones crumbled away, revealing the form of a tall, beautiful Green Lady. Dropping her hands from her face, she lifted her head, her pale eyes seeking Eliesmore’s as she stretched her wings. They fluttered behind her for a moment, reminding him of Visra’s wings. “Are you the One?” she stepped down from her pedestal, holding her silver skirts in her hands. “Have you come to save us? To save the world?”

      Shalidir, if, indeed, that was who she was, dispelled a regal aura. Her eyes were deep with wisdom and sorrow. Her silvery hair stood out around her shoulders. She was the most beautiful Green Person Eliesmore had even seen, and he swallowed hard. A strong desire to save and protect her overwhelmed him.

      “My lady,” he bowed his head, stricken as he was reminded of the vision he’d had in the Cave of Disappearance. She was the replica of the Green Lady who had asked him to save the world before she was consumed by darkness. Her words drifted to his memory. I damned myself for you. Save them. Could it be true? Was Shalidir alive after all those years? “I have come to save the world from the Changers.”

      “Please,” she began, but the male was faster. He snatched her in his arms, a knife glinting in his fist as he held it over her neck, stroking the fragile lines of her throat.

      “Eliesmore,” the male purred. “Now will you listen to my words? Listen to my wisdom and save the life of Shalidir. If you fight me, she shall die.”

      Eliesmore froze.
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      “Put your sword away,” the male went on. “Walk to the altar. Read the book.”

      “If I read, will you let her go?” Eliesmore hesitated, a hand outstretched, warding off the blows that might come.

      “Disobey me and this knife will sink into her heart.”

      “Please.” He heard himself say in a fog. “Please let me save her.”

      The male pulled her tightly against his body, pressing the knife into her throat until she cried out in pain and a trickle of blood ran, staining the top of her silver grown.

      Eliesmore retreated, sheathing his sword as he moved toward the basin and the book. His heart thudded in his chest as fear gripped him. He did not want to read the book. “What will you do with me? After I read the book?”

      “We fight. To the death. Isn’t that what you want?”

      “Will she go free?”

      “Free. There is freedom in life; there is freedom in death. What you define as free determines her fate.”

      Eliesmore bit his lip, searching for an answer, a way out. He glanced at Shalidir, and her eyes begged him, glancing from him to the book. She licked her lips as the knife inched closer to her neck, ready to inflict another wound.

      Eliesmore walked to the book. It lay open to a map of the western side of the South World. Three places had been highlighted, Sidell, Castle Range, and the Holesmoles. Eliesmore gulped, glancing up at the male who held Shalidir.

      “Read,” his voice ordered, and it was not the same calm voice. There was something deep and heinous in his tone. “Read!”

      Eliesmore began to read, and as he read the words lifted themselves off the parchment, floating to his mind, imprinting themselves on his memory. The voices of the words whispered in circles around him before they penetrated, gripping his brain like hands, refusing to let go. The knowledge overwhelmed him as he read, unknowingly turning the pages, his eyes growing wide in horror as he read on. He read of power, the power of mortals, the power of immortals, and darker powers. He read of the power of the Phutal, its origin, and its last known location. He read of the power of the Green Stone, yet the words that struck him, the words that rang out made his strength fail. His hand trembled as he turned the page, realizing what a precautions predicament he’d placed himself in.

      How long he was in the trance, he was unsure. Finally he flipped a page and saw a family tree. At the very bottom of the page, he saw his name.

      Eliesmore. Son of Myran the Cron and Halender the Tider.

      Above his name was his mother’s name.

      Myran the Cron.

      Beside it, to his dismay, was Ellagine’s name.

      Ellagine, Lady of the Green People.

      He blinked. Above it the names of two Green People.

      Daughter of Luthín, Lady of the Green People and Tilyon the Green Person.

      Luthín, Lady of the Green People. Daughter of Magdela the Monrage. Wife of Tilyon the Green Person.

      Bile rose in Eliesmore’s throat as his eyes rose even further to read the names listed there.

      Magdela the Monrage. Daughter of Shalidir, Lady of the Green People and Sarhorr the Changer.

      Shalidir, Lady of Green Person. Daughter of Queen Paleidir, Queen of the Green People and Legone the Swift.

      Queen Paleidir, Queen of the Green People. Daughter of King Islider, King of the Green People and Queen Khalidir, Queen of the Green People. Wife of Legone the Swift.

      As the list of names continued understanding dawned on him and he turned in horror to stare at the male and the Lady of the Green People. The male no longer held her captive, she stood by his side, and her expression was proud and arrogant.

      “You!” He pointed at them, his eyes dropping to the book to confirm what he read there. “Sarhorr and Shalidir. It was you. All along!” His voice shook with rage, his heart thudded in his chest, and the room swam in his anger. Tears threatened to fall, yet he could not fall into a weeping child in front of the age-old enemies of his people.

      He opened his hands, he opened his mouth, and a shriek choked out of his throat, wailing up in the form of green light and exploding out of him. He clenched his fists and screamed, his pent-up sorrow, fury, pain, and rage rolling into one inexplicable emotion. Blood pulsed through his veins as he felt himself change, becoming taller, stronger, more powerful. The knowledge of how to use the power of the Green Stone hit him full force as he walked forward. Green light poured out of his hands like a waterfall, and when he spoke, his voice was thick, layered with many voices. “You!” He snarled, pointing at Sarhorr and Shalidir who watched him as if observing an experiment. “You have damned this world with your deception, your two-faced betrayal, your double-dealing, and your lies. I damn you. I condemn you. I sentence you to death. No longer will you haunt the Four Worlds with your dark deeds.”

      Sarhorr lifted his hands, palm up as he stepped forward, allowing his true form to rise. “Welcome, my son. You have unlocked your power.” He held out his hands, and a black pitchfork flew into them. Sarhorr lifted the pitchfork and hurled it at Eliesmore’s heart.
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      Eliesmore’s rage mounted, and he exploded, hurling lightning bolts of green light at Sarhorr, blocking the blow from the pitchfork. As he flung them he saw Shalidir dive, her wings stretched out as she threw herself in front of Sarhorr. As the light struck her, green stairs appeared at her feet, floating as they stretched upward, out of the tower toward the heavens. Shalidir threw her arms around Sarhorr and dragged him toward the stairs, setting her foot on the wavering light without hesitation.

      Eliesmore recoiled in surprise as the step held her weight and she ran, hand in hand with Sarhorr as they ascended. “No!” Eliesmore shouted, lifting his hands he hurled more lightning bolts and raced after them, taking the stairs two at a time as they climbed. Light danced around him, violet and blue, bolts of it ripping from him as his anger continued to burn. Drawing the Jeweled Sword, he raised it above his head, even as his heart swelled with emotion. “Where are you going?” He demanded. “Why do you run? Face me and fight!”

      “No,” Sarhorr’s voice echoed back to him as they ascended into the stars. “We have no cause to fight. We are done.”

      “You are our son,” Shalidir added. “Family does not betray family. We will not be responsible for your death.”

      “Death,” Sarhorr laughed. “You will wish for death when this is over.”

      Eliesmore watched their fleet feet as the staircase curved sharply and twined away. Pink clouds hovered overhead, and a fog descended. Unable to see he swallowed hard, reaching out through the mist, his hands grasping for substance. A fresh wave of raw pain poured over him as the words to the book flashed before his vision, like a nightmare he could not wake from. As much as he longed to deny it, he knew, without a doubt, the words in the book were true. There was one person, one immortal he knew to confirm the words.

      “I am not your son!” He screamed at them, hearing the torn wail in his voice. It wasn’t true. It wasn’t true. Please don’t let the words be true. Please. Please. He was a Blended One. A mortal. A blend of two Purebloods. He wasn’t what they thought he was. His mother was a Cron. Perhaps she had been raised by the Green People, but his life did not come to this epic moment and fall apart at his feet. He had a quest; he had a task, he had to kill the Changers and their accomplices.

      He chased them until his legs burned from climbing and it seemed his heart would explode out of his throat. His arms were sore, and his voice failed him as they reached the summit. The clouds did not allow him to see how far he’d climbed out of the depths. He came to a platform and found himself standing on the edge of the world. He saw the curves of the heavens as they sloped away, creating the planet the Four Worlds rested in. He gaped in astonishment at the devastating glory and beauty that surrounded him.

      “Where are we?” he regretted the impulsive question as soon as if left his mouth.

      “The edge of the Four Worlds,” Shalidir spoke. She stood above Sarhorr, her wings folded on her back. She tugged his arm, pulling him up the last step to stand with her.

      “Why?” Eliesmore demanded.

      Sarhorr snickered, his red eyes dancing as he glared at Eliesmore. “Do you know what the Green Stone is? The same kind of power that created the Changers. You have become the ultimate Changer. Don’t you see? What you have let yourself become in order to defeat us is power, power you will corrupt because you are a mortal and you have both good and evil in your heart. You have read the book. You know what I say is true.” Slowly he withdrew his hand from Shalidir’s and held up the hand with the ruby ring on it. Holding Eliesmore’s gaze, he slid the ring from his finger, held it out over the expanse and dropped it. “Only the power of the Green Stone allows us to leave this world.” He held up one hand, and Shalidir copied him. “Long may you live. Long may you prosper.” They spoke in unison.

      Eliesmore stared in numb shock as Sarhorr took the last step and Shalidir wrapped her arms around his waist. They were still chanting when they leaped, smashing through the thin veil between the Four Worlds and outer space.

      Eliesmore’s jaw dropped as he watched them spin, entwined in each other, drifting outward. A white flash snapped the atmosphere, and he saw the bodies of a Lady of the Green and a horned shadow disintegrate into dust. When he looked again, he saw two white souls falling, their hands raised in farewell. He squeezed his hands into fists, sank to his knees and roared.
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      Ellagine knelt on the flat gray rocks in front of the underground springs. White steam rose from the heat of those waters and she dropped a hand into a gentle current, the warmth a beacon to her heavy heart. Standing tall she stripped her lean body clean of her work clothes, ripping the silk in places as she undressed. When she finished, she kicked the shredded clothes to the side and pointed a finger at them. “Thiayar.”

      A green flame ignited on her fingertips and hurled itself down to the bundle of cloth. It lifted them in a short-lived fury as it burned, erasing the years of her life in a symbolic gesture. She was no longer the same Green Person who set out with the Green Company. She was no longer the immortal who wished to unite the world of the mortals and immortals. It was over, and yet she did not understand why sorrow sat heavy on her heart. She felt as if someone had come, ripped away her dreams and left her broken and bloody in the jaws of the Holesmoles. Shivering against the riot of fearful thoughts she slid into the waters, falling on her back and letting the steam wash over her. Spreading her arms, she drew the water around her like a blanket as she sank beneath it depths, closing her eyes as the warmth washed over her face. Breath ceased to flow through her body as she lay there, sobs flowing through her body as she wept for what she knew not.

      She was aware a great event had taken place in Daygone, and for brief moments she felt Eliesmore’s rage before the emptiness, the nothingness took over. It seemed as if the threads of his life force snapped, yet he had to have completed his mission, he had to still live and draw breath, or else the world would end. It was likely he knew the truth now, the truth about who she was, what she was. Yes, the blood of the mortals flowed through her, as did the blood of the Changers. She had no choice in the action of her ancestors. When her mother, Luthín, relayed the dark knowledge, Ellagine felt nothing. It was not her fault. She had no choice in the family she was born in, yet, as her mother said, there were still traces. When the Changers felt a violent emotion, she would feel it too. Her mother told her, even when Magdela the Monrage was banished, a deep sorrow struck her for the mother she’d never known. Their identity must be kept secret, and as atonement, they had to do everything in their power to stop the Changers and save the mortals. It was all they could do to combat the darkness that tainted their bloodline.

      Yet, there was a phrase that would not leave Ellagine alone. It buzzed around her, begging her to understand it, to dissect its meaning. She did not understand. If she were supposed to save the mortals, why did this thought bother her? It would not affect the lives of the mortals, in truth, it would keep them safe through the end of the world. If that was truth why did she feel unsettled?

      Invisible fingers of water slipped around her legs, parting them as fingers cleansed her from the filth of her journey, the dirt from her trek through the forest and her time spent in the west with the mortals. Refusing to surface just yet, she spread her arms and wiggled her fingers, encouraging the enchanted waters to wrap around her core and thread through the waves of her long hair, cleaning her from head to toe. She moved back and forth in its essence, encouraging the fingers to build her toward pleasure, arching her back as they moved around her, their pace quickening. The waters tugged her arms above her head, flipping her onto her stomach as they sank her beneath their warm. She allowed the fingers to explore her until she could take it no longer, kicking hard and swinging her arms she tore back to the surface, curling her legs into a sitting position as she moved upward, gasping for breath. Her chest heaved as the mist parted, dissipating as if it could hear her thoughts.

      Droplets of water rolled down her arms like pearls, returning to its sisters, the Waters of Nye. A thought bubble up within Ellagine’s mind, and she lifted a finger to her lips, licking the sweetness of the water off as she considered. It burst through her mind with a sudden shock, like a flash of lightning on a cloudless day. Words whispered from her lips unbidden, yet words she could not take back if she tried. “The new breed.”

      A gasp stirred Ellagine from her musing. She stood up in the Water of Nye as the mist hastened away, refusing to hide her nakedness from the intruder. A male walked out of the woods, standing hesitantly on the gray stones when he saw Ellagine. He was a Green Person, tall and stately, although his cheeks flushed pink, and he dropped his eyes at the sight of Ellagine. Briefly, she glanced down at her green skin, it shone brightly from the heat of the waters while the droplets continued to bead down her breasts, the triangle before her parted legs and the curves of her hips.

      “Fear not,” she told the male. “Those who look upon the Green Lady should have no shame. Beauty should be worshiped, not feared.”

      He lifted his eyes, and she saw the hint of lust he attempted to hide. His voice faulted a moment before he threw back his shoulders and stood tall, moving his gaze to the rocks beyond as he addressed her. “My lady, the Iaen are waking, the Green People are here. We await your presence, my Queen.”

      “Your queen?” Ellagine challenged him.

      “Ci, you are the last of the royal bloodline, all Iaen bow before you. We await your presence to guide us into this new era.”

      “Then there are none left who would question my rule?”

      “None, my Queen. The elders have fled, the Idrains from a hundred years ago have faded into death or taken flight to different lands. You are the only one left who can lead us.”

      Ellagine raised her head high, responsibility floating around her like jewels. It was her time, her turn. After everything she had gone through, her people were turning to her for salvation. The Iaen were hers. A new era had come, it was time to usher in the new breed. “Bring me a new gown, and we shall go.”
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      Numbness swept over Eliesmore as if the heavens opened and rained ice upon his head. Pure rage, hot as molten lava churned within his soul. It leaked out of his eyes in the form of ruby light, and when he turned his gaze from the starry sky and back toward the stairs, the tower, and the gardens of Daygone, he saw a shadow. At the same moment, the ground shuddered and quaked. Below him ripples opened on the surface of Daygone, eating the red gardens, swallowing the red grass and black trees. The tower alone remained untouched. The emerald stairs Eliesmore stood on faded, and as the cold intensified they dissipated and Eliesmore dropped like a stone, falling from the edge of the world toward the ground. Air moved him onto his back, and his eyes continued to stare upward as he fell. A light came out of the atmosphere. Long white hair streamed from it as it streaked past him, toward the ground, a cry coming out of its mouth. It was a falling star. The knowledge did not surprise Eliesmore, he noted it as calmly as he would observe a bird in the sky. He saw three more stars fall through the world; they wept and wailed as they committed suicide, crying out for the one they talked to, the one they sang their songs to, the Changer who had disappeared. Sarhorr.

      Chills shook Eliesmore’s body. When he held up a hand, the tips of his fingers were blue. His teeth chattered in his skull while droplets of ice rolled down his skin. When he breathed out, a cloud of white mist hovered above his face before freezing into a snowflake, the size of his palm, and diving toward the ground. Cries of horror, of pain, and sorrow echoed about him as he fell. He closed his eyes. Death was preferable to the knowledge he held, the power that gripped him and the intense knowledge of what he had done, nay, what they had done. The words of the Truth Tellers rang out in his ears. …With that power comes a curse and a price. A curse will doom this world, and the price will be the weight of knowledge you must bear.

      In his wildest imagination, he’d never thought it would come to this sort of horror. As the ground loomed before him, a roar made him open his eyes, and he saw a shadow. It held something up toward Eliesmore. He blinked, his eyes lids burning with the movement as he stared out of frosty eyelashes. A dull rhythm pounded in his chest, a voice, just barely there. Fight. Fight. Fight. The words thrummed through him, although he wanted to close his eyes, give up and die, the rhythm became stronger. Fight. Fight. Fight.

      Threads of power wrapped around him and he stretched them out, allowing the light to rotate his body and slow down the speed of his fall. He flexed his fingers although they cried out in agony against the movement, for they were stiff and sore from the cold. As he neared the shadow, the first star slammed into the ground. A wave of dirt, stone, mud, and frost flew up in the air like a giant heaving into an oversized basin. Cracks rippled across the ground and before Eliesmore could recover a cloud of dust hurled into his face as a second, third, and forth star smote the ground. Fire sprang up, eagerly licking up what life was left. Eliesmore landed, stumbling, his feet refusing to carry him, and he fell, sprawled out at the base of the tower. As he raised his head, he noticed the shadow wasn’t as close as it appeared. It was over a hundred yards away, waiting, watching him as it held a pitchfork in its hands. When Eliesmore looked at it, he recognized it. It was the dark creature he’d seen in the Holesmoles.

      The monster towered fifteen feet into the air with three tails swishing back and forth as it waited. Curved horns rolled back from its skull, and obsidian eyes bored into Eliesmore. A creeping discomfort came over him as if the creature could see into his soul and disliked what it found there. Darkness rippled off the creatures like smoke blowing in the wind. The beast opened its mouth, a yawning cave covered with glittering teeth, threw back its heavy head and bellowed. Stamping its hooves on the ground, it put down its head and charged toward Eliesmore like a raging bull. The thunder of its movements carried across the already trembling ground. Staggering, his limbs still unsteady from the cold, Eliesmore got to his feet. Thoughts of running came and went as swiftly as the wind as rage bubbled up within him again. He set his face, lifted the Jeweled Sword and ran toward the creature, answering its bellow with a shout of his own, letting anger, disbelief, and horror flow out of him.

      Heat poured into his body as he dashed toward the shadows. He lifted his sword and slammed it into the pitchfork with all his might. The creature thundered into him, and darkness plagued his vision, driving him into pitch black misery. A storm swirled around him, an unending blot of inky darkness roared overhead with a vengeance. An eerie howl made the hair on his arms stand up straight. He walked forward, blind, swinging the Jeweled Sword in front of him, searching for the center of the vortex. Emotion, other than anger and rage, faded away. Hope. Love. The determination to save the world disappeared as the words from the book flashed through his vision. Sarhorr and Shalidir. Our Father. Our Mother. The creators of the Monrages. Except they only gave birth to two. Despite the power that flowed between them, the words of the Green People rang true. They never had more than one or two children. The other ten were not naturally born, they were creatures, transformed, duplicated.

      The horns of the creature appeared in the shadows, and Eliesmore knew exactly what it was. The other ten. The remaining Monrages in their shadow form. Something deep, something ancient from the pits of the Holesmoles had been used to create them. If he had been himself, if he had been thinking clearly, Eliesmore would have shuddered in revulsion. As it was, he walked into the center of the swirling darkness. The creature thudded toward him, towering over him. Gritting his teeth, he clenched his fists, thinking the word that lay there. His body screamed at him as he grew, his bones shrieking as they stretched out and lengthened until he stood fifteen feet tall. The world blinked around him, and his breath came short and fast as his body attempted to accustom itself to the unnatural, rapid growth. The beast swung its pitchfork, clanging into the blade of the Jeweled Sword. Red and black sparks flew through the air. They burned Eliesmore’s skin when they touched him, and he flinched. With a yell of rage, he ran for the beast, swinging.
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      “He’s been in there for a week!” Wekin’s high voice called over the battlefield.

      Idrithar whipped around; blond hairs plastered to his sweating forehead and neck. A mound of dead woísts surrounded them. Idrithar and Zhane arrived a day after Eliesmore had disappeared into the rift that led into Daygone. Optimistic was hiding from the woísts and expressed relief to see them, yet his main concern was the lack of communication from Eliesmore. Daygone was silent, hidden from them by an impregnable shield. Idrithar had tried to use his powers to break the shield, but the force repelled him each time. And then the woísts came marching.

      The enhancements of power had almost been enough, but not quite. Yamier and Wekin showed up in the nick of time with glittering eyes as they took down the monsters of the deep, like twin warriors. They appeared invincible. Idrithar was taken aback by the ferocity of their actions; they had become unstoppable warriors. They were Treasure Hunters. Gifted Ones. Despite their abilities, foolish words still slipped from their months.

      Idrithar walked up to the border and tried again. There was a snap of energy as he pushed against it. “The force is weaker now,” he called to them.

      “Can you get through?” Zhane grunted. He stood with his back to them, arms crossed, watching for movement in the desolate fields.

      “No, it’s still too strong,” Idrithar backed away, a sinking feeling starting within him.

      “Wait, I see a ripple,” Optimistic pointed upward. His arms and legs were covered in a mix of black charcoal, brown dust and blood from the ongoing battle with the woísts.

      Idrithar looked to where Optimistic pointed. Toward the heavens, he saw a shimmering as the invisible shield began to fall. A lightning bolt of green shot across the sky and the next moment a deep rumble roared across the sky. Idrithar’s hands flew to his ears and he turned, his feet unsteady. A moment later the ground trembled. Idrithar backed away, “Prepare yourself; we know not what comes through when the shield falls.”

      Drawing the sword of Alaireia, Keeper of the Clyear, he planted his feet and waited. The ripple continued to fade as the ground shook. In the distance Idrithar heard screams of rage and weapons clashing against each other. He dared to hope. Eliesmore was still alive and perhaps fighting the Dark One. They still had a chance; they still had time to rush in and provide support. Although as the curtain continued to fade away, Idrithar’s mind changed. There was no need to help Eliesmore. He had the power of the Green Stone; surely it was enough. He glanced back at his companions. Optimistic stood on one side, raising his bow with a weary sigh. The tension from waiting and fighting was wearing thin on them. Yamier and Wekin stood to his right, their weapons by their sides as they watched, eyes wide. Aside from grit and dirt, they showed no signs of slowing down. Curious. Very curious. Idrithar sensed Zhane’s anger. They’d arrived too late to warn Eliesmore regarding the vision and Idrithar suspected Zhane blamed him. It wasn’t his fault entirely, what would happen to Eliesmore needed to happen. He assumed. While gambling with fate was risky, it would be worth it for the salvation of the Four Worlds. He understood, perhaps better than the others, the true cost of self-sacrifice.

      A defeating roar thundered through the air. The ground gave a violent shiver, and Idrithar held out his hands for balance as he watched shadows fade and disappear. A few moments later, out of mist and fog, strode a monster.

      The monster was six and a half feet tall and held a sword in one hand, ready to swing, divide and kill. Idrithar sensed the aura of fury radiating from the monster, a deep malevolent darkness, hungry for blood, seeking to kill as if its thirst for blood would never be sated. Red eyes met his as the creature’s black hair flowed down to its powerful shoulders. Idrithar blinked as the monster moved forward and he saw with his natural eyes, it was no monster, only Eliesmore. A vague darkness floated around him, and his green eyes burned like an emerald bathed in firelight. The lines of Eliesmore’s face were hard and his expression odd, as if he held the knowledge of one who’d lived for hundreds of years and was weary from it.

      Idrithar knew, without speaking a word, Eliesmore was corrupted. Instead of defeating darkness, he had become the very evil they sought to fight and kill. Their salvation had turned back upon them. Only time would tell which side he would choose in the ultimate war between the mortals and immortals. Eliesmore was one of them now. Idrithar almost laughed at the absorbedness of it. The years of his life, fighting, hoping and studying the knowledge of the deep had come to this.

      “Woísts approach from the west,” Zhane shouted.

      A ringing began in Idrithar’s ears. He watched Eliesmore walk. He heard the sound of marching as creatures came to reinforce Daygone. A river of red followed Eliesmore, and Idrithar questioned what had happened in Daygone to turn Eliesmore into a monster.
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      The shadow disappeared. One moment he was fighting the beast, the next it had disappeared in a swirl of mist. Eliesmore was left alone, standing in the destruction of Daygone. Great craters covered the ground where the stars had fallen, black holes sucking light and energy into the darkness. Eliesmore swung the Jeweled Sword in confusion, searching for the shadow as black words swirled around him. He knew, even as he searched, it had disappeared, traveling to be with its new master, using the power of the Phutal. The device to open and close portals wasn’t in Daygone after all. When Sarhorr returned from the Eastern World his sister and brother were lying in wait, and they took the Phutal, leaving Sarhorr and Shalidir stranded in Daygone.

      Turning, Eliesmore walked south, a cloud of brooding anger settling around his shoulders. Flashes of red poked at the edges of his vision as if the sky were raining droplets of blood. Eliesmore. Voices whispered in his ears. He shook his head, ignoring them. Eliesmore the Great.

      Leave me alone. He continued to walk as the red moved around his vision and the ground shook. Holding out his hands he allowed light to flow from them, whispering words until the ground settled down, going to sleep like an angry child throwing a tantrum, exhausted from the expense of energy.

      Eliesmore the Great. Eliesmore the Great.

      Ignoring the chant, he strode across the ground, anger rolling off his back in ripples of red. One hand held the Jeweled Sword, the blade pointed down to the ground.

      Eliesmore the Great. Eliesmore the Great.

      What? He shouted in his head, annoyed by the chatter.

      Eliesmore the Great. We hear and obey.

      Pausing he spun around. A patch of red grass froze. His heart thumped oddly in his chest. The words. He’d heard the words before in tales of old. Creatures that inhabited the grass spoke those words to the one who controlled them.

      Zikes?

      Instantly the red grass changed, coming out of camouflage. A sea of four-foot-tall red creatures appeared, gazing at him with abnormally large eyes. Red cones stood on their heads, shimmering with ruby light. Their voices, spoken in unison, became hard and deep. Aye. Eliesmore the Great. We hear and obey. What are our orders?

      Eliesmore, too exhausted to be shocked, turned to keep walking, stomping across the ground, clenching and unclenching the fist that did not hold a weapon. Follow me.

      The creatures flitted back into the red grass, moved after him, and although their voices fell silent he could hear them moving like the waves of the sea, hushed and calm as if they did not want to be heard.

      As Eliesmore approached the border, he saw the barrier that protected Daygone ripple away, and as it did, he saw five warriors standing on a battle field. A thrill of excitement passed through him and for mere seconds he felt like himself again, the old Eliesmore, after he’d dissolved the Green Stone and before he read the words from the dark book. As he looked out, it seemed he saw the spirits of Heroes of Old. He saw the sword of Crinte the Wise and the bow of Marklus the Healer. He saw the blade of Alaireia, Keeper of the Clyear of Power and the sword of Starman the Trazame. He saw warriors who went on despite what others believed about them and their mission. He saw a group willing to sacrifice themselves for others, and he saw with relief the bow of Legone the Swift was not among them.

      The vision faded before his eyes and as he strode out of Daygone, he saw them. Idrithar. Zhane. Yamier. Wekin. Optimistic. His old self would have been surprised to see them, standing over a battlefield, strewn with the bodies of dead woísts. However, now, he saw the great power that hovered above them, brought on by a combination of the weapons and the power of the Green Stone. Before anyone spoke, he heard the thud of marching.

      “Woísts approach from the west,” Zhane shouted.

      All heads turned, except for Idrithar’s. He stared at Eliesmore and Eliesmore stared back, walking right up to him. “Idrithar.”

      “Eliesmore.”

      “We must go to Sidell, where the Dark Figure resides. I know how to destroy her.”

      “Her?” Idrithar’s eyes shifted past Eliesmore, staring into the wasteland. “Her. Tell me. What happened in Daygone? Where is the Dark One? Is the Phutal destroyed?”

      Eliesmore frowned at the questions, the unsaid accusations. He clenched his fists, his eyes flashing as he stared at Idrithar. “The Dark One is dead. The Dark Figure has the Phutal. We must go to Her.”

      “The woísts are marching; there is a vast army in the west. We must return to the fortress and retrieve your army. As we speak they are in training, the ships are being built, they are almost ready.”

      Eliesmore gave a curt nod, moving past Idrithar. He saw the confusion on the faces of the others. They expected to meet him with joy and excitement, praising his accomplishments, patting him on the back. He knew something about his aura kept them in reserve, and he knew why and he hated himself.

      “Eliesmore,” Optimistic called out to him, even as he pulled an arrow from his quiver, getting ready for the onslaught of the woísts. “What’s wrong?”

      Eliesmore paused. Zikes. Kill the woísts. The red grass rushed forward, headed toward the marching.

      “Whoa, what is that?” Wekin stepped back, mouth open as he stared at the carpet that moved on its own.

      Eliesmore turned his eyes on the warriors who stood before him. Movement toward the woísts was forgotten as they stared at him. Optimistic alone moved. His arms came down, his bow fell to the ground, and he strode forward, a pillar of light as he reached out his arms. Not a word passed between them as Optimistic lifted his hands, touched Eliesmore’s head and closed his eyes. Eliesmore watched as if he were not there while vines shot out within him, wrapping around the darkness and holding it at bay. “Don’t listen to it.” Optimistic whispered. “Don’t let it control you.” He stepped back.
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      The fog of hate and rage rolled away from Eliesmore’s mind, leaving an intense burning sensation radiating from his core. He nodded at his companions. “The Zikes will kill the woísts for us and clear a path to the fortress. We need the army. We have to return to the west as soon as possible.”

      “Eliesmore, we are thankful you returned to us,” Zhane nodded at him, his face solemn. “You were in Daygone for seven days, we were worried…” he trailed off, unasked questions dropping like snowflakes to rest at their feet.

      “Seven days?” Eliesmore raised an eyebrow, he hadn’t noticed the passage of time, yet when he read the book, the trance captured him body and soul.

      “Will you tell us?” Zhane pressed on.

      “No,” Eliesmore shook his head, glancing at Yamier and Wekin. The two were bigger, more muscular and their eyes glittered. An odd gold sheen surrounded them. Their auras were potent, yet it was the relentless buzz of adventure that made him move toward them. Yamier and Wekin had always been the least heroic, the most troublesome, yet, against all odds, there they were, standing outside of Daygone. At some point, they’d lost their cloaks, and their shirts were torn. Grime covered their faces, and their hair was slicked back from their faces with sweat. “What is done in Daygone is done. We have to ensure no one ever goes there again.”

      “Seal it,” Idrithar suggested. “Use your power…”

      “It will not hold,” Eliesmore swung his arms. “We need a solution other than a shield of protection. Barriers fail and fall; it is not enough.” He glanced at Yamier and Wekin again, holding their eyes for mere seconds. Treasure Hunters. Gifted Ones. Family lines. Bloodlines. They were the ones willing to risk everything, life and limb, for an adventure, for a story they could boast about later.

      Idrithar gave a quick nod, his eyes thoughtful. “We will consider a resolution.”

      “For now, we leave, we rouse the army, we march,” Eliesmore walked south. A moment of hesitation passed before the others turned and walked with him, weapons in hand.

      He sensed their confusion, their restlessness as they moved. They had run, fought, and braved many dangers to join him in Daygone. Expectation of a great victory to celebrate coursed through their veins. His demeanor rendered them mute, and disappointment was swift although they tried to hide it as they walked.

      They’d gone only a mile when he turned to face them, holding out a hand to halt their progress. “I apologize,” his voice came out flat, unapologetic. “My mind is consumed with dark things. Please. Talk. Distract me. Tell me of the journey across the west. Tell me what you saw. Tell me what you learned. My heart is heavy but do not let that stop you from celebrating our accomplishments.”

      “Eliesmore…” Optimistic began but trailed off.

      Zhane took a long drink from a water skin, shaking it for the last few drops before tossing it away. “The west lands are crawling with woísts, they are entering each city, although whether they are destroying the people groups who live there or holding them hostage is unknown. We saw them at Castle Range, in the Monoxie Meadows and entering the Torrents Towers. It is doubtful they will return to the Holesmoles after the Dark Figure is destroyed. They are intelligent beasts. It is likely they will continue with their orders, long after the Dark Figure is gone.”

      Zhane launched into the tale of what happened to him and Idrithar after the battle at the Constel Heights. He explained the death of Dathiem, detailed the flight to Werivment and the reunion with Arldrine. From there, he and Idrithar ran across the lands toward Daygone, stealing a vessel from one of the storehouses of the Torrents Towers to cross the sea and running into Optimistic before they entered the border lines of Daygone.

      Zhane did not explain why he and Idrithar separated from the others and Eliesmore did not press him on the topic. Instead, he watched Zhane’s hands as they held the sword of Crinte the Wise. Each of them carried their weapons openly as if afraid to put them away in case unforeseen monsters rose out of the ground and attacked them. Eliesmore noticed a white aura glowed around Zhane and oracles whisked off of the blade of his sword, fading into the light before Eliesmore could read them. Although, after the encounter in Daygone, he was not keen on reading any ancient words.

      “We found a boat,” Wekin pipped out. For the first time, Eliesmore realized why Wekin talked so much. He was eager for attention and praise. He liked to bask in the glow of other’s opinions, whether it was praise or frustration, he fed on the thoughts of others while proceeding to do exactly what he desired. His character and strength of mind was strong. Wekin was also stubborn. Once he made up his mind, he did not change or lose faith. While he was conscious of right and wrong, and would own up to making mistakes, he’d rather slip through life enjoying adventure and eating bacon. Impatience bounced around Wekin like butterflies chasing each other. It was hard to look at Wekin’s bright aura and all the same hard to ignore it.

      Wekin droned on, his excited chatter spinning across the air like the flower petals of Monoxie, dancing on the back of the friendly wind. He explained, in great detail, how he and Yamier saved the boat from the currents of Werivment, a place Eliesmore desired to visit as the opportunity arose. As they detailed their escapades fighting the woísts, Yamier spoke up. “The first time I lifted the bow, the bow of Marklus the Healer, I heard voices whispering around me. They told me what to do, where to point the arrows, and reminded me to watch my back.” A vague look of confusion passed over Yamier’s glowing face as he spoke, holding up the bow, aiming toward the sky as he let an arrow fly.

      “And the sword of Starman the Trazame…it…it…it fights for me,” Wekin’s words died off. “I told Yamier afterward; we had to do it again and see if it wasn’t just some stroke of fate. We couldn’t stop fighting woísts. There’s a thrill when it comes to fighting, a heady excitement because there’s no fear, we can’t lose. We have the power of the Heroes of Old. So next time the woísts come marching, Eliesmore. Call off your Zikes and let us fight. It’s all we want to do now.”

      His eyes glowed brighter for a moment as he licked his lips, anticipating more bloodshed. For a moment flashbacks invaded Eliesmore’s mind. Now you yearn for years of peace, but it will bring boredom, and soon you will seek strife. You shall seek the ruin of all, which shall be your salvation. He stared at Wekin and Yamier in horror, wondering when they’d turned into such bloodthirsty warriors.

      “We seek peace. Not war. Life. Not death,” the words fells quietly from his lips as he walked. “War is all that stands between us and peace, but when peace comes, we must have the good faith to enjoy it instead of seeking bloodshed.”

      Wekin lifted an eyebrow. “Only if peace allows me to eat bacon by the barrel, and in honor of Dathiem, I will start drinking. Someone needs to honor his memory.”

      A stab of irritation passed through Eliesmore, and he quickened his pace, suddenly wishing to be alone, away from the annoyance of conversation.
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      Arldrine felt a sinking feeling as they walked back into camp. The female Tider, their fearless leader rose, a cloud of anger hovering over her face. In one bound she snatched up her ax, and thundered toward them. “Why is she still here?”

      “Dyinka,” Róta addressed her. Stepping forward, she quickly explained what happened.

      “They refused her?” Dyinka stood with her hands on her hips, incredulous. “Do you understand what that means? We have to give them something, or they will slaughter us all.”

      “Surely it will not come to that,” Arldrine spoke up tentatively, watching Dyinka’s face to see how far she could push. “You understand the ways of the people of the mountains, surely you can reason with them?”

      “You understand nothing!” Dyinka snapped. “There is no reasoning with the Therian. A sacrifice must be given.”

      “But why a mortal? A life? Surely a great kill would be more worthwhile to them. There must be a need for food to feed their clan.”

      “It’s different.” Róta shook her head. "They hunt and feed themselves, but what they need are females to procreate. Their line is dying out just as the Ezincks are dying out. The old die young, the young do not live many moons, babies are born and yet they die. It is the way of the mountains, the way we were taught. Male and female must live separate, so we can be free and independent.”

      Arldrine eyebrows creased. “What about marriage and families? Is there no such thing?”

      “No,” Dyinka scowled. “Marriage to a male Therian means we come under his rule, it undermines our abilities. Therefore, a sacrifice is needed.”

      “How can that be true? If two people love and respect each other, the union will not take away their freedom and independence. It will help make a greater impact in the world and create new life to build up a stronger tribe.”

      “We have no knowledge of such ideas,” Dyinka’s dark eyes bored into Arldrine’s, challenging her way of thinking.

      “No knowledge?” Arldrine went on, determined not to be intimidated. “You live and thrive because everyone does their part and together you are a stronger people. Take myself, for example, I have dreams for the Ezincks. I want to see them rise again but I am only one person. I came here to help but, as a whole, you are set against me. You are stronger than I because you have many on your side and you all have the same mindset. Imagine what we could accomplish if we join with the Therian? A sacrifice would no longer be required. You would find safety and security instead of waiting for an attack. Your numbers would improve and the concern of dying out will vanish. In believing in this false independence and forcing the males to walk away, you are limiting your freedoms. Division means we are alone, uniting means together can step into a new era.” Arldrine paused as she watched their faces, hoping against hope they would agree with her.

      Dyinka stepped back, crossing her arms as she eyed Arldrine. It was Róta who spoke up. “Arldrine. I am sorry, but I don’t understand. We don’t need them. We are enough.”

      “Male and female, we are enough,” Arldrine agreed, her thoughts forming as the words left her tongue. “We are enough as individuals. We can stand, we can fight, we can be strong and independent. We are enough. But if we choose to be together, if we choose a tribe, a clan, and if we go even further and choose a mate, everything changes. We think, not only of ourselves as independent, but as a whole. If we choose to unite with another, mind, body, and soul, it changes us. Now, self is the last thing we think about, we are concerned with the unit, with the whole. It is no longer about ourselves and what we choose, it’s about what is better for us, and if we operate in like-mindedness outside of our selfish thoughts, we can become so much more. The possibilities become infinite because we are together. I made a mistake in coming here alone. I always think I can do everything myself, and while that may be true, if I had listened to the one who chose me, it would be different now. He could intercede with the Therian on your behalf, and I could intercede on your behalf. He is one of them, and I could be one of you. I came alone, and I see now I was wrong.”

      Dyinka’s frown deepened, and her eyes shifted back and forth as if weighing the words Arldrine spoke. Finally, she lifted her chin, and her voice came out harsh and firm. “Yes, you were wrong.” Spinning she lifted a hand and commanded, “Send her horse, Goldwind as a sacrifice. The Therian may relent if we send a talking beast.”

      A bolt of fear struck Arldrine as if someone punched her gut. “No,” she clasped a hand over her mouth, unable to stop the urgent shriek of fear. She took a deep breath before she spoke again. “Please, you don’t understand. Goldwind is my friend.”

      Dyinka narrowed her eyes. “We were more than willing to sacrifice you, what makes you think you can save your horse? You will stay here with us with your high-minded ideas, while they are not completely wrong, joining with the Therian is impossible.”

      “Please, we can work through this!” Arldrine begged.

      Dyinka turned her back and whistled. “Give the signal!”

      Blood rushed to Arldrine’s head as she spun, picking a direction at random she dashed forward as the Ezinck warriors moved around her. “Goldwind!” She screamed. “Where are you?”

      “Stop her!”

      “Capture her!”

      She dogged throwing a fist as a hand reached out. She kicked at the next body that came toward her and threw a punch as someone slammed into her back, tackling her to the ground. “No!” She shouted as a hand, heavy on her head, pressed her cheek to the stone. “You can’t do this! Please. We must figure out something else.”

      “This is the Tribe of Minas, and you must bow before our authority,” Dyinka’s voice thundered. There was more, but fury roared through Arldrine’s ears as the sinking feeling returned and someone clotted her over her head. Her last thought before she sunk into darkness, was a cry for help. An ally. For their stubborn hearts refreshed to turn.
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      The call of a bird pierced the air, a high sweet note, calling, calling, calling. Optimistic tilted his head up, narrowing his blue eyes to watch. A black raven flew back and forth, yet it did not call out in warning, only surprise at the group of travelers walking across Sanga San. Sunshine warmed Optimistic’s shoulders, yet he still shivered with cold.

      “It’s the turn of a new year,” Idrithar called. He’d found a thick branch when they crossed the Sang Sizge Hills and was using it as a walking stick. It made him appear more like the old Idrithar, the wise Cron Optimistic had met so long ago.

      “A new year?” Wekin rubbed his hands across his arms, attempting to warm up as his breath blew out in a white cloud, a halo above his head. “Don’t we usually name the new year?”

      Frost and snow covered the ground, and even the red Zikes were slowing down, huddled together as if they’d rather be underground, or back in Daygone where the fires kept them warm.

      Idrithar held up three fingers. “Since the reign of Magdela the Monrage, the naming of the years is controlled by the Black Steeds. It has been years since the White Steeds named the year. Last year was the Year of the Rakhai; this is the Year of the Great Conqueror.”

      Eliesmore was silent although his green eyes glanced at Idrithar’s in acknowledgment. Optimistic watched, a growing discomfort surrounding him. When he touched Eliesmore, he felt the darkness swirling inside of him, and a deep hopelessness and sorrow. Even in the midst of darkness, the light of the Green Stone still pulsed and so Optimistic spoke the words to bury the darkness, yet Eliesmore was changed all the same. He was quiet and brooding. At times a vile expression of disgust came over his face and he walked faster with his head down, contemplating.

      Hope was the reason they pushed forward, and Optimistic questioned what had happened in Daygone and wished he had been there with Eliesmore.

      “The Year of the Great Conqueror,” Eliesmore repeated. “It will not be an easy year. We go to war. We will wipe the abominations of the Dark Figure and her army of woísts from the face of the Four Worlds.”

      Optimistic sensed there was more, much more Eliesmore desired to say, but his eyes flickered, and he grew silent. Noting Eliesmore’s distant and angry expression, Optimistic slowed down to speak with him, dropping his voice to keep the conversation between the two of them.  “Eliesmore. You know you can talk about what happened in Daygone. You don’t have to hold it inside to spare us, to spare me. I’ve told you, I am the keeper, the protector of the Green Stone and I can sense something terrible happened. Someone wronged you.”

      Eliesmore sighed and his eyes narrowed. “Optimistic. No should know what I know. No one should see what I have seen.”

      “Is that what is bothering you? Considering these are dark days in the South World, we have all seen and heard things that would make our hope fade, yet here we are. Here you are. Even with what happened in Daygone, you are still alive.”

      “I know too much now. I don’t feel like myself. I don’t know if I can ever look on this world with the same eyes. Do you know what the Changers have done? What the immortals have done? They have cursed us all!”

      “Is this because of what the Truth Tellers told you or what you learned in Daygone?”

      “They are all linked. Their messages are one and the same. Why didn’t I listen? Why didn’t we listen? No Optimistic, you are a good friend, you don’t deserve to be privy to the darkness. Let your mind be at peace while it can be.”

      “I can’t Eliesmore. Not when I look out and see you suffering. The light is fading, how can I rest easy?”

      “I can’t speak about it. The hurt runs deep. I am cursed,” he fell silent and turned his face away.

      Optimistic felt as if he were sliding down a mountain, his fingers grasping for something solid to hang on to and he came up with nothing every time. “Eliesmore. Don’t let the hurt stop you from hoping. We’ve come so far. Think of all you have accomplished.”

      Eliesmore shrugged, adding nothing more. Optimistic opened his mouth to say more, but he could sense the wound pulsing and the fingers of darkness reaching out to crush the light. Reaching out he touched Eliesmore’s shoulder. “When you are ready, I am here.”
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      Muffled chatter rose through the air, and Eliesmore heard the distinct sound of hammering. Snow fell in clumps about the group as they neared the fortress in mid-January. They were cold, hungry, sore, and, admittedly, Eliesmore knew nothing would be better than a hot meal, a warm bath, and clean clothes. The grime from the journey stuck to him like burrs.

      Shouts echoed through the forest as Idrithar led the way, winding through the thick underbrush. Eliesmore glanced up and saw an Xctas fly ahead, giving a sharp cry as it called out, warning the others. His heart beat hard in anticipation as he heard the scurry of people and beasts. He wanted to call out to them, announcing it was only himself and his friends, those who fought, those who were willing to save the world. The words died on his tongue as he walked out into a clearing and a roar reached his ears.

      The doors to the fortress stood wide open, and on every step were males, females, animals, horses, Mermis and Xctas. Their hands lifted as they cheered, and their mouths opened in shouts of celebration, praise and joy. Their salvation had come, hope had arrived, the White Steeds now had a fighting chance.

      The roar rushed through Eliesmore’s ears, and his hands fell to his side as he stared, wonder and astonishment crossing his face. The world slowed down, and a warm glow of joy sneaked its way through his heart. The darkness faded, leaving nothing but light. He turned around to look at his companions. Optimistic clapped him on the shoulder, nodding in encouragement. Yamier and Wekin ran forward, hands in the air, their tongues babbling. Even Zhane and Idrithar grinned like fools.

      Indonesia, Sletaira, and Leaka stood by the double doors, their faces stoic yet their eyes warm as they lifted their hands in welcome.  Eliesmore walked forward in a daze as the celebration continued, and it seemed for a moment he stepped away from his physical self and saw the fortress, not as a building or a place to hide, but a home and a place to rejoice. The words to “Song” floated to his ears. “They will come out and rejoice for evil has been receded…”

      The cheering continued as he walked up the broad steps, nodding and shaking hands, but when he entered the fortress, his jaw dropped. White Steeds lined the room, bursting at the seams. Mermis. Crons. Tiders. There were more on the stairs, their jolly faces beaming and eyes shining with tears of joy. White horses stood in the halls leading down to where the barrels came in. A few squirrels perched on their backs, taking a moment from gnawing at nuts to cheer. A few shrews, various birds and rabbits joined them, noses in the air, sniffing as they celebrated. Eliesmore noted Flywinger and he breathed with relief. Skip and Bruthen clapped their hands, nodding in excitement. They looked much better in clean clothes, and their bodies had rounded out.

      The voices shouted and cheered until Eliesmore’s ears rang from the din and he was relieved when Leaka touched his arm, leading him down a hall to the bathing rooms.

      When at last he fell back in a hot bath and scrubbed away the dirt and blood from his quest, he felt something like relief flood his soul, and the dark words from the book seem to fade, leaving nothing but peace. He put back his head and closed his eyes. But when he brought up his hand to touch the Light of Shalidir, he noticed, for the first time, it was gone.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Eliesmore dressed quickly, buttoning his white shirt and shrugging an emerald green tunic over it. He ranked through his memories, trying to recall the last time he’d held the Light of Shalidir. He knew he’d had it in Daygone, but after reading the book and dealing with the events there, he could not recall touching it. A cold stab went through him, and inky black fingers reached for his heart, ready to destroy his faith, threads reaching out to crush the light. Fingers trembling, he pushed the thoughts away as he buckled the Jeweled Sword around his waist. Exiting the chambers, he marched down the hall again, his feet sinking, with pleasure, into the new boots he wore.

      “Eliesmore,” Yamier called, scurrying to catch up with him. Wekin was further down the hall, staring into a mirror and fixing his hair, tilting his head and grinning at himself. “We’re going up to the dining hall. There is a feast waiting for us.”

      “Where is Optimistic?” Eliesmore glanced down the hall.

      “Here,” Optimistic called from the stairs. “Waiting on you lazy lot, what took you so long? Haven’t you had a bath before?”

      Wekin chuckled. “It’s been a year! I forgot how nice it is, and to think we can actually sit back with full bellies. I can’t wait.”

      Eliesmore’s stomach rumbled in agreement and he sighed, appreciating Optimistic’s teasing words, attempting to allow lightness to enter his heart again. The dark and gloom had to fade, at least for tonight. This night they would celebrate all they had accomplished. “Yamier, Wekin,” Eliesmore glanced at the two as they walked up toward the dining hall. “I want you to meet Skip and Bruthen. You like sailing but, they know everything there is to know about the sea.”

      Wekin put his nose in the air. “I doubt that. I am Wekin the Navigator. Wekin the Mapmaker. Wekin the Warrior. No one can teach me anything.”

      Yamier stuck out his foot, tripping Wekin who fell flat on his face with a yell.

      “Perhaps some humility would do you well,” Optimistic laughed.

      “Where’s Idrithar when you need him,” Yamier chortled.

      Wekin picked himself off, smoothing down his clothes and sticking his nose back in the air. “Stop messing with me Yamier or I’ll drown you like one of the fishes.”

      “Are you sure you know how Wekin? Since you can’t even navigate on land.”

      “Aye!” Wekin yelled, leaping forward.

      Yamier dodged him and ran ahead, laughter pealing down the halls.

      Optimistic faced Eliesmore, the mischief leaving his face as he raised an eyebrow, an earnest look coming over his face. “Feeling any better?”

      Eliesmore shrugged, torn between the desire to confine in Optimistic and the need to hide the dark secrets he knew. “Better. I think. But I lost something precious, and I believe I lost it in Daygone.”

      Optimistic’s brows knitted together. “What was it?”

      A flash of fury bolted through Eliesmore’s mind, and he quickly dropped his face and turned, attempting to suppress the rage. “The Light of Shalidir.”

      Optimistic’s head snapped back, and confusion crossed his face as his lips turned down. Before he could say anything, a group of mice came around the curve of the lighted hall, fanning themselves as if they had just been run over. The leader stood about a foot tall while the others stood about eight inches tall. “Why Duríment, is that you?” Optimistic cried.

      The mouse swept off his white hat and gave a sweeping bow, showing off his fine whispers and long, elegant tale. He wore a stiff suit of white and stood on his hind legs. “Duríment and Company at your zervice.” He remained bowing just a moment too long before standing again. “Yez, Optimistic. We are ‘zhamed of how we ran at de zlightezt worry o’ de Black Zeeds. We have returned to your zide again, to de fortrezz and to carrying barrelz ‘gain.”

      “I’m so glad, we missed you here,” Optimistic exclaimed, bending so that he was on eye level with the mice.

      “Aye, dat we did, dat we did,” echoed the mice behind Duríment.

      “Let me introduce you to Eliesmore the One,” Optimistic turned to Eliesmore.

      “I am pleased to meet you and glad you have returned,” Eliesmore smiled.

      Duríment and Company whipped off their beautiful hats and bowed. “At your zervice,” their shrill voices cried.

      “Thank you,” Eliesmore nodded.

      Duríment and Company scurried on and Eliesmore continued with Optimistic.

      “What were you saying about the Light of Shalidir?” Optimistic returned to their earlier conversation.

      “Nothing,” Eliesmore shrugged the thought away. “It is no bother. I don’t need it anymore. Right now, I want to know where Lythe is. I would very much like to see him again.”

      “We shall find him after we eat,” Optimistic agreed.

      They ascended toward the banquet halls while voices cheered around them. Hands reached out to touch Eliesmore’s shoulders, and he forced polite smiles and nodded, clasping hands and listening to the names that were poured into his ears and instantly forgotten. The people rejoiced, he heard their words of thanks and praise, and yet, he could not help but wonder, where were all these people a year ago? Were they in hiding? Did they turn a blind eye while the world was destroyed? They were here now because it was easy, much easier to join after not one, but two great victories have been achieved. That is, if Daygone counted as a victory. Eliesmore scratched the back of his neck as a niggling pricked his spine. He wished he could forget what happened there, what he read, what he saw. He let the crowds pass over him until he arrived at the hall and another burst of welcome and congratulations swept over him. His face flushed as one by one, the Crons, Tiders, and Mermis stood in thunderous applause that shook the very foundations of the fortress.

      By the time Eliesmore was able to sit down, he was hot, sweaty and his head buzzed from the noise. For mere moments he wished he were alone or back in the glade of Shimla, dancing with the Iaen. Wekin sat across from him, elbows on the table, deep into his second plate of bacon. Now and then he’d emerge to down a glass of ale and overwhelm whoever he was sitting next to with tales of the adventures of the Green Company. Right now, he was telling the tale of when they were trapped in the Holesmoles and the Python attacked them.

      Eliesmore mechanically shoved food into his mouth, washing it down with sweet wine. It was some time before his eyes stopped glazing over and he sat up straight, waving as he saw Skip and Bruthen from across the room. He motioned for them to join him and Optimistic. Although they sat at a long table, Crons and Tiders kept getting up and coming back, revolving to different seats in the hall as if to give everyone a chance to speak to the great heroes of their day and age.

      “Eliesmore!” Skip and Bruthen came up while Optimistic pulled out chairs for them.

      “You didn’t tell us,” Skip grinned, her eyes lighting up with excitement. “This place is paradise. Everyone is happy and kind,” she bit her lip, her eyes sweeping across the room.

      “Yamier, Wekin, meet Skip and Bruthen, children of the sea,” Optimistic said.

      Wekin jumped, jolted out of his story. “Children of the Sea?” He saluted Bruthen and winked inappropriately at Skip. “Oh, no one told me you’re female,” he grinned.

      Skip flushed as she sat down while Bruthen tried to frown and smile at Wekin at the same time, a confused expression crossing his face.

      “Don’t mind him,” Yamier pushed Wekin aside. “My lady, it is a pleasure,” he took Skip’s hand and smiled. “Burthen, welcome. Tell me. I want to know more about the sea. Wekin and I traveled back here through the currents of Werivment in a boat, and we had many heated discussion regarding navigation by the Green Light.”

      Eliesmore tuned out their conversation, letting the red wine make his vision fuzzy.

      “Of course, I will go sailing the next chance I get,” Wekin’s boisterous voice cut into his thoughts. “Not in the rivers, mind you, they are much too small for adventures. I want to see monsters and Under Water World People out in the Jaded Sea. One day, I’ll sail to Oceantic.”

      Yamier grinned. “Wekin likes to take credit, but sailing is my idea, I will have a ship.”

      “I will have a ship too,” Wekin nodded, winking at Skip.

      “I was thinking of getting married and opening an inn…” Burthen began.

      “Bah, no, you can’t. That’s what Trazames do. Settle down, get married, stay boring. That’s why they don’t have any adventure in life. Just imagine a storm on the high seas, your ship getting tossed this way and that, escaping from the perilous rocks when a sea monsters rears its ugly head and tries to eat you…”

      Eliesmore stood up, excusing himself from the din. He yawned, surprised at how tired he was. He wandered down the hall, back toward where the barrels came in. Around him the animals chattered and snoring in a corner, he found Lythe. The lion had grown much bigger in their months of separation, and an old fondness rose in Eliesmore. He lay down beside Lythe and put his arms around him. Lythe nuzzled him through his sleep, mumbling. “You came back. I missed you.”

      “Yes. Hush now. Sleep,” Eliesmore whispered. He lay his head on Lythe’s back and closed his eyes, hoping the darkness would fade, hoping he’d find the light, even though everything inside of him felt broken and ruined.
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      A bell rang in Eliesmore’s head. He could not turn it off. The din kept growing until it turned into a voice, screaming with the fury of a thousand monsters. A red-eyed horned shadow turned to him and opened its mouth, a gaping hole with winds of blackness rushing out of it. White claws flashed and streaks of blood covered the ground as the people groups ran in terror. As they fled, the skin slipped from their backs, and their pure white souls turned black. Falling to the ground they shrieked in misery as one by one, the shadow swept over and consumed them, male, female, young, old, rich, poor, children, the future of the Four Worlds, eaten, one by one.

      

      Eliesmore sat up with a strangled yell, his heart racing as the dream faded. He waved his arms in front of his face, breathing hard as he glanced around to see who he had awoken. Lythe slept on, his body rising and falling as gentle snores escaped from his half-open mouth.

      “Eliesmore,” Optimistic’s voice came from nearby. He was propped up on the other side of Lythe with a pillow and blanket. “We are at the fortress. Remember? All is well.”

      Eliesmore glanced down at the blanket covering his feet and back over to Optimistic. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came looking after you disappeared last night. Someone has to watch over you. I thought you might sneak off.”

      Eliesmore bit his lip, recalling his dream. “No, not yet.”

      “Was it a bad dream?” Optimistic inquired, shaking out the blanket as he folded it, dropping it down on top of his pillow.

      Eliesmore leaned over to stroke Lythe’s mane. The lion was almost full grown, and Eliesmore wondered about his rapid growth. He shook his head at Optimistic’s question. “It was a dream or vision,” he felt the darkness rise up within him. “We are running out of time.”

      Optimistic was silent, waiting as if Eliesmore might go on. Instead, Eliesmore stood, stretching his sore muscles and patting the wrinkles out of his clothes.

      “No matter,” Optimistic went on. “We have to leave.”

      “Why?” Eliesmore raised his eyebrows in surprise. “We just got here.”

      “I know, but the Mermis want to have a word with us, a council, up in the Cloud Kingdom.” Optimistic smiled. “Can you imagine? We’ve never been invited up there before.”

      “Nay,” Eliesmore cocked his head, noting the lust of adventure and deep curiosity that settled over Optimistic’s face, and he wished he cared.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Within the hour, Eliesmore found himself outside again. Instead of going around to the front of the fortress, Optimistic led him out to the back, winding through the tangled woods until they came to an opening, and the white shores of Oceantic spread before them. Optimistic walked off to greet some Crons while Eliesmore surveyed the area.

      On the beach great trees were being felled, sharp axes taken to tree trunks which were chopped, sanded down and used to build great ships. Four massive structures perched on the shore where the outcropping of trees had been cut back to make room for them. A bolt of fury passed through Eliesmore as he watched the Crons and Tiders, a mix of male and female, set to work, building the ships that would guide the passage across the Jaded Sea to the western countries of the South World.

      Narrowing his eyes, he clenched his fists, spinning to face whoever was beside him. “Who gave them permission to cut down the trees?” He demanded, almost spitting with the intensity of the anger he felt. All of nature was alive, he knew this with certainty, especially after Daygone and his encounter with the Zikes. Yet he felt as if an unspoken massacre had taken place and the people groups were okay with sacrificing the life of the trees to build temples to carry them wherever they wished. He knew it was irrational of him to be furious at their actions, especially since he desired to cross the sea as soon as possible and hunt down the Dark Figure. In fact, he wished himself into the ships now. There was no need to wait for winter to thaw, he needed to go. The anger pulsed deep inside him, twisting together like mangled roots.

      Zhane, who stood behind him, crossed his arms. “The trees were dead, they gave their lives willingly.”

      The words softened Eliesmore’s anger, yet he clenched his jaw all the same. “Who determined the trees were dead? There is still life in this wood. I can feel it.”

      Zhane gave him an odd look. “I feel it too. The Mermis determine what happens here in this fortress when the leaders are away. Eliesmore, we haven’t spoken about what happens after the three deeds are complete,” he gestured west. “I want you to know, Idrithar and I don’t intend to return. There will be no need for White Steeds to hide in this fortress although I assume many will come because this place has a homeward tilt. The Mermis used to live here, once, but now the Cloud Kingdom is built and there they will dwell. Eliesmore. The time is coming when the immortals will no longer intertwine their fates with mortals. They fight to give the world back to the mortals, and once it is ours, I believe they will disappear.”

      “You have an interesting perspective on the turn of events,” Eliesmore’s voice turned hard and clipped. “I have not considered what happens after this, should I survive.”

      Zhane touched his shoulder. “What you do depends on if you want to survive this final task, the third deed. It is not without its dangers.”

      Eliesmore crossed his arms but did not reply. Zhane’s words struck a chord within. Since returning from Daygone, he had considered nothing aside from killing the Dark Figure. Even at the thought bloodlust rose up within him and he blinked to keep his vision clear.

      “It will take time to build the ships, in the meantime, I must go to Shimla. Would you like to come with me?” Zhane asked, watching a group of Crons hammering together the base of a ship. Shouts echoed across the landing, and a crash sounded as another dead tree fell to the ground.

      “Why?” Eliesmore avoided the question.

      “Arldrine has not returned from the mountains. She and Ellagine have always been close. I wonder…” he trailed off.

      Eliesmore shuddered. “You should stay away from Shimla. The Iaen, if there are any there, will not tell you anything useful. If you seek the truth, you should ask the Truth Tellers. They alone know the wisdom of the world. They will give you the truth instead of mysteries construed to meet their purposes. Stay here, strategize with me. Leave the Iaen in peace.”

      “You sound as if you no longer trust the Iaen,” Zhane’s voice dropped. “What happened in Daygone?”

      A flame of fury burned within Eliesmore. He hugged his arms around his chest, attempting to hold it in. The world danced before his eyes until red frayed on the edges of his vision. He almost spit fire when he answered Zhane. “You ask what happened? You are not one of the wise ones, otherwise I would ask you, when did the mortals close their eyes? When did they stop seeing the truth? The Iaens own up to their mistakes. They turn on each other, they told me, again and again: ‘Beware the Green People. They are up to something.’ Tell me, have you heard those words before? And if you have why did you do nothing?”

      “Eliesmore,” Zhane faced him head-on, a shadow coming over his stern face. “A conversation like this should not be held here, not now. Yes, I know some sayings, we did nothing because they were leaving, and look, do you see any of them here? Where are the Iaen now?”

      “You knew!” Eliesmore practically spit at him. “You knew, and you did nothing!”

      A storm of anger rolled over Zhane’s face. He took a deep breath, one hand flying to his sword, squeezing the hilt until his fingers turned red. “Eliesmore, there is more, much more than you know. It is difficult to explain the reasoning behind every action.”

      “Difficult to explain? Do you know what they have done?” He stepped closer to Zhane, slowing down his words as he flung them like stones, ensuring every word struck home. “The Iaen aren’t our allies, perhaps they never were. They have always been on their own side, the side of the Changers and other immortals. It's never been about saving the world, not for them, it’s about saving themselves.”

      Before Zhane could respond, Wekin ran up to them, grabbing them both by the shoulders. “The Silver Herd is here. It's time!”

      Zhane spun and strode away before Eliesmore could utter another word.
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      White horses circled the air. Eliesmore watched as the beasts alighted, one by one. Indonesia, Leaka and Sletaira dismounted and when they saw Eliesmore, they walked toward him. “Welcome,” Indonesia bowed her head and held out a hand. “Come, we will go the Cloud Kingdom.”

      Questions rose and died on his lips as he allowed her to lead him to a white horse. As he looked at the doe-like eyes of the great stallion, he saw it was a dumb beast, even though it pawed the ground and bent its head toward him. Eliesmore mounted with ease, taking a firm grip of the horses’ silvery mane as the beast spread its white wings. One moment they were on the ground, the next they hovered in the air was the wings beat against the sea breeze. Eliesmore glanced toward the ground, searching for Zhane although he did not regret the words he’d said. His delivery could have been kinder, but leaders like Zhane needed to know the truth. Something white touched his face, and Eliesmore gasped in surprise as clouds swallowed his vision and a fine mist covered the sky.

      A shout drifted to his ears as Wekin flew by, waving and shouting. “Isn’t this fun? I love flying!”

      Yamier wasn’t far behind him. “How come we’ve never flown before? It’s almost better than sailing.”

      “Oh Yamier,” Wekin laughed.

      Optimistic’s mount flew beside Eliesmore. “They sing songs of the kingdom in the skies,” Optimistic remarked, his voice full of awe. “The words of a world beyond knowledge twining through my soul. The liquor gold of my soul poured out in surrender.”

      “It’s beautiful,” Eliesmore nodded, recognizing it although the words failed to stir his hard heart. “How do you find the words?”

      “I know all is not lost. We have a Creator. A purpose…”

      A gust of wind blew up, taking the rest of Optimistic’s words away. Eliesmore put a hand to his ear and shrugged, letting Optimistic know he couldn’t hear him. Instead, Eliesmore turned his gaze forward as they swam in the white ocean of clouds.

      Golden light blinked into view, and he saw a riot of color as a female Mermi flew by, arms uplifted. Her dark hair was held in place by a golden headband and she wore dark green feathers with wings on her feet. A pureblooded Mermi, unlike Indonesia, Sletaira and Leaka. A shimmering essence danced through the air and Eliesmore heard sweet voices lifted in song. Stringed instruments played along with flutes, a long, deep melody, a tune which spoke of the end of sorrow and a new year, a new age of hope. A scent imbued the air, the way he imagined sugar and gold to smell if he could give names to such a scent. He took a deep breath as the horse continued to climb before it finally burst out of the mist into clear blue skies.

      The horse tucked its wings in and stretched its neck out into a gallop, thudding over the sea of clouds as if they were a silver road, leading the way toward a gold glitter which hid in the clouds. Eliesmore gaped openly as he stared. As far as his eyes could see was a white sea of clouds. Below the clouds, blue skies stretched onward. Although Eliesmore expected it to be cold, sunshine warmed them and pointed its rays toward the kingdom in the clouds.

      A cloud passed in front of Eliesmore before his vision cleared one again and he saw a golden building, glittering with silver and gold as it hung in the sky, a towering castle swirling onwards as far as the eye could see. His breath caught, and he realized the sudden longing and pining the Mermis had. They desired to go home, and here it was, finally, a place only accessible by flight, the city in the clouds, the kingdom of the Mermis.

      The Silver Herd rose before him, some with riders, others barebacked as they flew toward the spiraling citadel. A golden bridge rose out of the clouds, wide enough to allow ten horses to walk side by side as they entered the city. Mermis lined the bridge, welcoming the newcomers, touching the horses as they flew off in cycles of five, back and forth. Eliesmore dismounted and a blonde Mermi bowed. “Welcome to the hall of the Mermis, please, we have a prepared a feast to welcome you. Please follow the guides to the banquet hall.”

      Eliesmore’s mouth felt like ash at the sound of food, yet the retort died on his lips as he entered the kingdom. His feet danced across an odd substance, and looking down he expected to see a carpet, yet the floors were silver and sprung back up at him. The walls turned into mirrored glass, showing Eliesmore a picture of himself. He looked like a Tider, tall and dark, with a lost look on his face. Startled he dropped his gaze, avoiding his reflection in the mirror, for he did not feel like himself.

      When he turned, he saw Yamier and Wekin at his side. They were dressed like royalty with their light hair combed back from their tanned faces. Their jeweled eyes were wide in admiration as they gazed around the hall.

      “Wow,” Yamier whispered, straightening his shoulders and pulling down his green tunic as if preparing for the presence of greatness.

      Wekin gave a slow whistle and scratched the back of his neck. “How long have the Mermis been working on this?”

      Optimistic joined them, shaking back his blonde hair, a smile coming to his kind face. “It is magnificent, isn’t it.”

      Eliesmore nodded in silent agreement as he watched the light turn into a rainbow of colors, reflecting off the mirrors. Mermis appeared at the curves of the passageway, wearing silver shifts and pointing onward. Golden circlets covered their vibrant hair while they wore gold bracelets on their arms and legs. Some of them had pointed faces while others appeared more natural looking as if an immortal Mermi could be called natural.

      As the Crons walked into the great expanse of the dining hall, Eliesmore’s eyes widened. He stared at the myriad of Mermis and the indescribable delights of the dining hall. Stringed music filled the air, while joyful voices called to each other, a combination of song and speech, both in the common tongue and the language of the Mermis. Long tables laden with sweet fruit, rich meat, and intoxicating liquor covered the tables. Low colorful couches with pillows and cushions lined the hall, many of them already taken by a mix of Mermis with Crons scattered in-between. Someone passed Eliesmore a glass of liquid and he drained it one gulp, his mind growing fuzzy as he relaxed it the delights. It was all too easy to let go of his anger and drift away on clouds of pleasure. He fell on a cushion as a dark-haired Mermi brought him a tray of fruit. She refilled his cup and sat down beside him, and thus Eliesmore let himself be seduced by the Cloud Kingdom, and his woes melted away.
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      The celebration continued long into the night. Just as the sunset, when the first stars were coming out, Indonesia found Idrithar and, taking his hand, took him to her airy chambers. She shut the door, putting a finger to her lips as she eyed him. They stood silent, face to face until his fingers brushed blue feathers and gray mist from her shoulders.

      As if answering an unspoken whim her bright feathers gathered in a pile on the chamber floor while the mists floated above them, leaving her fully exposed to him. She tilted her face upward, enjoying the freedom of her naked body, and the expression of appreciation he wore on his face. Even though they had been together for over two decades, occasions like this were rare. It seemed they were always traveling, one, or the other was coming and going, leaving no time for enjoyment.

      She recalled the first time she’d seen Idrithar when the Silver Herd arrived with Cuthan in tow. They were headed for their last adventure, to search for the truth of the Creator and see what lay at the Pillars of Creation. It was a journey many undertook, and none returned from, a journey Indonesia was excited to make until she saw Idrithar. He’d been sitting in the dining hall, listening to the elders speak. His light brown hair with blond streaks was piled up in a bun on his head. His chiseled face held the shadow of a beard and his eyes were deep set, intelligent, and beautiful. His head moved up and down as he listened and scribbled notes on parchment. He was bookish and odd as she found out later. He was set in his thoughts and goals, and although the Mermis danced around him, he ignored them and their advances. Indonesia saw him as a challenge, and she forgot about Cuthan the Charmer, Cuthan the Adventurous and his mischief. She forgot about traveling to the Pillars of Creation, searching for the Creator and the Beyond. The words of her grandfather rang before her and she determined to stay in the South World, find the One, and help turn the tide against the great evil rising in the world.

      A yearning rose in her heart when she looked at Idrithar. He was delicious. She wanted him. It took time before he allowed her into the deep recesses of his mind, to his hidden thoughts and secretive ways. She saw nothing but potential in him even though he came and went of his own fruition. Years passed, moving them past the ecstasy of frantic lovers to a deep bond, yet something held them back. She knew with certainty they would never have a relationship such as the one her parents upheld.

      She cocked her head, causing her long blue hair to swish down her back. She had him now; the present was all that mattered. Holding up her arms she reached for him, closing her eyes, allowing herself to enjoy each touch, revel in each moment, holding on to the memories. This moment would sustain her for a lifetime if she could capture each scent, each feeling. This could be their last time together. With the rapid change in events the immortals were being pushed aside, it was time for the mortal to rise and rule the world as they were meant to. Idrithar would take his place in the world of mortals, and she would take hers in the world of immortals. Their paths would no longer collide.

      His lips touched her collarbone, a feather-light kiss and then a nip, his lips pressing her skin between his. She breathed in and his head drew near to hers, the warmth of his presence embraced her, although his arms were not around her. Her dark eyes flew open as he wrapped an arm around her waist and the other behind her knees, scooping her up and walking to the bower. She reached up, touching his cheek, running a finger across his beard. He kissed her fingers tips as if they were delicate crystal before laying her across the white bed.

      Moving between her legs, he draped his body over hers as he propped his upper body up on his elbows. Using his hands to cup her face, he allowed his fingertips to trace the soft map of her face while he studied her expression. Pure joy and relief shone out of her eyes. She arched her back, reaching up to unbutton his tunic.

      “What’s wrong?” Indonesia whispered. “Your eyes are wistful, what are you thinking?”

      He blinked, shaking his head slightly as he let the transparency fade out of them. Instead of replying he lifted one finger to his lips, his eyes growing warm again. He bent his head, touching his lips to hers just like the first time when they were young, and everything was new. Her hands came up, pulling his hair loose until it flowed around his neck and shoulders. She kissed him, wrapping her arms around his shoulders, pulling him close as if it were their last time.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Later on, as the midnight hour grew near, they stood out on her private balcony, watching the bright lights of the night. Idrithar held her in a rare moment of closeness. He felt it too. The end was near. He faced her as a concern swept across his face. “Indonesia. The desires of the world have changed. The mortals will look back and blame the immortals for the rise of the Changers. They will say the immortals, the Iaen, the only people group powerful enough to stop the Changers stood by and did nothing. Instead, they waited for a mortal to rise and seize power. They will be wrong you know because they don't know what we have been through. They don't know the delicate balance of power and knowledge we had to dance around. They will not know how much the immortals did to help us, especially you and the other Mermis. They will not see they are the ones to blame. They will take it upon themselves to seek retribution regardless of consequences. Please stay here above such folly. If they find you, they will not be forgiving.”

      “My home is here now,” she leaned into him, breathing in, tasting his scent. “After the war ends, I will return to the Cloud Kingdom and nary stray. Our paths will no longer entwine, but as I have told you, wherever you go, if you need me, call me.”

      “I am not sure where my road will lead me, but if the time arises, I will.”

      Indonesia felt her heart drop although she did not wish it. Idrithar was proud; he would seek to live his own life in the next phase of the world, a life without her. She lay her head on his shoulder. “Let’s not talk anymore.” Reaching down she took his hand and kissed his knuckles. “Come back to bed.”
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      Idrithar shut the door before moving to the center of the room. He placed his hands on the table, leaning over the life-sized map of the South World. Some details were missing. He’d have Wekin fill those in when he arrived.

      “What I have to say should stay between us,” Idrithar began. He lifted his eyes, meeting the eyes of those present. Zhane, Indonesia, Sletaira and Leaka. They nodded in understanding. “Eliesmore is not himself, and I don’t mean because of the enormity of his quest. Something happened in Daygone, and he refuses to talk about it. He was there for seven days, talking to whom or doing what, we don’t know. I, for one, refuse to speculate but honestly, we don’t know what happened. We assume the Dark One is dead, yet we have no way of verifying Eliesmore’s words. I’m not sure what will happen when he faces the Dark Figure but we need to prepare, we need to have contingency plans in case everything goes awry.”

      “Optimistic is close to him,” Zhane suggested. “We could ask him if Eliesmore said anything regarding Daygone.”

      “Please consider that your responsibility then,” Idrithar agreed.

      “He went to see the Dark One. Sarhorr, the Ruler.” Indonesia interrupted. “We should consider what we know about him from history.” She held up a hand, ticking off numbers on her fingers. “He lived in high altitudes as close to the sky as possible, he transformed mortals into monsters, and he extracted souls from their bodies. What we know can inform us of what might have happened to Eliesmore.”

      “That’s the problem,” Idrithar glared at Indonesia even though she wasn’t intentionally attempting to undermine him. “We haven’t seen something like this before. We know the Monrages studied with him to understand how to use the Great-Black-Evil. Eliesmore was not there long enough to learn although something has been done to his mind.” Idrithar trailed off, unwilling to speak about the monstrous form he saw Eliesmore take. “Regardless, it doesn’t matter what it is. If there is the slightest inkling that Eliesmore will switch sides, we have to be prepared. Now, in a few minutes he will join us, and I hope this will be for naught. Let’s plan our attack strategy and discuss the contingency plan tomorrow.”

      “Idrithar,” Zhane spoke up. “We also need to discuss what happens afterward, when the Dark Figure is gone and when the woísts are dead. We need to help the people groups rebuild and find courage. The Black Steeds didn’t just rise up, they had law and order, and initiated campaigns to ensure people understood the law. From there they controlled the world through fear and violence. We need a strategy so that the people groups will not sink into strife when this reign of terror ends.”

      “We need the Watchers,” Idrithar added.

      “You need more than the Watchers,” Leaka added. “In the Western World we have Rulers for each country and we have the Watchers. We have law and order, but the people groups live in freedom.”

      “You know much about the political ongoings in the Western World,” Zhane remarked.

      Leaka nodded, “Yes, due to our Father’s influence. We should discuss further. I have some ideas.”

      Idrithar frowned, he had no doubt the Mermis had ideas. “Pray do enlighten us,” he told Leaka.

      Leaka stepped to the middle of the floor, tossing her red hair over one shoulder. She moved her hands as she spoke. “In days of old, there was the Order of the Wise to guide the on goings in the Western World. In addition to the Order of the Wise, there were Rulers in each of the major countries in the Western World to guard the welfare of the people groups and to protect the land against intruders and lawlessness. In exchange for this protection, the people groups were expected to offer tribute and obey the law of the land. If you wish to convert the South World to the control and reign of White Steeds, you must set up Rulers in the major countries. And if you desire to set up Rulers, you will need wisdom and a show of strength to convert the people to your way. The Crons and Tiders in the fortress below speak of the Way of Phimm. There is a hollow fear when they lift their voices. You will have to show the people groups you can not only protect them but also you can stand against their enemies, the ones they fear.”

      Idrithar grunted in agreement.

      “Idrithar and I have traveled the South World many times,” Zhane spoke up, stroking his chin with one hand, his eyes dark in consideration. “In the west, the main countries are Castle Range, Sidell, and the Torrents Towers. It would take a great force and show of strength and power to hold those cities.”

      “Those are the essential countries,” Indonesia agreed. “The Black Steeds have put down strong roots there. You need to consider how to overcome them, for the war is only the beginning of peace.”

      “Well then,” Idrithar brought his hands together, closing the conversation. “We have many things to discuss in the future. This has been a productive conversation, but come, let’s open the doors and invite in the others so we may discuss the war strategy.”

      Sletaira moved toward the double doors, flicking her wheat-colored hair behind her shoulders and pulled them open. A rush of golden light flowered into the room, and a tingling sound rushed through the air, like chimes blowing in a breeze.
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      Eliesmore walked into the hall with his companions, noticing the gathering was similar to the first council he’d attended at the fortress. Although it was less than a year again since that frightful day when Idrithar explained the three deeds, it seemed he’d grown much older since then. Once again, the Green Company assembled with the exception of the Iaens and Arldrine.

      “Welcome,” Idrithar stood in the middle of the room, his hands resting on the table which held the map along with quills and ink. The room seemed to be higher in the castle, for the ceiling was made of glass and light flowed down, resting upon their heads like a beacon of grace. “I have called this council to discuss the strategy for the war,” Idrithar continued. “Each of you has an important role to play not only in the war but also in changing the hearts and minds of the people groups. I would like us to discuss and be of one mind before we relay instructions to the new White Steeds in the fortress. I requested the Mermis grant us access to the Cloud Kingdom that we may strategize here, rather than below. It may be that I am being over cautious, yet we have many new White Steeds and cannot be one-hundred percent sure of their loyalties yet. Indonesia, please, enlighten us in regard to the on goings in the fortress. We walked in on a celebration, yet you have been here with the White Steeds for the better part of the winter.”

      Indonesia stepped forward, her dark eyes regarding them as she spoke. “Aye. After the battle in Castle Range, in which my brethren from the Western World came to our aid, we returned here, to the fortress. Eliesmore, the army came for you and will fight, but only under your instructions.”

      Eliesmore nodded. He had an army, an enemy but no plan. Suddenly he understood why Idrithar was adamant they return to the fortress. “Where did they come from?” He asked Indonesia. “All the people at the fortress?”

      Indonesia gave him a look he could not quite decipher. “Once the Green Light was set in the sky, they came from across the South World. They realized the words of the prophecy are coming true, and they came to be part of a great movement. Many are tired of living in fear and will face death one way or another. Perhaps they believe if they fight for what is right, they will gain salvation.”

      “Perhaps,” Idrithar nodded. “There is forgiveness for all. And for the benefit of those gathered, tell us what has been done with the White Steeds since returning to the fortress?”

      “The Mermis of the Western World are trained for combat,” Indonesia continued. “They are instructing those who gather here in the ways of battle so they can defend themselves and fight with us.”

      Eliesmore recalled his lessons with the sword and spoke up again. “Are they good warriors?”

      “Some of them are,” Leaka put in, “but some are quite new and need years of training before they will be any good. I recommend sending out the strongest warriors first and letting the weaker ones lag behind, to protect them.”

      “Which brings us to the war strategy,” Idrithar moved the meeting to the next topic. “Wekin, if you will, please come finish the map.”

      “Aye,” Wekin grinned, striding to the table and leaning over it, scribbling in lines for rivers and rounding out the terrain.

      Eliesmore still did not grasp how Wekin understood mapping so well.

      “Eliesmore, do you have a plan in mind?” Idrithar asked, turning his unreadable eyes on Eliesmore.

      For a brief moment, Eliesmore got the feeling that Idrithar did not want him to speak. There was a level of control Idrithar maintained and looking to Eliesmore as the leader was not something he was comfortable with.

      “I am sure you have a plan in mind,” Eliesmore addressed Idrithar. “Proceed and I will add my thoughts as necessary.”

      “Come,” Indonesia motioned for them all to stand around the map.

      “We must go to Sidell,” Idrithar pointed at the city that lay south of the Cascade Mountains as they gathered.

      “The Dark Figure will expect us, he..she…will be prepared,” Zhane crossed his arms, standing apart from them. His brows were furrowed as if he were in deep consideration.

      “Listen,” Indonesia stood in front of them, holding up her hands. “Listen and do not despair. It has been almost a year since you set out. The Dark Servant has been vanquished. The Dark One is no more.” She paced the length of the room, facing each of them in turn.

      Idrithar and Zhane stood tall, arms folded across their chest. Wekin glanced up from the map, his face perturbed as he stared at Indonesia. Yamier sat down, raising an eyebrow as he glanced from Leaka to Sletaira.

      “It does not matter that you are here, or that the Green Stone is dissolved,” Indonesia went on.

      Eliesmore gritted his teeth, feeling the sting of her words. His accomplishments meant nothing.

      “Even as the White Steeds increase, the Black Steeds triple their numbers. The Dark Figure was prepared for these events, which is why the woísts came up from the Holesmoles, and why the armies of the Western World have come to your aid. The west has fallen, and if you would take it back, you will need more than a war to take back the world. You will have to ensure evil is never allowed to rise again. You need the Rulers and the Watchers to keep this world safe and balance the powers of good and evil.”

      Eliesmore studied Indonesia. Her words caught him by surprise as did the knowledge she displayed. It seemed she knew more, much more of the turning of events than she appeared to. He searched his memories for what history taught him about the Mermis. They gave the Five Warriors the power of invincibility and revealed their knowledge to none. There was much more to the Mermis than they let on. He narrowed his eyes, letting his gaze rest on Indonesia, Sletaira, and Leak. Children of Heroes. What did they know? What were they hiding?

      Idrithar pursed his lips and moved over the map, snatching the quill out of Wekin’s hands. He drew an X on the map over Sidell. “We set sail through Oceantic and come up the eastern end of Sanga San. From there half the army should march up the coast to Sidell while the other half sail onward to meet on the edge of Sidell. We don’t know what we will face as we march…”

      “We should send scouts ahead by air,” Zhane interrupted.

      “Our brethren are prepared, as are the Zikes,” Leaka nodded at him.

      Eliesmore noted the two shared a look, an understanding. There was something between them. “You mention Zikes,” Eliesmore directed the question to Leaka. “You don’t mean the Zikes I brought from Daygone?”

      Leaka studied him. “No, there were Zikes that came from the Western World, perhaps even the same ones our Father controlled during the days of the Five Warriors. I was unaware you brought Zikes from Daygone, how did you come by them?”

      “They followed me,” Eliesmore added shortly, unwilling to devolve more details.

      “There shall be five main divisions of the army,” Idrithar continued. “The Mermis and the Silver Herd leading the air attack along with the Xctas. The Xctas and Zikes also serve as our scouts. There will be the army on horseback and the army on foot. Additionally, the Zikes can release a wave of poison once we reach Sidell.”

      “We should discuss the roles and who will lead each of the divisions,” Indonesia suggested.

      It seemed that he and Indonesia had a strategy, they discussed the roles for the archers, the Xctas, the Zikes, the army on horseback, the army on foot, and eventually Eliesmore found his thoughts drifting. He sat down, waiting for them to be done. It didn’t matter what they thought nor what they planned.

      Idrithar picked up a quill and began to make markings on the map, ruining Wekin’s beautiful work. “It would be best to attack on two sides. Two ships with the horses, archers and an army of Zikes should make landfall further down in the Sanga San. From there the other two ships should continue northwards and make landfall closer to the city of Sidell.”

      “There is a flaw in this plan,” Zhane pointed to the northern side of Sidell. “The woísts came from the mountains, and we are leaving the north side of the city open for them to ambush us.”

      “What would you suggest?” Idrithar’s voice came out hard as if he were frustrated with Zhane for adding his opinion.

      “If we hold the air force in reserve they can scout ahead and take out forces that might attempt to ambush us,” Zhane suggested.

      “Indeed,” Idrithar nodded, adding notes to the map. “Although the army is small, if we become overwhelmed, the air force may become necessary early on.”

      “You have powerful weapons,” Wekin grinned, “we can take them!”

      Eliesmore paced back and forth. “It is not about destroying the army, the battle of Sidell is about calling out the Dark Figure to face us. However, she has the Phutal. What if she flees? What if she goes where we cannot follow?”

      “It is a chance we have to take.” Idrithar’s tone dripped with reassurance. “She is at her height of power, she has an army and she is close to the power of the Green Stone. She will not give it all up to start all over again. Changers don’t run and hide, they fight back, especially when their deepest desire is within reach.”

      Eliesmore frowned and then cringed as a vision of Daygone permeated his memory. He saw Sarhorr and Shalidir run up the stairs and dive off the platform into the emptiness of space. Long may you live. Long may you prosper. He gave his head a violent shake as the words danced around him.

      “There are remnants of portals,” Sletaira spoke up. “When a portal is opened, it leaves traces, and if someone gets caught up in them, they can pass through to the same place.”

      “It’s too dangerous,” Leaka shook her head. “Remnants of portals are never certain. It is better to find the Phutal and destroy it before the Dark Figure can use it.”

      “I will find it,” Eliesmore announced. It was his quest after all, and it had been a mistake to allow the Dark One to disappear without gaining the Phutal. “I will find it and destroy it.”

      “As you should,” Idrithar agreed. “For now, let’s take a break. I will need to return to the fortress and oversee the training of the army.”

      “Stay the night,” Indonesia objected. “You have been absent for months, and they are in good hands with the Mermis.”

      Eliesmore paused at the table, leaning over the map, committing it to memory.
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      Cold winds buffered Zhane as he stood on the balcony in the Cloud Kingdom. Gold and silver mist swirled around his feet, hiding them from his eyes as he shrugged his fur closer. A moment last, the glass door slid open, and Leaka joined him, a question in her eyes. He grabbed her hand, pulling her closer. “Leaka, I need your help and your secrecy.”

      “Zhane, what’s wrong? You look grave.”

      “You saw and heard everything that happened in the council today. I fear for Eliesmore. I fear for the war to come and the many battles that will take place. I fear for our world. We set out with honest, pure hopes to regain the South World for the White Steeds and it has come to this. The One who leads us have been infected with a darkness we are all too familiar with. I have to go, I must leave now.”

      “Zhane, I have known you long, and Idrithar has always been your closest counsel. Why come to me with these words?”

      “Because I need your help. I am going to the mountains to find Arldrine. Yamier and Wekin mentioned she wanted to go there when we were in Werivment. I know she is still there, and I need a winged companion to take me. I will not waste time running across the lands to cross the sea and climb the mounts again. Will you bring me a winged beast you can spare?”

      “Yes,” she nodded. “But why tell me at all? You know where the Silver Herd is kept, you could have taken one and set off.”

      His dark eyes bored into hers. “Nay, that is not the way. I need you to know because we must stay in communication. I will send the winged beast back to you with a message of what I find in the mountains, and you must tell me when the army leaves. I will rejoin you as soon as I can.”

      Leaka studied him for a while, emotions flashing across her face. “This reminds me of a time my father wished to forget. The Mermis of Spherical have motives of their own, and they captured my father and refused to let him leave. It gave my father great pain to sneak away, to escape. Yet it was one of the Mermis who helped him, and so, I will help you, because it’s what my mother would have done. Stay here. I will bring you what you need for your journey.”

      Zhane bowed his head. “I thank you, if there ever is a time I can repay this kindness, you must call upon me.”

      Leaka squeezed his hand. “There will be no need. Zhane, you go because you love her, and you are afraid for her.”

      He nodded. “She can handle herself. Only, she is outnumbered.”

      Leaka let go of him, stepping back toward the glass doors. “You don’t have to tell me, you go because of love, and sometimes that is the most noble and most honorable quest.”

      As she slid back inside the spiraling citadel, he did not feel noble or honorable. He felt like a thief in the night, sneaking away on the eve of battle, running before everything fell into ruin due to the wrath of Eliesmore. Squaring his shoulders, he stared out into the mists, watching the clouds tumble over each other like children. Now and then sparks of silver and gold would chase each other through the air as if the colors were alive, thriving with a life of their own.

      He considered the past, cursing himself for each time he left Arldrine. When she’d first come to the fortress, he knew a spark of interest lay between them. Instead of exploring it, he’d left with Idrithar, bent on discovering the mysteries of the world and hearing a word of what the Black Steeds were planning next. When he’d run into her in the forests of Truemonix, he left again to return to the fortress, better to wait in safety than risk life out in the wild woods of Truemonix. The irony slapped him in the face. Despite his need to travel the lengths of the South World, he was too proud to stand with Arldrine in Truemonix. He’d even left in the Cascade Mountains when she was wounded. It seemed, at the time, Eliesmore needed him more, but Dathiem knew the way. Dathiem could have led the Green Company onwards while Zhane stayed with Arldrine, helping her. He knew she didn’t need him, she could take care of herself, but there was the desire. He’d seen it in her eyes, just before he raced off with Idrithar, and his run across the western lands had been for naught. His vision played out, and Eliesmore boiled with rage.

      Nay, this time, Zhane was done running away from her. If the Therian hadn’t eaten her alive, which he doubted, he’d stand with her and never have to see the pang of disappointment on her face again. They had a choice to come and go as they pleased although Zhane knew the argument with Idrithar would not be worth it. Idrithar firmly believed in the greater good. He would condone Zhane rushing off for love, an emotion Idrithar found insignificant in comparison with power. Zhane saw that now, the eager rush when Idrithar spoke of power, the flush on his face, and the way he eyed Eliesmore. Zhane shuddered, he did not like this game.

      Leaka returned with a heavy-laden pack and extra furs. “It’s winter, it will be cold,” she pressed the items into his hands. “I called for Gykin the Xctas. He is a messenger although he does not have the gift of speech. You will learn how to communicate with him. He is a fighter, something you will need for where you are going.”

      He shouldered the pack and draped the fur over his shoulder. Leaka leaned out over the balcony and gave a piecing whistle. A high pitched cry called back, echoing over the clouds. A golden brown Xctas wheeling over them, its wings stretching twelve feet over the mist. It perched on the golden rails, clutching it with long, deadly claws. Bright yellow eyes examined Zhane. He watched, noting the curved beak and claws that could rip him apart.

      Leaka laid her hand on the Xctas’ head. “Gykin. Meet Zhane. He is in need of transport to the western end of the Cascade Mountains. Zhane. I hope you find the treasure you seek. Go in peace, my friend.”

      Zhane reached out, sliding an arm around her shoulder and hugging her tight. “Words cannot express how much this means to me.”

      She gave a quick nod, her eyes looking off far away. “Your secret is safe with me.”

      Zhane mounted Gykin who stretched his wings, and they flew west toward the Green Light.
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      Boisterous voices echoed through the fortress even though the hour was late. Eliesmore noted it was nearing the middle of the night as he walked through the halls with Lythe, letting himself and the lion cub outdoors. He’d spent a few days in the Cloud Kingdom and returned earlier that day, at least, Eliesmore assumed most of them had. Sletaira had guided him, Optimistic, Yamier and Wekin back to the fortress. Eliesmore hadn’t seen Idrithar or Zhane since, not that he was concerned.

      He strode out the hidden back door and found himself on a patio, overlooking the shore. The guards were lax at the fortress; it differed from when he’d arrived, almost a year ago, when the spiraling castle lay silent and heavy with grief.

      Eliesmore leaned out over the balcony while Lythe sniffed the air. Eliesmore place a hand on Lythe’s back, noticing how the lion cub’s head now came to his waist. A spiraling staircase led to the ground, where a dusty path sneaked into the grove where the trees were felled, and the ships were built. In the distance, Eliesmore heard the loud, rough voices of the White Steeds, feet stomping while mugs of ale were thumped across the table. It was hot and sweaty in there, loud and wild. Out in the darkness it was cool and refreshing. Snowflakes dusted the ground like shy water creatures, hesitant to come out in the open yet sending a greeting all the same.

      “You prefer the silence too?” A question danced through the air, and Eliesmore realized he and Lythe were not alone.

      A few seconds later the rich scent of tobacco drifted to his nose, and he turned to see a lanky Tider, hanging over the balustrade. Short dark hair touched the Tider’s neck while his long nose protruded from his face. His shoulders dropped, as if weary from carrying a heavy burden. He held a pipe in one hand and lifted it to his mouth, puffing slowly as if it were his last smoke and he trying to savor it. When he turned toward Eliesmore his eyes were sunken and his cheeks sallow.

      Eliesmore continued to stoke Lythe’s back, saying nothing. Lythe wrinkled his nose toward the Tider, but when Eliesmore did not react, continued to stand still, his tail swinging back and forth.

      The Tider went on, turning his sad eyes back out toward Oceantic. “They are rejoicing because of you.”

      “Why aren’t you with them?” Eliesmore asked with genuine curiosity. He breathed in the night air, watching the stars which seemed to wheel and dance above him. There was a circle of stars surrounding the Green Light, parading around it in worship.

      “I am not worthy,” the Tider whispered. He put his pipe back in his mouth and took a long drag. When he was done, he put his lips into an o and below out white smoke rings. They shifted like visions, straying and bending into the deepness of night.

      “Where are you from?” The words left Eliesmore’s lips before he could halt them. He hadn’t come for conversation, and he wasn’t keen on the learning the history of the various Crons and Tiders who inhabited the fortress, but something about the Tider’s demeanor made him ask.

      “The Torrents Towers.” The Tider shuddered. “We followed the Way of Phimm. We did not know it was wrong. We did as we were told until we saw the Green Light and the city descended into chaos. We took advantage of the confusion and ran while we could, Mattio and I.” The Tider scrubbed his face, wiping away invisible tears. “The Xctas appeared on the shore and asked us if we would come. They brought us here along with the others to train, to march to war.”

      “What was it like? Living in the Torrents Towers?” Eliesmore recalled the towers winking in the sunlight while the Rakhai walked toward the city with their hands lifted.

      “We did as we were told. I never known life could be different. I never knew what freedom was until I saw the Green Light. Coming here, I see now, we were deceived. We were all deceived. How could we have known the Way of Phimm is a lie?”

      Phimm. A drum sounded in Eliesmore’s head. Phimm. It thudded onwards, halting on an odd beat and thrumming forward yet again. He wanted to know, yet he didn’t want to know at all. “Who is Phimm? What is the Way of Phimm.”

      “I don’t know. There are no explanations, only the law, and those who question it, those who ask why are killed. Phimm is why I’m here. I was deceived. I did terrible things because I thought I was right, I knew it was the right way. I’m not the only one. If I can save others, and help them understand the truth, going back will be worth it.” The Tider shook his head and leaned over the balcony, taking another long drag of his pipe.

      The beat inside of Eliesmore’s head thudded away as he left Lythe’s side and moved closer to the Tider. “You may call me Eliesmore. What is your name?”

      The Tider faced Eliesmore, standing eye to eye. He placed a hand on his heart and bowed his head. “I am called Sir Regante.”

      “Sir Regante, you have my word. We will go to the Torrents Towers and help the people of that city find freedom and forget the Way of Phimm.”

      “I know many are clamoring for your attention, and I know the world thanks you for what you have done. But I thank you,” Sir Regante kept his head bowed. “I know I am not worthy, but I will follow you for the rest of my days.”

      When he raised his head, Eliesmore met his eyes and saw it. It wasn’t fear or hopelessness, it was the knowledge of wrong doing, and the hope to spend a lifetime making up for sins of the past. It struck Eliesmore, and even in the grip of darkness surrounding him, he saw the true soul and strength of mortals. He saw the Tider refused to forgive himself for being blind, and the desire to change and grow.

      “You know you are forgiven, for whatever wrong doing you have done,” the words came from Eliesmore lips, almost as if he were not speaking them. “I forgive you, but, nothing I say matters unless you can forgive yourself and move forward instead of dwelling in your past.”

      The Tider turned away, shaking his head and lifting his pipe. “Not until my city is free.”

      Eliesmore nodded. “Come Lythe,” he whispered, turning toward the steps. “Let’s go walk by the waters.”

      Lythe purred in reply, giving the Tider a final glance before following Eliesmore down the stairs to the soft carpet of grass.

      Eliesmore searched his mind for the red Zikes that followed him, but they were sleeping in the depths of the fortress. He walked through the shadows of midnight, feeling the awareness of light as it shuddered around him. Free. The world was not free yet. His hands curled into fists. He would not stop until every living thing was free from the tranny of the Black Steeds. Come what may.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            67

          

          

      

    

    







            Zhane

          

        

      

    

    
      White snow peaks rose before him as Zhane leaned over Gykin’s back. Their flight was swift and cold, leaving no time to do anything other than sleep. A numbness swept over Zhane as they flew, first over the barren forests of Shimla and the Land of Lock, then over the swells of the Jaded Sea. The jade waves were rough and unsettled, the winter storms taking full control. The snow-capped mountains appeared breath-taking with grandeur from the air, and even as they soared westward, Zhane appreciated the pure beauty of the Cascade Mountain Range. They descended into the fog, and the time came where Zhane grabbed a sword, taking slow and steady breaths to calm himself. Eleven years ago he left never to return, and he was unsure who or what was waiting for him.

      Gykin landed on an outcropping of rocks. A path led downward, and Zhane dismounted. He crossed both of his swords over his back and pulled the fur on top of them, hiding them from the watching eyes of the mounts but leaving his weapons within easy reach. “Many thanks,” he placed his hand on his heart. “Please find out where the army is, I await your signal.”

      Gykin gave a sharp cry, spread his wings and lifted off. Zhane watched until Gykin was little more than a dot in the sky and he was left alone. Bending, he tightened the laces of his boots before standing straight and running. The stone path led downwards, but it was an old trail, seldom used, leaving rocks and boulders from avalanches in Zhane’s path. He leaped over them, grateful for the small challenges in his run. It kept his mind off of what he would find. The pace of his run and the steady beat of his heart brought an air of peaceful familiarity.

      A growl echoed through the air, and Zhane paused, recognizing it for what it was. A warning. They were already on his trail and perhaps they knew who he was, for they sent a warning instead of outright attacking. Reaching back Zhane drew his blades and held them down in a manner of surrender. He turned, narrowing his eyes as he surveyed the mountainside.

      “Come out. Face me!” He ordered.

      The growls drifted into silence. He whirled as the cold air rushed over his fur and cooled his fingertips. A thin whistle pierced the air as the wind moved over the blade of the sword of Crinte the Wise and oracles winked off, disappearing into the thin mountain air.

      Stones crunched under foot and out of the shadows three creatures morphed from their animalistic form, changing into Tiders. They stood just as tall as Zhane with board shoulders and rugged faces. The biggest one, the one with a scar across his cheek stepped forward, sniffing and growing.

      “You should be dead.”

      Zhane shrugged at the statement. “Do you lead the clan?” He asked instead, hoping for a clue, a display of authority to guide his next questions.

      The Tider ignored Zhane’s question and barred his teeth. “Why are you here? Why are you back now?”

      Zhane’s eyes flickered to the Green Light in the northwest before returning to the Tider’s face. Pain and disgust shone out of his hard eyes, a reminder that life was not easy for the Therian. “You have someone I want,” Zhane admitted.

      The Tider spat, a menacing growl rising in his throat. “Do you propose a trade? If we have the one you want what will you give us?”

      Zhane’s fingers tightened around his blade as blood rushed to his head. He gritted his teeth, keeping the bloodlust at bay. “What do you want?”

      The Tider angled his body sideways, moving into a crouch. “Nothing you can give us.”

      The Tider transformed into a black beast, a long snout coming out as white fangs glistening as he leaped for Zhane’s throat. The other two Tiders stood back, watching.

      Zhane moved fast, his lip curling as flashes from the past came back to him. He brought one of his swords up and lashed out at the beast who jumped away at the last moment. The beast landed on all fours, the hair on its back standing up as it crouched and growled, intelligent eyes blinking at Zhane. Leaning back on its haunches the creature transformed back into a Tider, standing from a kneeling position as he eyed Zhane, a look of disgust covering his face.

      “Is there no honor left in the House of Therian?” Zhane snapped, even though he knew there was none. “You have driven everyone away from you, is there nothing left for those who return to your clan?”

      The Tider grunted. “Nay. As long as I live, Halbrin of the House of Therian, those who invade our mounts are not welcome, not until our stronghold is returned to us.”

      Zhane took another warning step forward and paused. Stronghold. It was a fortress for the Therian in the lowlands, near the foothills of the Cascade Mountains in Itmether. The Therian had lost it to an invasion years before Zhane was born. Keeping one of his swords at waist level, Zhane stepped close. “Halbrin of the House of Therian. Tell me. What if I help you regain Stronghold?”

      Halbrin scowled. “It is not our way. You have two choices. Leave our mountains or fight to the death.”

      “I did not escape a decade ago to return to these threats,” Zhane raised his sword, pointing the blade toward Halbrin’s heart.

      Halbrin’s eyes narrowed. “You are one of the outcasts. It was rumored you might return to regain your rule.”

      Zhane dropped his sword. “I have not come to rule.”

      “Bah, ruling is in your blood,” Halbrin motioned to his companions. “Come, son of royalty, you shall stand trial before the brethren.”

      Zhane remained silent, thinking through his next actions. Returning to the clan of the Therian was a death sentence. Although he sensed a sliver of hope, since Halbrin had not killed him, however, he suspected Halbrin had ulterior motives for taking him to the clan. Time was of the essence. He could not stay and argue with the Therian, regardless of how many or few were left.

      “If I don’t come with you?”

      Halbrin crossed his arms and tapped his foot impatiently on the flat side of a rock. “Tell me, the outcast you used to protect, does he still live? Why did he not return with you?”

      Zhane crossed his arms, grief sweeping over him. “He is dead,” he rejoined.

      “Ah, perhaps the clan will see you in a different light,” Halbrin shrugged. “Come!” He dropped to all fours, morphing back into his wolf-like form as he began to run. His companions shifted and moved down the hills.

      Zhane sheathed his swords and ran after them, dashing over stones toward craggy cliffs.

      When they arrived at the camp Zhane paused, painful memories sweeping over him. The Therian were great beasts, powerful and mighty. They’d migrated higher into the mountains, yet the aura was the same. Their campsite was nearly invisible, hidden in the rocks and great boulders. Tents made out of skins dotted the camp, and the Therian stood around a few small fires, although their bodies held in warmth and they were not too fond of eating cooked meat. It was an aversion Zhane developed. He preferred the taste of cooked meat without blood, although the Therian claimed they gained strength from the blood of their kills. Bones and skulls littered the ground.

      The Therian were shifters. They changed at will into Xctas, great horned bulls, wolves, and bears, based on their born shifting abilities. There had been a time when the Therian were divided by clan, but invasions by the Black Steeds forced them to rely on each other. Those who could not shift and those who showed weakness were driven out or eaten by the clan. Zhane paused at the entrance of the camp, noting the way it was setup, to allow the Therian the advantage to see who was coming from a distance. A few Xctas perched on a higher slope, their beady eyes watching, and Zhane wondered if they’d seen him fly in on Gykin and sent Halbrin to welcome him.

      A bitter tang of frosted blood hung in the air, mixed with the sour smell of bad breath and body odor. As Zhane moved to the circle where the clan would hold the trial, he sensed, more than heard, the growls and hostile murmurs of the Therian. One by one they stood and stared at him. Those who had been in their animalistic forms shifted back to Tiders.

      Their faces were sharp, eyes bold and intelligent, while muscles stood out on their arms and legs. Dark eyes narrowed, and tanned faces twisted as they rose, a fur hanging off one shoulder as they picked up various weapons, as if Zhane’s presence was enough to start a civil war in their midst.

      “Who authorized you to be here?” One of the males demanded. He strode forward, throwing a quick glance at Halbrin.

      “I have come of my own accord,” Zhane moved toward the circle, turning to address each of them in turn. “I did not come to stake a claim to this clan or to rule. I am passing through, and I believe someone I want is with you.”

      “Bah,” the male spit, glaring at Halbrin. “If you speak of the Ezinck, we declined the sacrifice of the heathen tribes. She was not worthy. She already has a mate.”

      Zhane stepped backward. “Sacrifice? I do not understand.”

      “Nor would you,” the male continued. “You do not live in these mountains and do not understand our customs, our ways. Your return is unsavory.”

      “I understand,” Zhane bowed his head. “As a token of my goodwill, I am willing to perform an act of selflessness in accord with your customs.”

      “There are no acts you can perform which will lead us to trust you,” Halbrin growled, even though the other male gave him a warning look.

      “We go to attack the Tribe of Minas in the lowlands,” the male spoke up, lifting a hand. “You may come fight with us. If we sense treachery, we will kill you.”

      “If I may be so bold,” Zhane’s eyes flashed at the thought of the attack, “what is the reasoning behind this attack? Have they done wrong to the Therian? Is this a punishment?”

      “They missed the sacrifice and offered a white horse instead of a mortal. That is punishment enough. The Tribe of Minas has sworn to serve us, and they have not kept their end of the bargain. As punishment, we shall show them what happens when they dare to disobey.”

      A volley of disapproval rushed through Zhane’s mind, but he kept his mouth closed. One trait he’d learned from Idrithar was knowing when to speak and when to keep silent.

      “If I fight with you, will you honor my request?”

      “If you prove yourself,” the male determined.

      “He mentioned Stronghold,” Halbrin stepped forward. “He wants to help us reclaim Stronghold.”

      The male frowned. “That is a bold thought, and impossible.”

      “If I may,” Zhane reached behind his back. “I carry something which may sway your opinion.”

      The male gestured toward Zhane. “Proceed,” he snarled, his face darkening with doubt.

      Zhane gripped the blade of Crinte the Wise and pulled it free. He held it up high with one hand, letting the oracles dance in the bright lights of the mountains. A collected hush swept over the Therian as they stared.

      “Through my travels, I have been blessed to receive this gift, the sword of Crinte the Wise, one of the Five Warriors. Its legendary power still holds sway over all enemies I have battled since the Green Light appeared in the sky. I did not come to take control or rule, but if we are to take back Stronghold, we can do so with this sword.”

      The hardened expressions of the Therian did not change, although some glanced to the sky, nodding as they acknowledged the Green Light. Whispered words were uttered. It’s a sign. The fortune is with us. Perhaps we win. We should take back what is ours. The Therian will rise as mighty warriors.

      Noting the positive aura, Zhane pushed forward. “If I may suggest, perhaps instead attacking the Tribe of Minas, as a punishment, we should have them fight with us. They are warriors, nay? If they help us reclaim Stronghold, you can decide what to do with them later, but a strong force will be necessary.”

      The male held up a hand for Zhane to stop speaking and turned his back, addressing the Therian. “Now comes time for the vote! Those who would fight with this stranger, this outcast, one who forsook the ways of our people and brought shame to the clan of Therian, raise your weapons. Those who would deny his return, slay him, and slay the tribes of the lower lands, shift now and get ready to march to battle!”

      Zhane took a deep breath as the Therian opened their mouths and roared around him, casting their votes one by one.
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      “Do you see that?” Eliesmore pointed, planting his legs to keep his balance as the ship rocked back and forth in the choppy waves. Thus far the White Steeds enjoyed a fair journey through Oceantic, heading north once they reached the outlet where the Jaded Sea flowed into Oceantic. It was a voyage none of them had taken before, and it took the constant back and forth from the Xctas, Mermis and the Silver Herd to keep them on track. Eliesmore slept little and the relentless rocking of the ship made him antsy. He was frustrated with the slow speed of their voyage, and it was becoming more difficult to stop seeing red. He knew he was quiet, moody, and tended to lash out in anger. Each day the pulse of darkness grew within him, and he dreamed of his hands around the neck of the Dark Figure, choking the life out of her.

      Idrithar joined Eliesmore. “Describe it.”

      “A mass of darkness moves toward us,” Eliesmore explained, he often forgot his vision was better than others. “It might be one creature or perhaps a great many winged creatures, it’s too far away to tell, all the same, it is coming our way.”

      Idrithar stroked his beard. He’d wanted to pause their voyage and travel to Shimla to ask the Iaen for a word of Zhane, who’d disappeared back in January, after the first council meeting. Eliesmore encouraged him to send the Mermis instead, they had winged beasts and could travel to and fro much faster. Idrithar was disappointed, but he relented, knowing it was more imperative to defeat the Dark Figure rather than discover where Zhane went. The Mermis returned with no word, the forests of Shimla were silent and unwilling to let outsiders into its hidden paths. Now, mid-March, the White Steeds were nearing the shores of the west and early attacks were to be expected.

      “All hands on deck,” Idrithar shouted. “Archers at the ready!”

      The ship burst into a flurry. Someone called out to the Xctas that circled above them, passing the message from one ship to the other. The ships drifted quite a distance from each other, and in the morning fog, it was impossible to see the four massive vessels sailing through the enchanted waters toward the western shores.

      Eliesmore touched the hilt of the Jeweled Sword as bodies dashed around him. The Crons and Tiders wore silver armor and carried a green flag with a white horse rearing as their insignia. The Mermis gave each person a shield with the same symbol, and in addition to swords, each warrior carried a bow and a quiver of arrows. Their journey through Oceantic had been lax, aside from Idrithar demanding them to practice every single day of their journey.

      Eliesmore leaned over the railing, letting the wind blow back his unruly black hair, his jaw set in a grim line. The army was pathetic. They were not born fighters. They were not warriors, all they had were hearts, sore wounds and the ability to hold a weapon. Even as the nasty thoughts filtered through his mind, he recalled when he was much younger and had to learn how to fight. What a disappointment he must have been to the Green Company. They wanted a strong leader, a warrior, and they got a frightened child. Now, the roles were reversed, he looked down his nose at his army and doubt filled his mind. They would not stand a chance against the Rakhai and the Dark Figure. There was nothing left other than to seek revenge or die trying.

      The black cloud drifted forward as the archers lined up on the deck. Lifting their bows they fitted an arrow in them, attempting to hold steady against the rocking of the ship. “Take aim!” Idrithar shouted.

      Yamier strode in front of the archers, holding the bow of Marklus the Healer. He lifted a blue tipped arrow, stuck his tongue out and squinted. Optimistic strode among the archers, stopping to plant a hand on a shoulder or adjust a position. Eliesmore imagined Optimistic was sharing words of encouragement before the creatures were upon them.

      “They are diving,” Eliesmore called, drawing his sword.

      The black cloud swooped toward them, like a great Xctas three times the size of their ship. As the creatures dived, a motion attracted Eliesmore’s attention. His eyes were pulled downward as a ripple passed underneath them, a dark mass in the waters.

      Eliesmore calculated quickly, his eyes tearing back up to the skies and down to the waters below. What could be in the sea? He leaned over the railing to get a better look and caught a glimpse of tentacles. He leaped backward as Wekin strode up. “Aye, what are you doing? The battle is above, not below in the sea!” Wekin jested. Two Crons followed him. One was Bruthen and another blond-headed Cron who Eliesmore had briefly met in the fortress.

      “Wekin,” Eliesmore glanced at his energetic friend. “Bruthen and…”

      “Wyndler,” the blond Cron added. His voice was soft, and his white hair was almost pasted to his head.

      Eliesmore gave him a quick nod. “Stay with me, we need to go below, there’s something under the sea, stalking us.”

      “A monster,” Wekin announced, eyes glowing. He nodded knowingly at Bruthen and Wyndler.

      “An air attack and a sea attack,” Bruthen shook his head. “Dark forces are at work.”

      “Bruthen,” Eliesmore faced him. “You helped build this ship?”

      “Aye, Skip and I oversaw the building of the ships,” Bruthen smiled, a fire of passion crossing over his rather jolly face.

      Wekin laughed as he nudged him, “As much as you could with the eating and drinking.”

      “Hold steady!” Idrithar’s voice called as the dark cloud drew nearer. “On my command, you will release those arrows!”

      Shouts crossed the deck, and Eliesmore raised his voice to be heard. “Down on the second level, is there a way to exit the ship? Think, Bruthen, this is important!”

      “Aye, follow me,” Bruthen took off toward the stairs that led to the hold.

      They dashed down the narrow stairs, feet slipping in the muck as they moved into dimmer light. Candles lit the floor and Bruthen led the way, dashing toward the streams of light coming from above. “We boarded up the windows to keep the water splashing in,” he explained. “We need to open them but be warned, if the waves are high we’ll need to bail out water.”

      “Just hurry,” Eliesmore waved, pausing as the ship lurched.

      A groan rang out across the vessel as it shuddered, the wood stretching as the ship divided, throwing the Crons forward onto the floor. Muffled shouts came from above as feet pounded the deck and the screech of a thousand birds screaming a high-pitched, eerie sound filled the air.

      Wyndler was the first to stand, eyes wide as he looked up. “What was that?” his voice shook.

      Wekin grinned, his eyes sparkling with an odd glow. “It's time to fight,” he whispered, shaking dust off his clothes and weaving through the barrels of food and drink. Cases of weapons and supplies for their voyage were stored on one side of the hold. Other ships carried the white horses who, although reluctant to take to the waters, had agreed to fight with the White Steeds, and thus, had been talked into the stables. The green and red Zikes disappeared, although when Eliesmore reached out with his mind, he heard them scurrying around the bottom of the ships. Lythe had a high disregard for the sea and spent most of the time either sleeping or trotting behind Eliesmore.

      The screaming grew louder, and shouts filtered to their ears.

      “Fire!”

      “Archers reload!”

      “Soldiers, draw your swords!”

      The rest of the conversation was lost as Eliesmore reached out to steady himself on a support beam. “Bruthen, the windows, we need to open them. I need to be on the outside of the ship.”

      “Why so low down?” Wyndler asked.

      Eliesmore ignored him as Bruthen raced across the ship, tripping over his own feet as he came to a window. “There are five on either side, unlatch them and pull. We made them wide in case we need to escape.”

      “Good thinking,” Eliesmore dashed to a window. “We each take a window and whatever comes at us, we need to kill it. I don’t know much about sea monsters, but even one could take one of our ships down, and I don’t intend to lose anyone before we reach the western shore.”

      “Eliesmore,” Wekin yanked the window up and peered out. “So vicious, what if the monster just wants to be friends?” He laughed and pulled his body up to crouch in the three and a half foot tall opening. “There’s not much room for fighting here,” he called over his shoulder.

      “It wasn’t meant for fighting,” Bruthen pulled a curved knife from his belt. His shaved head had grown over the last few months, and his face had rounded out, giving him a pleasant, jolly sort of look. His brown eyes tended to twinkle for nightmares of the past seemed all but forgotten, leaving him with nothing but determination. And with the fine meals served at the fortress, he was turning into a bit of a stout Cron.

      Wyndler’s lower lip trembled, and he pulled out a weapon which appeared like a cross between a blade and an ax. “What is out there?” he whispered, more like an afterthought than a question.

      A second later, a brown tentacle shot into the window, knocking Wekin down before curling around his neck. Suction cups moved over his body, pulling him toward the window, intending to drag him into a watery gravy.

      Wyndler screamed.

      “Chop it off, chop it off!” Bruthen shouted.

      Eliesmore spun to help, but he was already too late. Wekin lifted his sword and cut through the tentacle in one swooping motion. The pressure around his neck released, and he jumped to his feet, his clothing covered with brown stains as he moved toward his vacated window. “Phew, the beast stinks! I think some of it got into my mouth.” He bent over, spitting as he eyed the twisting pieces of tentacle in disdain.

      “It’s coming back, ready?” Eliesmore shouted.

      The ship lurched again as the beast struck it, smashing into the side with such force, all four Crons were knocked from their perches. Eliesmore struggled to gain his footing as he slid across the floor. Candles dropped their light into darkness as he gained the window and swung the Jeweled Sword, slicing through a moist substance that squelched and squealed into his ears. A putrid odor filled the air, like a net of fish left out on the shore to bake in the sunlight.

      Wyndler gagged as he swung his blade and Bruthen hollered, laying blows all about him. Wekin leaped out of the window with his sword in hand as he shouted. “Wekin, come back,” Eliesmore yelled.

      A tentacle wrapped around his waist and pulled. Using two hands, he brought down the Jeweled Sword hard. Black blood spurted up from the creature and another squeal rent the air. The tentacles hesitated and began to withdraw.

      Unwilling to let the beast that threatened their passage escape, Eliesmore followed it, leaning out the window. His fingers closed in on a knob of wood, a foothold left over from construction. A wave slammed over his head. Eliesmore coughed up water and wiped at his streaming eyes with his wet sleeve, squinting to catch sight of Wekin.

      As he watched, the beast rose in front of him, dwarfing the ship with the mere enormity of it. A round face with liquid black eyes gazed at Eliesmore. A mass of tentacles waved around it like arms, reaching for the ship, pulling it closer. It opened a gaping mouth, layered with rows of knife-like teeth and roared.

      The sound was defeating, but the smell of rot and decay was much worse. Eliesmore’s eyes watered, and he leaned over, retching up liquids as he wondered whether a bolt of fire would kill the creature. He hadn’t used the power of the Green Stone since Daygone, and he was loath to awake the power resting inside him for it seemed unstable.

      A gold gleam caught his eyes, and he noticed what he’d failed to see before. Wekin stood on top of the creature’s head, his eyes blazing as he lifted his sword and drove it into the creature’s skull. The creature spun, screaming in fury as its tentacles rose to its head, determined to bring down the intruder. Wekin danced across its head, sheathed his sword and dived toward the waves. White shafted arrows flew past Wekin’s falling body and sunk into the body of the creature as it sank, sending a wall of water toward the ship.

      Eliesmore stared after the vortex where it disappeared, his mouth open as he looked for Wekin. When he turned back toward the hold, he saw Bruthen and Wyndler, white-faced in shock. Bruthen pointed. “Wow,” he whispered. “Wekin the Warrior.”

      “On deck!” Eliesmore shouted at them. He jumped off the window and turned toward the stairs. “We have to make sure Wekin gets back on this ship.”

      They stood frozen as Eliesmore dashed to the deck which was covered in black features. Blood and arrows were everywhere, and the White Steeds stood stunned. Eliesmore breathed with relief as he saw Wekin being hauled back on board, dripping wet.

      “Eliesmore,” Optimistic called, beckoning to him. Concern swept over his usually calm face.

      Eliesmore swallowed hard and hastened toward the group of Crons. Slime covered warriors moved out of his way, nodding with solemn faces. When Eliesmore reached the circle of Crons, he almost drew back at the object huddled on the ship floor. It was winged and covered in clumps of dried blood and filth. Arms and legs curled around it, but when the creature lifted its head, jeweled eyes met Eliesmore’s. Eliesmore stepped back, taking a deep breath. “Visra?”
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      “Visra?” Eliesmore repeated, searching for the gleam of mischief that usually hid in her round eyes.

      She met his gaze, blinking her lids like a lizard before her eyes slid away and she coughed. A clump of blood rolled out of her mouth, and she spit, barely missing her bare feet. A mixture of blood, guts, dirt and other extremes covered her body. It took a moment before Eliesmore realized she was naked. She hunched over, rocking back and forth as her eyes grew cloudy. Sea foam sprayed around them as she spoke. “I tried to stop them.” Her voice came out wooden. “There were so many of them. Like rivers that flow and one cannot tell where the source is… where do the endless waters come from? Where do the endless woísts come from? I tried. They come. Marching with drums. Why the drums drums drums? They have everything. We have nothing. We never should have tried. Why did we ever try? We should have followed the warning.” She lifted a hand, turning it back and forth as she stared at it as if she’d never seen it before. “Run,” she whispered. “Run. As fast as you can. Never stop.”

      Eliesmore stepped back as if she’d plunged a sharp shard of glass into his knee. He reached out, gripping Optimistic’s shoulder, opening his mouth to speak, yet words falling flat.

      A Cron jogged up to them and thrust a blanket toward Optimistic, eyes bulging as he gaped at the bloody horror. Optimistic dropped to his knees and wrapped the blanket around Visra.

      “How long have you been out here?” Eliesmore found his tongue.

      “Too long,” Visra shivered. “After Shimla. After the Truth Tellers. After the parting. I come here. I wanted to kill. I wanted to fight. But we should run…”

      “Visra?” Optimistic waved away the onlookers. “Give her space. She needs a moment, she’s not in her right mind.”

      Visra gave a harsh laugh. “This is the first time I’ve been in my right mind.” She glared at the Crons in turn, her eyes shining with an odd halo as she met Eliesmore’s eyes. Her lips curled. “Run.”

      Optimistic lifted her in his arms, an apologetic look on his face. “Eliesmore, come with me. Let’s clean her up.” He twisted his head around. “Where’s Idrithar?”

      Eliesmore surveyed the ship, it listed in the water, the deck covered with features and blood, while particles of the sea monster remained. Wekin coughed, limping forward. His eyes grew wide as he stared at Eliesmore, Optimistic, and a bloody Visra. Yamier stood with Skip, their bows pointing downwards. Eliesmore felt their horror as they stared in befuddlement. They were waiting for someone to give them orders. They weren’t used to taking initiative. They’d been trained to follow, trained to obey, trained to wait for orders.

      Idrithar strode across the deck, his eyes like thunder as his eyes swept over destruction. “Bring the buckets. We need to scrub the deck clean.”

      Instantly a quiet chatter swept across the ship, and Idrithar walked up to Eliesmore, Optimistic, and Visra. His eyes flashed.

      “Idrithar,” Optimistic breathed with relief.

      “Take her below decks,” Idrithar’s tone dripped with warmth and assurance. “Her presence is terrifying. We can’t have the army frightened right before we reach land.”

      Optimistic nodded, biting his lip as he moved toward the hold. Eliesmore followed him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sunset. Eliesmore sat in the hold with Optimistic. Visra had been scrubbed and dressed. Optimistic ripped holes in a shirt to allow her to use her wings. After her bath, she took a long draught of water and promptly went to sleep. Eliesmore sat a table across from Optimistic, unable to eat, waiting for her to wake up.

      “Idrains don’t sleep…” he trailed off.

      “Nay,” Optimistic shook his head, rocking back and forth in the chair. “I hate to think of what she’s been through. What is she doing out here? I thought the Iaen returned to Shimla.”

      Eliesmore thought of them. Visra with her devilish aura. Glashar with her golden hair. Ellagine. His mind shied away from thoughts of her. He could not face the truth. Not yet. “That’s what they told Idrithar and the Mermis. What if they didn’t return?”

      Optimistic’s brow creased. “You say that as if you believe they have ulterior motives.”

      Eliesmore pursed his lips, drumming his fingers on the table. “I don’t know what to think. Visra went to face the darkness on her own. Of course she was frightened, of course it turned out badly. She should have waited for us, the army. We are stronger as a whole.”

      Even as Eliesmore trailed off, he noted the odd look on Optimistic’s face. Optimistic narrowed his eyes, noting the irony of Eliesmore’s words. “I know. Eliesmore. Are you ready to talk about what happened in Daygone?”

      Eliesmore stiffened, leaning forward, keeping his voice low. “Optimistic, you are my closest friend, and I rarely keep anything from you. This time, it’s for your own good. Some things are too dark to share.”

      Optimistic cocked his head. “I won’t push you, but you know holding this thing inside becomes a festering poison. You need to find a way to release the burden you carry. However you choose. It may not be through talking. I find song heals my wounds, but Eliesmore, you need to find a way to let go of the darkness. I’ve felt what haunts you. You can’t carry it for the rest of your life.”

      Eliesmore nodded, his head acknowledging that Optimistic was right while a sudden anger swept through him. He took a deep breath. “I know.”
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      Arldrine tucked her hair behind an ear and pulled the quiver of blue tipped arrows over her shoulder. “What are we preparing for?” she directed the question toward Róta.

      “They are coming,” Róta lifted a spear and took aim, one hand outstretched to hold her balance as she practiced, lunging forward.

      “Who are?” Arldrine ran her fingers across her bow string, testing for any signs of weakness.

      “The Therian,” Róta let go of the spear, and it sang as it zinged through the air.

      “Why now?” Arldrine lifted her eyebrows in concern. “It’s been weeks since…since the sacrifice.” She shifted from foot to foot in discomfort.

      Her time with the tribe after Goldwind’s sacrifice had been difficult. She was furious with them for turning her friend over to the Therian. Fear gripped her heart each time she considered Goldwind in the hands of those ferocious beasts. Even if she had been able the fight, the tribe warned her the Therian had many clans in the mountains, and because of their unique abilities, they saw and heard all. The tribe was concerned their sacrifice had been lacking, yet they were reluctant to turn over one of their own. Since Arldrine was rejected, they looked at her with a mix of curiosity and scorn. In a sense, she felt like their prisoner and even though she could run off, the risk was too high. She felt trapped with no significant alternatives. If she ran, she would likely be caught again by the tribe or the Therian, since these were their mountains and they knew them best. As hard as it was to admit, the mountains differed greatly from the peaceful forests of Truemonix with its hidden paths. She would soon find herself lost in the Cascade Mountains, and a guide to aid her escape was not forthcoming. For a while, she’d considered asking Róta and the other Ezinck who had taken her to the Therian, Ayesha. The two had been kindest to her, Róta more so than Ayesha, yet even the risk for them was too great. The female Tider, Dyinka, who seemed to be their leader, told stories of those who interfered with the Therian and were torn from limb to limb, their eyes pecked out and their body parts hung, to remind the tribe they were subject to the ruthless punishments of the Therian. Therefore, they obeyed the Therian, least the hammer of anger be brought down against their entire tribe.

      Róta strode across the rocks to retrieve her spear before ducking back into the warm comfort of the tent. It was a three-sided tent with one side open to the encampment. “The Therian wait until we are comfortable, until we think they will not strike, and then they move in, and taunt us with terror. That is why they come now, and we must fight.”

      “I am not afraid to fight,” Arldrine told Róta. “I have seen battle with age-old creatures from the underground. This tribe can stand against the Therian.”

      Róta stood still. “You know not what you speak of. Come.”

      A warning howl sounded, echoing off the peaks that rose above them as they left the warmth of tents and caves.

      Dyinka appeared, her golden boots glinting in the sunlight as she heaved up a spear. She waved for others to follow her as they weaved their way through the mountainside.

      Arldrine followed in the rear with Róta and Ayesha. “Where are we going?” she whispered as the throng of Ezincks and Tiders surrounded her. They moved quickly yet stealthily, young and old, armed with knives, bows, and spears.

      “We meet in the arena where they give us the list of grievances. We have a chance to answer to them before they deal out the punishment they see fit.”

      Arldrine frowned, breaking into a jog as the pace quickened. They ran uphill, howls resounding above them, and when she looked up into the cold blue sky, she saw great beasts wheeling above them. Xctas. Likely those that belonged to the clans of the Therian, there to ensure the tribe did as they were told.

      They moved up the mountainside to the place called the arena. Arldrine recognized it as the place where Róta and Ayesha had taken her for the exchange. She shuddered as they stood on a boulder, looking down into the narrow valley. A group of Tiders stood in the middle, they looked alike with bare chests, gray and white fur hanging off one of their broad shoulders. They all had dark hair. Some wore it in long braids, others shorter. Some of them had beards while others had clean-shaven faces, displaying their square jaws, grim and set. Two of them paced with impatience, the undercurrent of bloodthirsty growls emitting from their muscular bodies.

      Arldrine stepped back at the sight of them, watching gray wolves crouching in the slopes above the Tiders. Further back she saw black bulls standing on their hind legs, giving them a height of six feet, with horns stretching out sideways on their heads. The sharp cry of Xctas came from the sky, and a group of them wheeled, one after the other, momentarily blocking out light from the sky. Arldrine took a deep breath, calculating their numbers. The tribe of female Ezincks and Tiders was vast, yet the Therian were twice their size, and twice as fearsome. Arldrine chewed her lower lip, she’d fought the Rakhai and the woísts of the Holesmoles, but she did not understand why fear stilled her heart.

      As the assumed leader of the Therian threw back his head and roared, she realized exactly what it was. She’d lost confidence in herself because she placed her identify in finding her people, and they would not accept her for who she was. She’d left the comfort of the Green Company and fled into the unknown despite warnings. She searched for something to anchor her motivation to, and yet there was nothing. Surrounded by her people, it seemed she fought alone for something meaningless and purposeless.

      “Shawdi of the House of Therian calls on Dyinka of the Tribe of Minas to answer for crimes.”

      Dyinka moved down the mountainside into the arena. A group of five following her while the others remained in the shadows, waiting for the battle cry and the signal to attack.

      “What crimes? We have kept our end of the deal and have presented a sacrifice as required,” Dyinka’s voice rang out loud and strong as if she were not intimidated by the display of force by the Therian.

      “Your sacrifice was lacking, and due to your lack of finding an acceptable substitute, we are here to list out the obligations you must carry out.”

      “We found an acceptable sacrifice,” Dyinka interrupted, “You failed to accept it.”

      A second Tider stepped forward, “If I may, where is the unacceptable sacrifice?”

      Arldrine leaped up, her heart in her throat as she stared down at the Therian. Unable to stop herself she moved forward.

      “What are you doing?” Róta whispered.

      Arldrine waved her away and started down the mountain path toward the center of the area, hardly daring to believe what her eyes showed her. What was Zhane doing in the mountains, and why was he standing with the Therian, ready to slather the Tribe of Minas? She tripped down the mountain, barely hearing the conversation between Dyinka and Shawdi.

      “Zhane,” she whispered as she stepped in line with Dyinka and the Ezincks. She knew he did not hear her, but his eyes on fell on hers and his expression lit up. He looked tired, his face drawn, and she saw worry behind his dark eyes. He mouthed her name, relief resting on him like a burden taken from a weary traveler.

      He held up a hand, turning to address Shawdi. “If I accept the sacrifice now, and the Tribe of Minas preform an act, will all be forgiven?”

      “The balance will be even,” Shawdi held up a finger. “Let the sacrifice step forward.”

      Arldrine wanted to stay something rude, insulted by the frank and indent terms they used to describe her, yet her joy and relief to see Zhane overcame her impulse. She moved across the barrier between the Therian and the Tribe of Minas, and before she could stop him, he swept her into his arms, pressing her tightly against his body as if he would never let go. She fastened her arms around his waist, hanging on as relief coursed through her. Around her voices shouted yet it seemed to be in the distance as he kissed her head, his lips falling near her eyes as he whispered, “Arldrine, I am thankful to find you unharmed. We play a risky game now, the life of all will depend on what happens next.”

      “Zhane…” she tried to respond, but he held her closer, almost taking her breath away.

      She closed her eyes, sinking her face into the furs he wore, inhaling the rich piney smell of the mountains. For one moment is seemed as if she took flight above the white mountains peaks and soared into a lush green forest where a crystal-clear waterfall poured down into paradise, and the woes of the world were forgotten.

      “Take my hand,” he whispered, letting go of her.

      She nodded. He grasped her hand firmly in his and lifted it high into the air as if they had won a great victory. Where their hands met a furl of white light burst out and twirled in a riot across the skies, morphing and shifting as white motes drifted around them, colliding and bursting until they turned into snow, falling on the heads of all that observed.

      “I am Zhane the Warrior of the House of Therian and this is Arldrine the Ezinck of Truemonix. I carry the sword of Crinte the Wise and she carries the bow and arrows of Legone the Swift. We bring you hope. We will help you regain Stronghold because the reign of the Black Steeds is failing. This shall be our act of goodwill if you will have us.”

      As Zhane’s words rang out across the craggy mountain peak, Arldrine gazed at him in admiration and saw, for the first time his strength. Instead of following the lead of Idrithar he had taken it upon himself to strike out on his own and stand tall. She saw the strength he had denied himself. Arldrine watched as the snow fell and one by one she saw a change come over the Therian and the Tribe of Minas as if someone had taken their hardened hearts and given them something pure to hold on to. She saw the hope gently sway their souls and realized she was an example of what she’d hoped to accomplish, something she could not do without Zhane because they were two halves of a whole. They belonged together, and it was the coming together that allowed them to change the hearts and minds of the ruthless, wild beasts of the mountains and the tribe of females who thought they did not need the assistance of males, except for procreating.

      Arldrine stood tall, raised her chin and squeezed Zhane’s hand. When she did, she saw their future flicker into view, and she knew, despite the good and bad that would overcome them, as long as they stood together, they would be powerful.

      A roar let loose, one of awe and wonder as the Therian and the Tribe of Minas lifted their eyes. As she stood in the arena with Zhane, hearing the approval of the display of power, she realized her past mindset had been wrong. Her original quest had been to find mankind, the people of the mountains and persuade them to the fight with the One. Yet as their voices chorused around her, she recognized the fight, the battle would not be theirs unless they knew who they were. The Therian and the Tribe of Minas had to know who they were, and what they were fighting for before they could join an epic cause. They had to find their identity in life first.
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      He walked the ashen ground, smoke drifting around him as he lifted the Jeweled Sword. The light was gone, there was nothing to reflect the sparkles of the gems. All the same, he lifted the weapon and spun to face her. She roared, a monster with curved fingers. She tore across the field, snatching bolts of evil out of the air and flinging them at him. He parried and thrust, driving toward her until his arms burned from lifting the sword and his legs shook with exhaustion. Green and gold light poured into the sword and when he lifted it for the final blow she swung, a ball and chain ripping out of the air and slamming into the Jeweled Sword. It shattered, jewels flying through the air, falling at her feet in worship. He gazed in horror as she towered over him, reaching down a hand encased in armor, clasping it around his neck. He gasped for breath as she lifted him, kicking and wiggling in vain. You are not the One. You have lost. Failure is your reward. She squeezed until the breath left his body, darkness clouded his vision and…

      

      Eliesmore woke up panting, clawing at his neck, attempting to shake away the nightmare. He swung his legs out over the bunk and leaned forward, taking deep breaths to soothe his panic. His shirt was wet with sweat as he stood, shrugged on his tunic and grabbed his sword. He tip-toed through the bunks, letting himself out the cabin door and weaving his way to the stairs that led up to the deck.

      The morning breeze was a welcome relief from the stink of the hold. Eliesmore doubted so many Crons, Tiders and animals ever should have been crammed into one space for such a long period. The stars were gone as Eliesmore walked the deck, a few Crons stood about, keeping watch. Eliesmore noted Skip, Idrithar, and a dark-headed Cron called Mattio on the quarterdeck of the ship; their faces pointed west. High above him in the crow’s nest, a Mermi, and an Xctas kept watch, ready to relay communications from ship to ship.

      Eliesmore walked toward the foremast, taking the small flight of stairs two at a time. A fog covered the western skies as he watched and a dark mass appeared in the distance. Idrithar looked over as Eliesmore joined them. “The shores of Sanga Sang lie before us. As discussed, you will go to shore with the horses and continue up the coast toward Sidell. I will take the two ships with foot soldiers and meet you on the coast of Sidell. It will give us a chance to divert our enemy. They can’t be in two places to attack us.”

      Eliesmore nodded in understanding. “What do the scouts say?”

      Idrithar shrugged. “They see nothing. Has Visra awakened yet? It is likely she has more to share with us.”

      Eliesmore frowned. Visra had been sleeping for days. Optimistic went to visit her daily, waiting for the moment she’d open her eyes, and her visions would be sharp with clarity. “Not yet.”

      Skip spun toward him, her long braid flying over her shoulder. She looked older, decked out in clean clothes. Eliesmore still glimpsed a bit of spitfire in her eyes. “Have you formed your squad yet? Are Yamier and Wekin part of it?” she raised her eyebrows, her face serious.

      Eliesmore blinked. Yamier and Wekin. The entire ship sang their praises.

      “My squad?”

      “Yes,” Skip rocked forward on her toes. “Yesterday during sword practice, Idrithar said we had to form squads of ten and stay together. He called it the backup system, always stay together.”

      Eliesmore smirked. Always stay together. That was a new phrase from Idrithar, much kinder than the relentless: those who are lost stay lost. “A squad of ten? It would be best to pair strengths and weaknesses. So, no, Yamier and Wekin will not be in my squad. They are strong enough to lead a division of the army. Don’t you think? I leave you with a decision. You may choose who to follow.”

      “I will always follow you,” Skip smiled, yet her eyes drifted past him as footsteps pounded across the deck.

      “Idrithar, Eliesmore,” Optimistic shouted from the middle of the deck, waving both hands at them. “Visra is awake.”

      A moment later the Jesnidrain walked out of the hold. She wore silver armor and carried her sword in hand, the blade gleaming in the dim light. She stomped across the deck toward Optimistic, grinning at him and running a hand down his arm. Placing a hand on her heart, she gave a mock bow in the direction of the foremast.

      Eliesmore marched down the stairs toward them, Idrithar following.

      “Visra,” he paused in front of her, scratching his neck, unsure what to say or do. Visra had never been his friend.

      She licked her lips as she eyed him. “Look at you. You got big and tall. Impressive.” She poked him in the chest and grinned.

      “Are you feeling better?” He stepped back suddenly feeling hot.

      “Don’t concern yourself with my feelings. We have to go.”

      “Go where?” Idrithar joined them, crossing his arms as he examined Visra.

      “West to fight. Isn’t that why you came? I’ve been fighting and waiting for you and the army to arrive. You sure took your time,” she grunted in disgust.

      Idrithar blew out his breath in frustration. “No one asked you to fight alone.”

      “Alone? I wasn’t alone the entire time. You will find him on the shore. I will stand with him, so you do not kill him too.”

      Idrithar cupped his hands over his mouth, “Prepare to go ashore.” He moved away, calling out orders.

      “Visra,” Eliesmore bit his lip. There were certain questions he wanted to ask, certain answers he desired, yet all the same, he hated having to ask Visra. “Earlier you mentioned the Truth Tellers…did you speak with them? What did they say?”

      “Oh, the Truth Tellers,” Visra put a hand over her heart and pulled a face. “I did not meet with them, that was Glashar. After Dathiem died…well…she was all boo hoo; no one loves me. I may have dropped a hint about the Truth Tellers, and she asked Ellagine to take her to them.”

      “Oh Glashar, where did she go?” Optimistic asked.

      “She did not say exactly,” Visra cocked her head to one side, thinking back. “She said she was going to search for the soul of her beloved and I’d never see her again.”

      “We did not have the chance to say goodbye,” Optimistic whispered.

      “It doesn’t matter, she and Ellagine were arguing the entire time, they were quite tiresome.”

      “The Truth Tellers,” Eliesmore interrupted. “Ellagine knows where they are?”

      Visra narrowed her eyes. “The Truth Tellers have always dwelt among the Iaen. The Green People know how to step across the barrier into the in-between and call them.”

      Eliesmore’s head began to pound as the rage awoke inside of him, threads of it floating to the surface, ready to unleash itself. Black words floated around him, peeling themselves off the book and hurling into his mind. He could not unsee them. He could not forget.

      The Truth Tellers were sent to the Four Worlds by the Creator. They alone know the past, present, and future, and if they share their knowledge, they can change the course of destiny. They offer truth in exchange for death. While they appear to the Treasure Hunters, the more powerful Green People possess a power which allows them to summer the Truth Tellers at will. However, there is always a price. The Truth Tellers are the only one who can stop our plan because they understand the depths of knowledge to a degree no mortal will every comprehend.

      “Eliesmore, what’s wrong?” Visra laughed. “Your eyes look like they could kill me.”

      “Where is she?” Eliesmore growled. “Where is Ellagine now?”

      “In Shimla, where else would she be?” She sheathed her sword and spread her wings. “I have to go make contact, and I need some food to take with me.”

      “Come with me,” Optimistic gestured back toward the hold. “We have plenty of food.”

      “I want meat,” Visra listed out her demands as she followed him. “I want a nice juicy leg of lamb and a thick slab of bacon. I assume Wekin is on this ship and he brought bacon by the barrel. I need water skins, it’s hot out there, winter forgot to show up…”

      They disappeared into the hold, and Eliesmore clenched his fists, trying to keep the rage from overcoming him. Ellagine knew the Truth Tellers. What else had she failed to tell him?
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* * *

      A figure cloaked in black stood on the shore with Visra. When he saw them approach he took off his hood and bowed his head. Eliesmore climbed out of the boat with Lythe who was keen to return to land. They sloshed through the shallow waters, following Idrithar to the shore. Optimistic, Yamier and Wekin waded behind them, silent for once.

      Eliesmore paused in surprise when he saw the male was an Ezinck. His head was shaved close, and his face was square, yet it was his eyes, deep-set and intelligent, that made Eliesmore pause. The male Ezinck spread his hands, and his cloak fell back. Eliesmore saw his arms were covered in designs of black ink and he wore gold bracelets on his arms.

      “Welcome. I have waited long for your presence. Let me introduce myself. I am Captain Elidar, formally a member of the Black Horse Lords and Ruler at the Black Steeds’ Fortress in the Torsilo Quarts. Eliesmore, it is a pleasure to meet again under different circumstances.”

      “What do you mean?” Eliesmore inquired, taken aback by the gross assumption. “We have never met.”

      He paused. “Ah. You must forgive me. In the Torture Chambers of the Torsilo Quarts. I set you free.”

      Eliesmore glared. He took a deep breath and suddenly he was back again. A wave of fear swept over his heart as he recalled the torture rooms. The white pelt of a fox, a Cron, beaten to death, the barrels of stagnant water where he was drowned until his lungs breathed fire. A wave of nausea overcame him and a sudden anger as the darkness surfaced yet again.  “You set me free? What about the others? I saw awful things there.”

      “I could not save them all.”

      “Because you are not willing to put your life at risk?”

      “They were watching me. I barely escaped myself.”

      “Excuses! How do you expect us to trust you after what you have done? They were innocent, and you destroyed them in the cruelest manner. Why should I spare your life?”

      “I do not ask for anything. I did wrong. I do not ask forgiveness for my sins. I came out here to make amends.”

      “Amends? There is no way for you to make amends unless you die a thousand horrible deaths.”

      “It is likely I will. Where we are going there is nothing but death. I came to join you, to help.”

      “You are one person, you cannot help.”

      Visra stepped forward. “He fought with me though the winter. He kept both of us alive.”

      “Until you went berserk and fought that battalion by yourself,” the Ezinck faced her, a concern coming over his face. “I thought you were dead.”

      “Almost.” She grinned her old, wicked grin. “He saved me,” she pointed at Optimistic who blushed.

      Eliesmore scowled. “This is life or death. This is not the time to sing the praises of each other.”

      “No,” Visra interrupted running a finger across her throat. “It’s time to kill. But he has information.”

      “I don’t trust him.”

      “Eliesmore you’ve made your position clear,” Idrithar touched his shoulder moving closer to the male Ezinck. “Captain Elidar, I am Idrithar the Wise, and I lead this army. Along with Eliesmore,” he added as an afterthought. “Our comrade Zhane the Warrior has gone missing or else he would be here to welcome you. We have sent our scouts, but you have a perspective on the inner workings of the Black Steeds. Tell me, what do you know?”

      He bowed. “If I may. The Dark Figure is here in Sidell. He moves.”

      “She,” Eliesmore interrupted.

      “Pardon?”

      “She moves. The Dark Figure is female.”

      “I see. The Dark Figure is in Sidell searching for more power. She moves between Sidell and Castle Range.”

      “No, that’s not right,” this time Idrithar interrupted. “The Rain Warriors guard the castle. No one can enter or leave.”

      A slight hint of annoyance passed over Captain Elidar’s face. He pursed his lips and folded his hands. “Perhaps. It is rumored there is a device which opens portals into other worlds. It was damaged, trapping the Changers in the South World some time ago. They say it is used to travel between Daygone, Sidell, and Castle Range.”

      “Indeed.”

      “If we trap the Dark Figure here…” he eyed the ships in disappointment. “It is likely she will escape to Castle Range, and we will need to go over the mountains to strike back. The countryside is swarming with woísts. They are waiting for you. They are ready.”

      “Did you come here to terrify us or give us knowledge?” Eliesmore demanded.

      “I came to tell you they know you are coming. They are watching.”

      “How do you suggest we get through their defenses?” Idrithar steered the conversation back to a productive nature.

      “Do you have a map?”

      “Wekin? A map!”

      Wekin stepped forward, unrolling a piece of parchment and handing it to Idrithar. His eyes moved back and forth, observing the odd conversation.

      “If you have a large enough force, we can attack them on all sides, drawing their attention away from Sidell and keeping them distracted. With the fighting on all sides, we protect ourselves from being hit with the full brunt of their strength.”

      “Interesting,” Idrithar nodded at him. “Please do join our ranks. I hesitate to disseminate our strategy with you, as you understand, you were once with our enemy, and now you fight for us. We appreciate your skills with the blade, and what knowledge you are willing to share, however, you cannot expect us to be quite as open and honest as you are.”

      “Understood,” Captain Elidar bowed his head. “I do not wish for any leadership responsibilities, I have had enough. My desire is to fight, with the One and his army.”

      “Welcome, then,” Idrithar spoke for them all.

      Eliesmore stepped back. “The horses are coming. We will ride to Sidell.”

      He turned to the shore where the army poured in, their numbers swelling as they marched across the land. Weapons were still sheathed, but Eliesmore could not help but think to himself what an impressive sight they made with their silver armor and green flags with the symbol of the White Steeds, a white horse rearing. The white horses followed them, running back and forth on the shore, grateful to be free from the rollicking of the waves and the cramped darkness and damp of the ships.

      Zikes. Eliesmore called, hoping they had made landfall.

      Eliesmore the Great, we hear and obey.

      Scout the land to the north, we march toward Sidell. Scout the land to the north and let me know what you find.

      Aye. Eliesmore the Great. We hear and obey.

      They scurried off, a river of red moving toward Sidell.

      Wekin and Yamier stood beside Eliesmore, watching the Zikes before turning their gaze back to the ships. “I’m going to miss sailing,” Wekin lamented. “After this, I’m going back out there to explore the wild seas.”

      “And hunt for treasure,” Yamier added, adjusting the quiver on his back.

      Skip and Bruthen joined them. “I’d like to go sailing again too,” Skip glanced at Yamier. “If we win.”

      “Not if, when we win,” Wekin corrected her.

      Flywinger trotted up to Eliesmore, nudging him. “Here we meet again,” Eliesmore stroked his neck. “Let’s ride. Lythe? Will you have trouble keeping up?”

      “No, I am grateful for a run,” Lythe padded around Eliesmore, his liquid gold eyes wide in anticipation.

      Eliesmore mounted up, Optimistic by his side as usual. He noticed Sir Regante and Wyndler join them. “We ride inland,” he called. “Follow me.”

      Flywinger walked forward, leading them at an easy gait as he regained his footing. Before long they sped up into a canter, and the darkness hovered above them as Eliesmore and his army set forth to fight the Dark Figure.
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      Much later, when the war cries had faded, and the Tribe of Minas returned to their tents and the Therian to their caves to prepare to march, Zhane pulled Arldrine aside. They had returned with the Therian, since that was where Zhane belonged, and although no words had been spoken between them, due to the chaos and surprising turn of events, Arldrine held his hand, sure of him, and sure of herself.

      “Zhane,” she whispered.

      “Arldrine?” He waited for her to speak, his eyes meeting hers, calm, waiting.

      “I found my people,” she told him, although it was plain to see.

      There was a flicker in his eyes. “I am happy for you, but there is something else?”

      “I thought I belonged with them.”

      “What do you believe now?”

      “For the first time, I am not sure. I know they need my help, but they are hardhearted, they don’t listen.”

      Zhane gave a quick nod. “They are like the Therian. We go to Stronghold to fight, after that, should all go well, do you want to return to them?”

      “At one time it seemed like the right thing to do, what I should do. Zhane, hear me out. The line of my people is falling. The Ezincks have been targeted; it’s only right to return to my people and help them carry forth our line." She stopped. She’d said too much. She lifted her chin, displaying strength, not weakness.

      He was calm before her although a muscle twitched in his face. “I don’t care what’s right. Is that what you want? What does your heart desire?”

      “It doesn’t matter. As long as there are Black Steeds in this world to fight against, what I want will always be secondary.”

      “No. You are wrong. I will tell you why. Because when we set out to take back the world from the Black Steeds, we set out to bring hope to the people groups. We bring a future which is not focused solely on doing what’s right, although it must be taken into consideration. We want to save life, and life is not about following the rules and doing what’s right because someone else told you it is. It’s about finding your passion and hope and bringing that to the forefront. For when you can fully live the life you’ve always imagined, and you gain your true self, it is only then you can truly make an impact on those around you. Doing what is right is a rule. It does not bring you joy. It does not bring you happiness. Eventually, you will resent what you have denied yourself because you were following the way, and doing what you thought you should do. If you can experience true joy in your life, it will be easier to bring joy to others. You will find it within yourself to help others, and the bitterness will fade, and no cost will be too high. You have regained hope, do not lose it again, it is the only thing worth fighting for.”

      She blinked, taking a step backward. “We do not have the luxury of thinking for ourselves. Remember, I told you, our lives were forfeit the moment we took up this quest.”

      “No, the moment the Green Stone was dissolved, our lives were given back to us. We accomplished what we set out to do, and this is only the final step before we are cast into a life we must choose. This is not an easy path we walk. Regardless of the fall of the Black Steeds, there will be disharmony among the people groups. We must walk with them, teaching and advising, and if we do not stand united, if we do not find the hope within us, what good are we to stand before them and show them the way to light?

      “Hear me out. I tell you this, Arldrine of Truemonix. I know what I want, and in saying this, I hear you. I understand your desire to help your people step into the new era coming to the South World. I understand the need to bring back the line of forest dwellers and restore them to their rightful place in Truemonix. I tell you this, the world we live in now is not the same as the world our ancestors dwelt in. Even as we restore the balance of good and evil, a change must take place within all of us. I have seen it, through visions, through my past and my knowledge. I tell you, Arldrine of Truemonix. You are strong. You are not afraid to walk paths unknown and ask tough questions. You are confident in your abilities, and you are a powerful warrior, but despite everything, you were not meant to be alone. You need me as I need you. The bond between us cannot be ignored. We are compatible in every way; we belong together. This isn’t about the world. It’s about you and I. I want us to stand, hand in hand, ushering in this new era. I want us to walk among the people groups, teaching them the difference between good and evil, right and wrong. I want us to be an example others will look to and uphold. We may be different, but our differences, our perspectives, make us a united front. You are not alone.

      “You may assume you are the only one who can bring back the line of the Ezincks, but that’s not true. They escaped. They have begun, and you have brought them hope. Long have been the years I loved you and remained silent, thinking, if I spoke up, it would change your thinking. Yet, that is what I wish to do now. I tell you, we are not equals unless we are together. We were never meant to walk this world alone, and if you return to the Ezincks, you will be alone.” He held out his hand. “I am not forcing you, I’m asking you. You can do as your heart desires, but I know you, and I believe I know what your heart desires. Thus, I offer myself. Stay with me, let our paths intertwine from now until evermore. I am a Tider. You are an Ezinck. Tell me, Arldrine. What do you say?”

      He’d moved closer as he spoke, and he towered over her, his eyes dark and intense as he lifted her chin with one finger. A spark of white light flashed as she lifted her face to his, drawing a deep breath she threw her arms around his neck and pulled him toward her. She’d never heard him say so many words at one time. The passion and intensity was ardent in his dark gaze. Moving his head toward hers, she opened her mouth and touched her lips to his, savoring his touch, his smell. He kissed her gently, one arm tightening around her waist as he broke the kiss. “You saw the display of power back there. You felt what I felt. I came here, to the mountains, to change your mind. To be with you. What do you say?” his voice was low with a hint of a growl as his eyes searched her face.

      “Yes,” she whispered, realizing Zhane was unaware of the change she’d gone through while living with the Tribe of Minas. The experience led her to a knowledge of what she truly desired, and she opened her mouth to tell him they were one in their thinking. “If you thought I would return to the Tribe of Minas, after you came all this way to find me, you would be wrong. That was a past thought, but when we held hands in the arena, I saw everything, and I promise, I will walk with you, now and evermore.”

      “I will be yours.”

      “And you will be mine.”

      “This promise is sealed.”

      “As long as the stars shall endure.”

      “As long as our souls are entwined.”

      “I will fight with you, honor you, love you and respect you.”

      “We shall live and love for an eternity.”

      “I will love you, now, forever, and always.”

      “Zhane.”

      “Arldrine.”

      “I just saw it. When we kissed. I saw the future. It’s us.”

      “Of course.”

      “No, I mean, we are the future. We are the Rulers of the West.”

      Zhane stepped back, gazing at her. “Are you sure?” he whispered.

      “I saw it, that’s why we are here. To unite the tribes and clans of the mountains, to restore them to themselves.”

      Zhane embraced her, holding her tight for long moments before leading her to a cave. He pulled a fur across the opening for privacy. They lay down their weapons together, and Zhane reclined on the rock which doubled as a bed, covered with furs. Arldrine wondered, briefly, what creature the furs had belonged to, for it seemed odd that such an animalistic tribe would use furs, their skin, as frequently as they did. Distracting her, Zhane took her hand and pulled her to his side. “I have a story to tell you, one I have not told before.” A brief shadow crossed over his eyes.

      “I’m listening,” she encouraged him.

      “This used to be home. Here is where I grew up. Stronghold, in the southern end of the mountains, was taken from the Therian before I was born. It’s a stone fortress, on the cusp of Itmether, where all the clans dwelt until they were betrayed.” He fell silent, his thumb running across the palm of Arldrine’s hand. She shivered under his touch, but the white motes that came out when they touched were silent. She felt the edges of power glistening around them with a new sensation of control.

      “In my father’s clan the bloodline is sacred, but even more so is the ability to shift. To change. It is a tradition for the children of the Therian, male and female alike, to set out on our first hunt at ten years of age. Dathiem and I went out on our solo hunts around the same time, but we did not complete the quest because we could not shift. Instead of being Hunters we became the hunted. They liked to play with their prey, torment, and tease. Their attacks taught us how to fight. Until…” Zhane trailed off, looking away from Arldrine. He took a deep breath before facing her again. “I’ve seen nothing like it. Dathiem lost his self-control, and he slayed an entire clan. All of them. Young and old, male and female, the adults and children, all of them. I knew it was wrong…but how could they expect me to turn on him? The only one who was on my side? They pushed him into a corner, and he lashed out. Shortly after, everyone we knew was murdered, even my father, a clan leader, because he did not give me up. My bid to rule the clan was forfeit because I lack the ability to shift. Dathiem and I ran, and we tried to forget, and we succeeded. What we did was wrong, and I see the Therian and the Ezincks repeating the same thing. No one is on their side, they have been backed into a corner, and they lash out in any way possible. No one has shown them kindness which is why they turn on each other and violence abounds.”

      “I see,” she squeezed his hand. “That’s why you want to regain Stronghold.”

      “It is risky, we could all die, but it's better than this useless squabbling.”

      “Zhane,” Arldrine wrapped her fingers around his hand, squeezing it before straddling him. She wrapped her arms around his neck and leaned into his scent as his hand came up, sliding under her shirt. “I love you, but more so in this moment. Zhane, I can’t imagine what you gave up to come to me, and to rectify the situation with the Therian and the Tribe of Minas. I shouldn’t have come here without…”

      “No,” he lifted her chin, drawing her closer until his scent swept over her. His hand rose underneath her shirt, creeping up her back. “No. I always run away from you. I’ve always let our decisions be made separately when we should be together. From now on, we work together.”

      Arldrine gaze at him and a feeling rose inside of her. She touched his face, and the white motes danced around them.

      “Zhane…”

      “I love you,” he stroked her back, pulling her closing, crushing her mouth with his.

      Closing her eyes, she took him in, drowning in his essence. Words. There were many words she wanted to use to tell him how much he meant to her, to whisper how much she loved him, not just for what he had done, but for who he was deep inside. He had seen the darkness and overcame it. He was worth leaving her people and choosing not to mate with them. It was okay for the line of Ezincks to fade for she had found something far more precious.
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      They climbed through stone ruins and villages forsaken after the rise of the Black Steeds, as they moved toward Stronghold. Zhane walked with Shawdi and Halbrin while the Therian scattered around them, some as beasts, others in their Tider forms. The Tribe of Minas marched in the middle, giving away no emotion. It took them the better part of the week to travel, and at night they made camp, passing food from one to another and whispering in low voices. A vibe of mistrust floated through the air as thick as the brooding gray clouds ahead. Zhane conveyed none of his feelings, although at times he wondered if the Therian would turn on the Tribe of Minas in battle and slaughter them all.

      Midday on the seventh day, Zhane paused on a mountain slope, overlooking the rising towers of Stronghold. It was a maze of caves which had been built into the gray mountainside. Its towers peaked in sharp points toward the heavens and were covered in long icicles like an ice palace. When the sunlight hit it, it was beautiful.

      “We attack at night,” Shawdi announced, holding his hand up.

      “What strategy to you propose,” Dyinka lifted her chin, determined to protect her tribe even though she did not have a choice in the matter.

      “We must be cautious the Watchers do not see us,” Zhane walked forward with Arldrine at his side. The Therian looked at him with disdain, but he ignored their hostile glares. “We do not want to put them on guard. It has been years since an attack. They have to believe it is safe and there is no need to keep watch. If they are caught off guard, it will be easier to capture the fortress.”

      “What if we attack from the inside,” Arldrine spoke up, stepping forward. “A fortress is difficult to take over from the outside. But if members from the Tribe of Minas request permission to enter on the basis of seeking refuge, we could take over the guard and let the Therian inside.”

      “We should not take advice from a mere female,” Halbrin snapped.

      Shawdi held up his hand. “Perhaps, but she speaks sense. The reason Stronghold has never been retaken is because we have tried to do so with force.”

      “Are you on their side?” Halbrin barked. “If you allow the Tribes of Minas to enter before us, how do you know they won’t turn on us.”

      Dyinka stepped forward, twirling her golden ax, her voice low and bitter. “How do we know the Therian won’t turn on us once Stronghold is retaken?”

      “We don’t know,” Arldrine spoke up again, unwilling to allow herself to be intimidated. Zhane eyed her with respect as she spoke her mind, regardless of the hostile threats surrounding her. “If we want this plan to work, we need to trust each other, and that trust will not come lightly. If we continue to be at each other’s throats, Stronghold will fall, as will the Therian and the Tribe of Minas. Is it worth it to slaughter each other before we can make progress?”

      Shawdi grunted. “Those who will not agree to these terms can stay behind. I wager we trust each other enough to take over Stronghold, once that is done, we can discuss terms of surrender.”

      Zhane nodded, thankful the Therian had the sense to stay the hand of massacre.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A horn bellowed. Deep vibrations wailing up as Zhane ran forward, swift-footed with members of the Therian. The Tribe of Minas had snuck inside, borne on the wings of the Xctas to ambush the enemy from the outside. Zhane could only hope it went well for them since there was no knowing what creatures dwelt in Stronghold. When he glanced up at the trembling icicles of Stronghold, he saw archers perched in the towers and black arrows zinged down at the Therian.

      “Look out for archers,” someone shouted.

      “Release the Xctas, let them take them down,” Shawdi called.

      Zhane drew his twin blades as he reached the drawbridge where foot soldiers of the Black Steeds stood. As he drew nearer, he saw there were woísts and a wave of irritation swept over him. The armies of the Black Steeds even reached as far as Stronghold, which appeared like an ice palace built into the mountainside. A rushing river lay frozen off the edge of a cliff, leaving a drawbridge as the only entrance for Stronghold. The surprise attack caught the Black Steed off guard and Zhane assumed they did not have time to draw the bridge before the Therian and Tribe of Minas were upon them.

      A horn bellowed again, and the ground began to shake. The Therian surged forward, a battle cry on their lips as they moved toward the woísts. The two battalions collided in a mist of growls, barks, cries, and the clang of weapons. Slivers of moonlight showed the fight to Zhane as he threw himself against the woísts, fighting to stand on the drawbridge without being hurled over the edge to an icy death in the river.

      A bull rushed past him, hooves pounding over the drawbridge as it slid to a stop, lowering its head and swinging. The bull skewered two woísts and tossed them, shrieking, over the side of the bridge. An Xctas flew by, snatching up woísts by their shoulders and tossing them over while the wolves and bears leaped and swung with sharp teeth and claws. Zhane was not the only one who stayed in his Tider form. The Therian switched as necessary, one moment a wolf attacked, the next moment it was a Tider, snatching up a fallen weapon to fight his way through the woísts.

      The archers disappeared, and cries rang out along with joyful shouts. Zhane assumed the shout meant the Tribe of Minas had found the archers and were taking over their positions in the watchtowers of Stronghold. Zhane pushed forward as the horn blew one final time, and he saw something move on the side of a cliff. He lifted a hand to shield his eyes as an avalanche let loose on the mountains, hurling toward the bridge. “Get down!” Zhane shouted as a white blur of snow and rock thundered down the mountainside toward the drawbridge.
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      He heard them before he saw them. A chant echoed over the land, making Eliesmore’s blood freeze with the eeriness of it. The aura of his army was heavy, their spirits crushed by the foulness of darkness, seeping through the land.

      

      
        
        Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

        Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

      

      

      

      Eliesmore held up a fist, the signal for everyone to pause.

      Zikes, he called, waiting for the red ripple to appear. What do you see?

      They march from the north in massive divisions. Numbers by the thousands.

      Draw back and join the army and me.

      Aye. Eliesmore the Great. We hear and obey.

      The army came to a halt on a hill which swooped into a valley and rolled onwards to another slope where the great city of Sidell perched. It was elevated yet still a city that could be attacked on all sides. When Eliesmore squinted, he could see it in the distance.

      “Line up,” he called, his voice carrying across the hill. “This is our territory now. We hold this hill, we can move forward, but we do not retreat, we do not give up this land. Archers, get ready. Optimistic is your leader. Follow his command. Those who wield the blade, follow me.”

      Idrithar had returned to the ship and sailed north with the right flank of the army. They would make landfall in Sidell and march toward the front of the city. They were one thousand strong. If things went according to plan, the armies would converge, overwhelm the Black Steeds and breach the city on two sides. Two thousand against tens of thousands of woísts. The numbers spoke of failure, but as Eliesmore clenched the Jeweled Sword, he was confident in his power. He glanced sideways at the warriors surrounding him.

      Optimistic dismounted and joined Eliesmore, gazing over the valley. “Eliesmore. This is it. Are you ready?”

      “I suppose so. I never imagined it would come to this,” he sought Optimistic’s comforting gaze.

      “No, but here we are. Eliesmore. The army looks to you. They would appreciate words of encouragement before the battle beings.”

      “I don’t know that I have anything to say to them. The darkness has stolen my words. It is better that you say something.”

      “Perhaps, but you are their leader now.”

      Eliesmore paused, “But so are you Optimistic.”

      Optimistic walked to the center of the hill, holding out a hand for a flag which he planted while calling out orders to the archers. His kind words of encouragement drifted through the air. Eliesmore watched how the archers responded, trust and respect shone out of their eyes.

      Eliesmore lifted his face to the skies, closed his eyes and listened to the voice deep within him. Zikes. He called again.

      In the distance, he heard the movement of the woísts and his fingers tingled with desire. Even though the Dark One who called the woísts forth from the Holesmoles was gone, Eliesmore felt as if their desire for battle and blood had been passed to him.

      Eliesmore the Great, we hear and obey.

      Eliesmore shook his head at the response. The Zikes did not have a wide vocabulary.

      Half of you head toward Idrithar’s division of the army and keep the woísts from reaching the sea.

      Eliesmore the Great, we hear and obey.

      A quiet mummer of chatter reached his ears, like the wind blowing through grasslands, as the Zikes rushed off on their mission.

      Eliesmore turned back toward his division of the army and began to shout out orders.

      “Wekin,” Eliesmore nodded toward his eager friend. “Take five hundred with you and stay to the right. Your goal is to meet with Idrithar’s division of the army at the gates of Sidell. If you can get that far.”

      Wekin swallowed hard and nodded so quickly he almost bit his tongue. “I will get that far,” he patted his sword.

      “Archers, at the ready,” Eliesmore lifted the Jeweled Sword straight up in the air. Within, he felt the pulse of power spreading through him, begging to be let out, determined to be released whether he wished it or not. “Sword fighters, retaliation will be swift, keep your shields up. Protect the archers.”

      He fell silent, turning back, in readiness for the battle to begin. Now he could see the city clearly in the distance, and he wondered if any people lived there, or if they had all been sacrificed to the Dark Figure.

      Lythe panted, trotting up and down in front of the line of white horses. An Xctas flew out of the sky, calling a warning. Eliesmore sat up on Flywinger’s back and then he saw them. The woísts were coming, marching past the city as they moved into the valley and headed toward the hill where the White Steeds’ flag flew.

      “I see them,” Eliesmore called.

      “Begin the countdown,” Optimistic suggested.

      “Five!” Eliesmore shouted.

      “Four!” The archers rejoined.

      “Three!”

      “Two!”

      “One!”

      “Release!”

      White-tipped arrows thrummed through the air, silent in flight as they moved in an arch over Eliesmore’s head. He watched them sink into the fog, unseen. The army paused, waiting with bated breath. There was a beat of dread, and then the silence exploded into horrific screams as arrows sank deep into flesh. A few seconds later a volley of black arrows covered the skies and Eliesmore, without thinking, lifted his hands and shouted. Green fire surged across the skies, meeting the arrows in mid-flight and disintegrating them.

      “Again!” He ordered. “Keep those shields up.”

      Their second volley was returned and out of the mist the woísts appeared, riding great beasts with tan and black skins and saber long teeth. They leaped toward the army of White Steeds. They reached the red river of Zikes first, who jumped and leaped, scrambling up the woísts like an army of ants, sticking their poisonous pointers in the most effective place for instant death. Woísts shrieked in surprise, fighting off the invisible beasts as they fell, foaming at the mouth as the poison took effect. A few moments later, the woísts, paralyzed on the battleground, were stomped to death in the frantic panic, unable to move as the poison seeped through their bodies, chilling them into an icy death.

      The Xctas flew across the darkened sky and dived, their curved, sharp beaks ripping while their deadly claws shredded the chainmail and helmets of the woísts, before tearing through vulnerable flesh.

      A flash of brown attracted Eliesmore’s attention as Duríment and Company dashed down the hill, pulling out blades, thin as needles. They leaped with nimbleness over fallen bodies, tails twitching as they made their way deeper into the battle.

      “Lythe, stay with the archers,” Eliesmore ordered. ‘I don’t want you getting hurt in the crush of hooves.”

      “I can fight,” Lythe whined.

      “I know you can,” Eliesmore’s tone grew gentle. “I want to see you safe, after this battle.” He leaned low over Flywinger, adrenaline rushing through his body. “Ready Flywinger?”

      Flywinger whinnied, rose up on his hind legs and came down running. The warriors on horseback surged down the hill, weapons forward, shields high as they collided with the woísts. Eliesmore drove his sword in and out of woísts, knocking heads from bodies, ripping open throats and shattering amour with the strength of his blows. Shouts and cries ripped out around him, roars of victory, cries of terror. Woísts dropped dead around Eliesmore as he mowed through them like they were wheat, ripples of fire pouring off the Jeweled Sword.

      Flywinger tripped, and Eliesmore went flying. He soared through the air, gritting his teeth as he flipped over and landed in the middle of the woísts. Those closest to him formed a circle, growling as they approached him, holding out their weapons. Eliesmore held out his blade and spun, an arch of light shooting off of it like daggers.

      Above him, Mermis wheeled on the Silver Herd before alighting on the hill with archers. Their arrival meant the ships had reached land and Idrithar’s division of the army would soon appear. The Mermis dismounted and pulled out curved blades, running forward with silver painted faces as they joined the onslaught.

      “Énvictosry!” A cry rang out.

      Green fire poured out of the Jeweled Sword as Eliesmore spun, the charred remained of the woísts falling around him. He saw Visra, wings spread, a manic grin on his face, her eyes gleaming like wicked jewels as she swung her blade, amour shattering with the strength of her blow. To her right the dark blur of Captain Elidar moved in sync, parrying and thrusting, using his fists, covered in chain mail, to punch through the creatures.

      Eliesmore pursed his lips, surprised when a spurt of gold light burst through the air. Shrieks and cries rang out as the light rose, like a golden hand before turning into a fist. It continued to grow, tripling in size before it punched, smashing the woísts flat into the ground. The ground quaked beneath them at the strength of the fist. Eliesmore saw, in the distance, Idrithar, holding the sword of Alaireia the Ezinck up high while golden light poured out of it, like an endless river of fury.

      Time passed as Eliesmore fought his way through the valley while the walls of the great city of Sidell rose before him. Blinking Eliesmore flicked his sword around, the jewels glowing hot under his hands. The woísts in his vicinity were nothing more but dead vessels, and he ran, jumping over them, moving closer to the city walls. From his vantage point, he saw an immediate victory for the White Steeds as the woísts fell before them. “Take the city!” He shouted, encouraging the warriors running to catch up with him. “We have to take the city!”

      The Xctas took up the cry, passing it from one division of the army to the next. Around Eliesmore, warriors surged forward, some still riding horses, others running on booted feet. The slaughter of woísts was so high he could not help but run across them, and as he did, he saw an army of Crons and Tiders. They wore black armor and stood in front of the city walls.

      High above him, archers took aim and Eliesmore felt a violent rage twist around him, like a snake smothering its prey. It was one thing to kill the woísts, vile creatures of the deep, but quite another to face his brethren, the mortals, those whose hearts and minds had been deceived by evil. Bones snapped under his feet as he slowed to a walk, his mouth set in a grim line as his arm carrying the Jeweled Sword came down, the glinting edge pointed toward the ground. What was wrong with the Black Steeds? Why hadn’t the mortals converted to White Steeds when they saw the Green Light in the sky? The number of White Steeds swelled daily, while the Black Steeds stood strong, for no reason. It was inevitable, the White Steeds would win. As the prophecy proclaimed. Eliesmore gnashed his teeth as the words from the black book swirled around him.

      The world belongs to the mortals. Despite revising history, time and time again, the world is taken back by the mortals regardless of what the immortals do. It is regrettable that a race with long life and deep knowledge is not able to outmatch the mortals. Some say it is because their lives are short, they are focused on how precious life is, and are bent on saving it for themselves and future descendants. If the immortals are to take back the world once and for all, it will be a long-term plan, made in secret. It will be a plan that makes the mortals believe they are winning. It is a long, twisted game, and only those with the power of mind control can pick the players and begin. It is only through a long deception that the immortals shall gain the right to rule the world. Once we rule, there will be no return for the mortals.

      He lifted his sword again as the rage mounted and his feet ran forward. It did not matter. The Black Steeds made the wrong choice, they had to die whether they were mortals or woísts.

      Eliesmore dived into the melee, letting the power of the Jeweled Sword control his actions. He swung high, cleaving heads from bodies as he surged like a wave through the Black Steeds. White eyes of Crons backing away in fear rose before him. Black armored hands came up, shielding themselves from his relentless attack. He tossed helmets from their heads and kicked them over until they lay, begging in surrender at his feet. Yet, for all his accomplishments, he heard the cries of his army and he turned, his own safety forgotten as he narrowed his eyes. In the distance he saw a white flag, twirling in the breeze, yet the archers were gone from the hill, standing in the lowlands while an army of woísts surged over the hill, ripping the flag out of the ground and smashing it under their feet. A woíst moved to the top of the hill, lifted a broadsword and roared, his silver blade gleaming in the darkness, while red blood dropped off it, a bold display of battles won and victories taken at the risk of many lives.

      “Turn back!” Came the cry. “Turn back to the hill! Protect the archers!”

      Eliesmore’s eye swarmed in fury as he turned to the east and saw, again, another army of woísts pouring out. He saw Idrithar turn in alarm, shouting for back up as he raced back toward the Jaded Sea. A boom rang through the air, and a fireball of red and purple exploded toward the waters. Eliesmore placed a hand on his heart and closed his eyes, hearing, even in the distance, the screams and cries of those burned as the ships went down in flames. The sudden victory disintegrated under his fingers, and when Eliesmore opened his eyes, he knew it was not enough, they were not enough. As long as they continued the onslaught the Dark Figure would meet them, blow after blow, with her endless armies of dark creatures. He had to face her and end this once and for all.

      “To the east, they are coming from the east!” voices shouted as mayhem took over.

      “Turn to the south! They are coming from the south!”

      Rivers of black streamed around them, like a bitter stream flowing to froth with red, and Eliesmore lifted the Jeweled Sword once again. Scanning the area, he saw Wekin and shouted. “Wekin! Hold them back!” There was more to say, but Wekin understood, he lifted the blade of Starman the Trazame and turned toward the south, clearing a path for the army, pulling those in need out of harm’s way.  A bolt of yellow lightning rippled across the sky as Idrithar took up the sword of Alaireia the Ezinck and ran east to hold back the army from the sea. Eliesmore lifted the Jeweled Sword, and as he turned to face the city, he saw yet another horde, coming from the mountains, woísts marching as far as the eye could see. He lifted the Jeweled Sword and let rage surge through him as he ran forward to face the armies of the Dark Figure.
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      A snap vibrated through the air, louder than a tree falling in the forest and Arldrine jumped. From where she perched in the tower, she saw a wall of snow hurling toward the bridge, and her heart leaped. Zhane was down there, standing firm with the Therian. She meant to fight by his side, but when the Tribe of Minas asked her to lead them, she’d given in to their request. It was on the way to build trust with the tribe and she’d noted the way the Tribe of Minas separated themselves from the Therian. “We have to help them. The bridge is going to fall the Therian will perish,” she shouted, turning back to those who stood with her.

      “Why should we help them?” an Ezinck spoke up. “They have been nothing but a burr in our side. With them gone, all of our problems will disappear.”

      “Aye.”

      “Hear hear,” the voice agreed.

      Arldrine spun, fear and fury churning within her. “I don’t have to tell you what will happen if the Black Steeds and those deadly creatures, the woísts, find us. They will slaughter us all. Is that what you want? At least with the Therian standing by they had a reason to stay away, with the Therian gone they will come after you and take your home. Would you rather serve the Black Steeds, or fight with the Therian? We were coming to an understanding, at long last, would you give up all that progress now?”

      Róta stepped forward. “Arldrine. I will stand with you. What is your plan?”

      “We get down there, and we save the Therian, with me!” Arldrine cried.

      Without thinking, she slung her bow onto her back and leaped out the window, climbing hand over hand as she made her way down the mountainside to the drawbridge. The bridge was covered in snow, and as the Xctas dived to save those they could, the middle of the bridge began to cave in.

      “Zhane,” Arldrine shouted as she climbed, sliding in places, losing her footing and skidding. At one point she almost fell from a height of twenty feet, her fingers catching a foothold just in time. Her heart thumped in her chest so hard she could taste it and her vision blurred as she willed her body to go faster.

      Someone hit the rock beside her, and the sharp claws of an Xctas snatched at ice and stone. “What do you need?” a harsh male voice rang out.

      Shocked, Arldrine met the beady eyes of the creature, wondering if she should trust it. “I need to get to Zhane. He’s on the bridge.”

      “You will die,” the creature told her matter-of-factly. “But I will take you.”

      The next moment she was airborne as the Xctas shot downwards, and Arldrine focused on the bridge, peeling her eyes to glimpse Zhane. The Therian were digging themselves out of the snowdrift when Arldrine saw Zhane.

      “Drop me!” she ordered the Xctas.

      “Your death,” he told her and let go.

      Arldrine fell from the skies, landing on the bridge as Zhane’s head appeared. “Give me your hand,” she shouted.

      Zhane moved his shoulders back and forth, lifting a freezing hand to touch Arldrine’s. She grabbed his hand and the bridge shattered.

      They fell toward ice while the icicles shuddered and danced above them. Sound disappeared as she stared upward, her mouth open in a silent scream as bodies fell around her. Snow twirled beside her like a blizzard while Xctas wheeled and soared. Her eyes were drawn down to Zhane’s and instead of fear she saw pure light shining out of them. His voice was the only one she heard as he called her name. “Arldrine. Now.” There inside of her swept the power, and visions of what Zhane wanted to do danced before her eyes. Lifting her free hand up, she let the white light shoot out of it. Above her, the Black Steeds came out of Stronghold to gloat in their victory, and the white light shot past them, blasting into the icicles and send them down on the heads of the Black Steeds. At the same time, the broken bridge turned to solid ice, sealing itself back in place. Arldrine watched in awe as the light poured out of her and Zhane, blasting away the Black Steeds as they tried to flee and catching the Therian as they fell.

      As they neared the river of ice a great Xctas, with a wing-span of twelve feet dived below them, snatching them from death’s grasp at the very last second. Safely on the back of the Xctas they flew past the icicles and shattered ice back toward Stronghold while shouts and cheers erupted around them. Zhane slipped his arm around Arldrine’s waist, calling to the beast. “Thank you Gykin. Arldrine, are you okay?”

      “Aye, I did not realize…” she trailed off. Pointing. “If I had known what powers we had earlier…”

      “We did what we needed. Perhaps they will see and believe. Gykin, what word do you bring from the White Steed?”

      Arldrine did not hear what Gykin said as they flew over Stronghold. She looked, and she saw the Tribe of Minas, bows, and spears raised as they cheered while the Therian stood on the frozen bridge and roared. Their hands were all pointed in one direction, and their cries echoed off the ice as they entered Stronghold.

      From there the Black Steeds had no cause to stand in their way, they stood in surrender to the Therian and the Tribe of Minas. Zhane and Arldrine joined them in the warm caverns of Stronghold as sunrise pierced the chill. Shawdi gathered them together, and they stood under the torches in the flickering light.

      “Stronghold is ours once again!” he shouted, causing the Therian to roar and stamp their feet. “We hold the sacrifice of the Tribe of Minas fulfilled for a hundred generations, but we owe this great victory to Zhane the Warrior and Arldrine the Ezinck. Without their help, without their power, we would not stand here today, without a single death to the Therian or the Tribe of Minas. There is word the Black Steeds are marching in Sidell, war is coming to the South World, and this is just the beginning. Those of you who would fight alongside such a great power, come with me and swear fealty to the Rulers of the West because they are in our midst.” He lifted his sword and turned, pointing toward Zhane and Arldrine. “We march with you now.”
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      Eliesmore lifted his head. His heart felt heavy. It seemed each time they destroyed an army of woísts a thousand more surround them. His body felt numb, moving forward automatically. Eliesmore wavered on the battlefield. His throat was raw. Dust turned his eyes red-rimmed, and he could see the light of dawn peeking through the dark clouds. His strength was failing, and he feared to look behind him, to see the disgusting pit of mangled body limbs and the faces of the fallen, those he’d traveled with, feasted with and led to their deaths. An overwhelming hopelessness rose within him as he realized he had not seen the Dark Figure, and her coming did not seem to be imminent. He still held down the southern side of the city, and yet, as his burning arms fell to his side, he saw a light in the north. White lights danced through the air like starlight, and for a moment he imagined he saw the bronze wings of the Xctas, flying through the skies, bringing the first hints of gold as the sun rose. He blinked, his eyes taking in a steady stream of white light. Glancing east, he noted Idrithar walking forward while his golden blade burned with light. Although the jewels burned his fingers, Eliesmore held up the Jeweled Sword, and for a moment, he saw nothing but shimmering colors, and then it happened.

      Light shot out into the air, moving past him in a blur as it joined with golden light from Idrithar’s blade and the white light from the north. An ecstatic hum burst through the air like thunder after a flash of white-hot lightning. Eliesmore’s hair stood on end with the momentum of the burst, and his fingers twitched. The ground began to shake with the intense light display, and thunder rolled in clouds from the mountains, covering the sunrise as it turned into a whirling tornado of cloud and light, hurling toward the shaking ground. Cracks splintered around Eliesmore’s feet as the dry brown ground gave way and opened, a yawning mouth seeking to devour all. Words came to his mouth, yet he never said them as he held the sword high, watching, waiting, ready.

      A wave of light erupted around him, hurling chunks of mud and bodily lifting the woísts, slinging them in cyclones and dropping them back onto the ground. The quake continued as the ground opened up, swallowing pockets of the Black Steed’s army as they shouted.

      The white light in the north turned into a pillar, and as thunder and lightning rained down upon the army, the light burst into shooting balls of fire, pounding the woísts as they stumbled into the ruined caters of the ground. An intense burning ignited in Eliesmore’s head as two warriors walked out of the light. Their faces were painted, they wore battered armor and swung their blades beside them. Light poured out of their eyes. Eliesmore stared, taking a step back in awe as they moved toward him. He blinked as he recognized Zhane and Arldrine. The light curled around them as if it obeyed their wishes. Zhane lifted his sword, oracles dancing off of them and Arldrine twirled her blade in her hand, her long black hair flowing around her as they marched. Behind them, Eliesmore saw an army of Tiders and Ezincks, males, females and animals all at once. There were wolves, bears, and Xctas, a mix of vicious creatures.

      “The army from the mounts has come,” Arldrine’s voice rang out strong and clear as she addressed Eliesmore. “We have come to fight with you.”

      “Where would you have us?” Zhane swung his blade once more.

      Eliesmore opened his mouth, but no sound came out as he gaped as the unexpected army. “How?” he uttered. “How?”

      Arldrine gazed at him, a calm light in her eyes. She held out a hand toward Zhane. He took it. White light flashed between them, a sea of sparks igniting the ground. “We know who we are, and with that knowledge, our true power has been released,” Arldrine told him, although her eyes turned to Zhane and never left his face.

      They gazed at each other, and the adoration and respect they had for each other was clear to see. Eliesmore felt as if he were intruding on a sacred moment although there was no shame in the intrusion. He saw their bond, strength, and wisdom. When they returned their eyes to his, he felt something deep within him. This time it was not the rage or the pain, it was hope, and that hope was enough. He pointed the Jeweled Sword toward the gates. “We take the city!”

      “Hurrah! Hurrah! Hurrah!” A collection of voices rang out.

      Eliesmore turned toward the east and saw Idrithar running toward them, leaping over the cracks in the ground. Visra twirled as she flew and Captain Elidar ran at her side. Optimistic led the remaining archers while Yamier, Wekin, Skip, Bruthen, and Sir Regante moved toward the city. The ground shuddered as it began to close, taking the army it has swallowed with it into the pit of darkness.

      “For the White Steeds!” Wekin shouted, raising his sword.

      Spirits renewed the army surged forward, and this time nothing could stop them. The remaining woísts tried to stand firm, yet they were buried under the avalanche as the White Steeds broke open the gates and hurled into the city, streaming over the cobblestone roads like water, taking down anyone and anything that stood in their way.

      As Eliesmore ran, he saw the city was built in layers all pointing toward the center. Buildings lined the roads in a matter Eliesmore had never seen before, being used to the countryside. As he moved to the center of the city, a river of water rushed in, filling a bubbling stream that moved in the center, shooting hot steam off into the air. He paused, listening.

      The Zikes scattered, searching. They rushed past him, rutting out those who ran, those in hiding. The army moved westward in a river of green and white, chasing the remaining woísts. The city was theirs, it seemed to be over, yet a niggling crept over Eliesmore. Where was she? If he had been in Castle Range or Daygone, he would have sought a tower, high enough from the ground where the mortals crawled, and close enough to the heavens. Wasn’t that what the Changers desired, to commune with the stars above? The black words from the book rang in his mind, and he shuddered as the sky turned even blacker than it was. A cold wind began to blow as a shadow from the east hung over the city. Heart thudding Eliesmore turned slowly, sword in hand, aware of what he would see, standing behind him.

      She stood in the middle of the battlefield, her ironclad feet propped up on the dead bodies of her army. One hand was outstretched, tossing her giant shadow over the city as if she claimed it for her own. Her body was covered in a long dark robe, and a silver chain hung about her waist, glittering in the dying light. Her skin was pale, almost a ghostly pale as if she was not used to the light of the sun. Her face looked as if it were chiseled out of marble, the high eyebrows, curved cheeks, and a pointed chin. Her lips were blood red in her heart-shaped face, and one eye was black while the other was red. He saw the resemblance then. She looked like her brother, Sarhorr, the female equivalent of him.

      She opened her mouth and let a sound usher forth. It sounded like the roar of a deadly beast mixed with the wild winds of Oceantic and the thunder of a quake. The cobblestones beneath Eliesmore’s feet began to break, and the great walls of the city of Sidell crumbled into dust. Pillars of dust and rubble rose above Eliesmore, and the cries and shouts of those nearest the destruction seemed to fade into the distance as he strode toward her. He lifted the Jeweled Sword, squeezing the hilt until the jewels were embedded into his palm. A surge of white-hot heat burned through his body and sweat poured from his temples as he sped up, running toward the monster who stood in the battlefield of destruction and glory, ready to curse her demise.

      A bolt struck him before his feet left the city and Eliesmore was hurled backward, his head sticking hard against a rock. He blinked as darkness covered his vision, and white spots danced before his eyes. With a grunt he pulled himself it a sitting position, noting the sticky red blood matting his head. In a fury, he rose, allowing a cry of anger to pour out of him. The pain faded away as darkness took over and he strode forward once more.

      She beckoned to him with one dark hand while with the other she held up a whip. Her arm bent in a graceful arch as she snapped her whip and the nine tongues of it hissed a song of death. Eliesmore saw the ends of the whip were the heads of snakes, with eyes of lava and tongues of fire. Pulling back her arm she released the whip, and it shot out, its heads lolling as they reached across the battlefield for Eliesmore. Before the whip could wrap around him, he sliced through it with the Jeweled Sword, ducking as another dark bolt moved toward him.

      A malevolent laugh swept over him although he barely heard it as he moved toward her. As she pulled back the whip, the nine missing heads grew on it again, and he saw the object around her neck. It shone with a dark luster, a combination of obsidian and starlight, glistening with brilliance. There was a pulse of outer-worldliness, and yet, as he stared, he realized it was the item he sought. The Phutal.

      She noticed his eye lingering on her neckpiece, and she covered it with her long, wicked fingers, hissing in disdain. She charged forward, her dark hair moving above her like an elusive cloud, dark and deadly with reaching fingers of its own, striving to choke out the light and cover the lands in darkness. Eliesmore stormed across the battlefield, his feet crushing black armor and white bone as he shouted, lifting the Jeweled Sword to strike the Dark Figure.

      The nine-headed whip hissed out once more, lashing through the air with a sharp bark, spewing venom. Maneuvering past it Eliesmore ducked, moving with lightning speed as he came face to face with the Dark Figure. A wave of dark power permeated the air, and the scent of blood hung heavy around her, as if she had taken the souls of mortals, used their bodies as vessels, and drank her fill until she was bloated on their life force. The air whistled around Eliesmore as he stood face to face with her and a sudden weightlessness captured him as his body was lifted into the air. She reached out a hand, and his mind slowed down, moving with sluggishness as her fingers gripped his neck like a claw. He brought up the Jeweled Sword, determined to remove her presence from the Four Worlds when the whip wrapped itself around his sword arm. Tiny mouths leeched through his armor and sunk through his shirt, irritating the skin of his arms and prying his fingers free. The Jeweled Sword dropped like a stone, and Eliesmore kicked in panic as the fingers tightened around his windpipe and the Dark Figure lifted him high into the air.

      He gasped for breath, his eyes growing wide with panic. His mind began to shut down as the venom from the snakes flowed into his body, cutting off his union with the Green Light. The valve from which the power of creation flowed closed down, and he sunk in misery as the cold eyes of the Dark Figure bored into him. She blinked once, allowing her eyes to turn blood red, the same color as the ring the Dark One, Sarhorr, had dropped in Daygone. A vague mist swirled around Eliesmore and the Dark Figure as they faced each other. She seemed oddly calm in the situation and in control as if his coming did not concern her, as if the armies of the White Steeds were not enough to dismantle her ultimate plan.

      Her red mouth opened, and words as wicked and evil as the black words written in the book in Daygone came out. The hope that had struck Eliesmore when Zhane and Arldrine appeared in the white light forsook him, and the darkness within him rose with icy determination to squeeze his will into a bleak nonexistence.

      In vain he struggled while her grasp strengthened, and her nails pierced the soft flesh of his neck. Her worlds moved around him until he could not only see but also hear them. The words of his vision. “You are not the One. Your fate is a game. Created by Sarhorr, my misguided brother. Perpetuated by those he deceived. The Green People. You have lost. Because you are too blind to see. I shall win this game. Because I alone understand the rules. Failure is your reward.”

      Her words dripped like poison, striking his body as he shriveled and sank from her. As the last words curved from her forked tongue, she pulled back her arm and hurled him north. Eliesmore’s vision blurred, and he thought he saw jewels pour through the air, like sand poured out of a bag, flowing endlessly until a wave of blackness rose up, and the eternal lights were banished into darkness.
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      Pain seared Eliesmore’s body as he landed as if his skin had been ranked over with hot coals. His neck swelled, and each breath was agony as he rose to his knees. Holding his head in his hands, he touched his forehead to the heated ground and leaned forward, rocking back and forth as soundless sobs shook his body.

      When he lifted his eyes, he saw her standing in a glory of violent darkness. She waved her hand, mowing through the army of the White Steeds as she searched. His heart sank with dread as she moved toward the flagpole, and by the time he regained his footing and ran, he already knew it was too late. Somehow, he knew what she planned next, what she wanted to do, the bait she would use to ensnare him. The game did not end here and now, there was something she wanted from him, something he should have realized all along. It would not be enough to enslave the people of the South World and turn their hearts and mind to worship her. It would not be enough for them to bow their knees and swear allegiance to her. She wanted, nay, she craved the power of the Green Stone, just like her brothers. She desired ultimate power to win although she’d paralyzed his motions. The words he’d learned in Daygone danced before him and as much.

      You cannot save the world. In saving the world, you bring about the damnation of the Four Worlds. Yet if you would plunge ahead, you must understand, ultimate power belongs to the immortals.

      As he did not want to believe them, he knew, without doubt, they were true. This was the curse the Truth Tellers spoke of. It was the weight of knowledge he bore. He willed his body to move faster, tearing through the agony he felt even as every footstep sent a jolt of healing power through him.

      She paused when she reached the flagpole and with a wave the archers scattered, their bodies soaring through the air like flower petals in the wild wind. Before she reached out, Eliesmore felt a quake in his heart, and his far-seeing eyes revealed what he hoped wasn’t true. She snatched up Optimistic by his hair, flinging his weapons to the other end of the battlefield.

      Thunder roared through Eliesmore’s ears, and he saw the warriors who stood rally. Lifting their weapons, they dashed heedlessly toward Optimistic’s salvation. The Dark Figure faced them, a smirk spreading across her face as if they were nothing but a fly on her back. Holding Optimistic close to her body, she lifted a hand up to her neck. A flare of power surged across the open field, and a ripple of light rose in the air as she stepped through the portal and disappeared. It closed almost as quickly as she had opened it, yet allowing Eliesmore to see a glimpse of where they went. He willed his feet faster, recalling the tales of the remnants of portals. He reached the opening as the smell of acid burning stung his nostrils, and he jumped, the tang of electricity moving around him.

      Nothing happened. He stomped the ground in frustration before trying again, running back and forth through the ring where the portal had opened, hoping to trip through remnants and follow them through. He heard Optimistic cry out from a distance as the Dark Figure pulled him close, sniffing the aroma of his power. Eliesmore closed his eyes and held his hands out, pulling the surge of power toward him. Sensory input flowed through him, lush green grass, cold gray stone, the Green Light beaming down in full intensity, creatures of glass grieving in their frozen state while the guardians kept watch. The Rain Warriors.

      “Eliesmore!” A cry jerked him away from the sights and smells, and he turned, standing in the heap of destruction. Cries and moans emitted around him while death and destruction stretched as far as the eye could see. Black dust settled around prone bodies, hiding the endless streams of rusted blood that flowed toward the Jaded Sea. Eliesmore blinked as the remaining warriors walked out of the gloom, gathering around him as a snuffling silence overcame the air.

      Zhane and Arldrine strode toward him, the urgency gone from their footsteps as a host of Tiders and Ezincks, both male and female, covered in war paint moved behind him. Eliesmore stared, as if seeing them for the first time, a fearsome army with two forms, both mortal and beasts. A thought began in his mind, yet its meaning was lost as he noticed Idrithar with his warriors, walk toward them. Visra hovered above the ground to the right of Captain Elidar. Sir Regante and Mattio walked to the left of Idrithar. Yamier and Wekin ran up, wide-eyed, mouths agape as they stared. Skip, Bruthen, Wyndler and Trecon stood with them, hands on their weapons, grime covering their faces. The horror of what they’d just seen pierced Eliesmore’s soul. It seemed as if he could hear their thoughts, a lack of trust in his abilities to protect them. They had just seen him bested by the Dark Figure and she’d taken the Jeweled Sword along with Optimistic. He couldn’t blame the horror, the creeping hopelessness in their eyes. Their shoulders slumped, their eyes strayed to the massive number of those they had lost.

      “Eliesmore,” Zhane’s voice called to him once again.

      Eliesmore met the Tider’s eyes. Zhane held both his swords, one in each hand, his feet planted. His brown eyes were calm, steady, imparting strength. His thoughts were not those of devastation and hopelessness. He was ready to move forward, to take the next step, to do what needed to be done.

      “What did you see?”

      “They went to the Constel Heights,” Eliesmore gasped.

      “What must you do?” Zhane encouraged him.

      “We have to go to Castle Range. I know what I need to do,” Eliesmore walked toward Zhane and Arldrine, noting the white luminosity that glowed about them. “How quickly can you get me there?”

      Zhane gestured toward Arldrine who nodded. “The Therian and the Tribe of Minas will escort you there.”

      Lythe padded up, his tongue lolling out of his mouth. “I’m coming with you,” he brushed up against Eliesmore. Eliesmore nodded, grabbing Lythe’s mane and holding on as if it were his lifeline.

      “Idrithar,” Eliesmore turned back. “Take care of the army.”

      Idrithar bowed his head, hiding his expression. “We will meet you in Castle Range.”

      A host circled around Eliesmore, and they ran north, away from the battle at Sidell and the dark smudge of hopelessness. Eliesmore’s feet touched the ground for moments before he found himself lifted and he became airborne. They flew upward into a storm of dark clouds with the mist floating around them. Far below in the ground, Eliesmore heard the heart of the Four Worlds weeping as clouds covered the Green Light and a horned shadow reared its head across the bleak skies.
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      Idrithar lit the fires, igniting the tips of arrows, showing the remaining archers how to let them fly. The night deepened as they stacked the bodies, separating White Steeds from Black Steeds. The Mermis weaved around them, bringing refreshment for the warriors, holding those who wept, their hearts deepened with sorrow. Visra played a mournful flute, the sounds of tears weaving with the hot flames flickering, eating up the field of blood.

      Indonesia stood with Idrithar as the fires burned, the pyres the only bright lights of night. “The army must go, this is only a reminder of loss. They will need to march into the sunlight, march into the mountains.”

      “Many will fall away because of what happened here,” Idrithar mused, crossing his arms.

      Indonesia turned to face him, her expression deep with sorrow. She placed a hand on his heart. “Not if you persuade them. They fought well, I saw it, and I saw the power of the weapons of Our Father.”

      “They saw failure,” Idrithar interrupted, meeting her eyes. “They saw the failure of the One, the loss of the Jeweled Sword, and a victory for darkness. They saw what happened in the past repeated. Even if Eliesmore succeeds in the Constel Heights, what happened here will not be forgotten.”

      “What are you implying?”

      “That’s the reason the old people are gone, that’s the reason only the young ones remain, it’s because they are impressionable, and they remember what they saw with their own eyes, the things the Changers wanted them to see. If all they know is darkness, how will they respond to right? How will they know the difference between good and evil?”

      “You must show them. Around us, I have seen White Steeds step into their powers. You saw Zhane and Arldrine descend from the mountains with a lost army. You saw the strength of Wekin the Warrior and what he and Yamier can accomplish when they stand together. You saw the unwavering faith of Visra and Captain Elidar as they fight together. You, yourself, have power beyond your imagination. Use it. That’s what power is for. Eliesmore left you his army, he left you in charge.”

      “Yes, he did,” Idrithar raised his head, his eyes growing hard as his gaze drifted toward the burning pyres. With a sudden movement, he grabbed Indonesia’s arm. “Before, you took the army back to the fortress, because you wanted to wait for Eliesmore. You claimed the army would follow him.”

      A hint of a smile touched her cheeks although she did not let it shine through. “My actions were not because of Eliesmore. My actions were because of what you will do. Yes. You. You are clever and wise. You understand timing, and you understand more lore and deep mysteries of knowledge than you will ever reveal. Now you have everything you need to fulfill your plans,” she cocked her head. “It is your time now.”

      Idrithar stood tall, stepping back. “At daybreak, gather the army, I must speak to them.”
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      “This is bad, isn’t it?” Wekin whispered to Yamier as they watched the army gather. The Mermis had called for a gathering in the city and Idrithar was preparing a speech before they left. “Remember how long we took to cross the mountains before? We will not make it in time, not even if Idrithar blows the Horn of Shilmi, which I doubt he’ll do. I don’t know how we will reach Optimistic in time. I hope he still lives. I can’t get that creature out of my head. She was beautiful and ghastly and wicked all at once. Did you see the evil pour out of her like a river? She’s the first Changer I’ve seen, and I hope the last. How will Eliesmore best her?”

      Wekin took a breath, allowing Yamier to chime in. “I don’t know Wekin. I don’t know.”

      “We need to cheer everyone up, or we won’t have any army at all. These are dark days, mark my words. What should we do?” Wekin continued, shaking his head as he eyed the dejected army. Shoulders slumped, and heads held down as they walked.

      “I’d suggest leaving it up to Idrithar and Indonesia. After all the Mermis follow Indonesia, and the army follows Idrithar.”

      Wekin frowned. “You can’t be serious? We have our followers. He waved his hands. “Skip, Bruthen, Wyndler and Trecon. I dare say Sir Regante and Mattio follow Idrithar, but Visra and Captain Elidar…”

      “It’s not the same,” Yamier cut him off. “We have to do something grand to make them take note.”

      “We are grand we have the weapons of the Five Warriors, we are the best warriors in the South World I wager. Did you see the woísts flee before us? You saw, you were there!”

      “I also saw what the Dark Figure did to Eliesmore. No one can forget that. How are we supposed to make others forget that? It was monstrous and then she grabbed Optimistic and leaped through the portal. That moment is burned into my vision. Wekin, what should we do to make them forget?”

      Wekin pursed his lips and made a fist. “We have to do something!”

      “But what is bigger than what just happened? What is bigger than the weapons of The Five Warriors and the Phutal?” Yamier voice grew louder as he waved his arms, his face growing red.

      “Humm...if we had the Clyear of Power combined with the might and strength of this army we could pull off a feat and sink Castle Range into the ground.”

      “Impossible. No one knows where the Clyears are...mostly in tales of old they were found by visiting a wyvern or dranagin.”

      “We have none of those but dranagins…”

      “Dranagins . . . remember how Idrithar said he made a deal with one?”

      “Dranagins. Now that’s an idea . . . aren’t there two of them?”

      “Yes, the smaller one which we saw and the bigger one…”

      “Dranagins are for dranagins.”

      “What should we do?”

      “Something big.”

      “Something that will make people forget what they saw.”

      “To give them a new story to talk about.”

      “I’ve got it! We should steal the dranagins.”

      “Not one but both of them especially the big one.”

      “Particularly the big one!”

      “Wekin…”

      “Yamier…”

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Aye. Let’s go get the dranagins!”

      Wekin held a finger to his lips as Yamier joined him. “We need to talk to the Xctas because we need a ride.”
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      Visra shook out a handful of teeth and dropped them onto one of the smoking pyres. She felt eyes on her back, and she shrugged as she met Captain Elidar’s wistful gaze. “I tried to tell them,” he wagged his head, his dark eyes falling to the ground. “She is all powerful. They wouldn’t listen.”

      Visra gave a bitter laugh in response. “They never do but you swore to fight with me. This battle is over, but we are killers, we go to the next one.”

      Captain Elidar put a hand on his sword hilt, raising his eyebrows. He spoke tentatively. “Castle Range...I have never been there, yet I have heard…”

      “Rumors?” Visra interrupted with a snicker. She paused as memories danced into her mind, paving the way for solemn words. “I saw death there and the birth of the Green Light.” She smacked her lips and stuck her tongue back to lick the bare nubs where her teeth used to be. They usually grew back after a battle. She’d lost so many over the months she and Captain Elidar fought together, it seemed natural.

      “Do you believe in him? The One they call Eliesmore?” Captain Elidar went on his tone void of traces of emotion.

      Visra snapped her head back to glare at him as she spread her wings, wiping droplets of blood off her chin. “Do you doubt him?”

      He glanced away, off into the smoke where a vague mist hung in the air, hiding the city of Sidell from view. “It is hard to say... he is not what I expected.”

      “You never told me you saw him at his weakest, in the Torsilo Quarts,” Visra muttered, bending over to stretch her back, intent on loosening up her body for the next battle.

      “It was never important,” Captain Elidar shrugged. “I did what I knew was right at the time and now I am out here, atoning for my sins.”

      Visra swung her arms back and forth, “How did you know it was him? Who told you?”

      Captain Elidar visibility stiffened, the whites of his eyes showing at Visra’s questioning gaze. “I just knew…there was a female who came to me…in a dream perhaps…and she told me what to do.”

      “She?” Visra froze, her hands coming down to rest on her sides. “What did she look like?”

      He put a hand to his head, pinching his brow between two fingers. “I can’t remember. There was an aura of green and silver. She was beautiful and yet something deadly surrounded her. I cannot recall more.”

      Visra frowned, her lips drawing downward. “Curious.” She spun on her heel, facing away from Captain Elidar. The riddles and mysteries of knowledge were not something she was called upon to question, yet the fact that Captain Elidar had been ordered to set Eliesmore free bothered her. There was something missing in the line of events, something that did not add up, something she’d learned in the past that terrified her. At least, hints of it terrified her, and she chose to forget. “Beware the Green People, they are up to something,” she whispered to herself.

      “What’s that?” Captain Elidar asked, a vague shadow of fear covering his face.

      Visra shivered. “Nothing, let’s march. It is still a time to kill.”
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      At sunrise, the Mermis gathered those who remained. They stood inside the city walls while Idrithar strode to the fountain, holding up the blade of Alaireia, Keeper of the Clyear. He could not forget the look on the faces of the White Steeds. He knew he had to do what he could to make them march on to yet another battle, even though it might result in slather.

      “Hear ye. Hear ye,” Idrithar began, resting the point of the sword on the ground, aware of the way the gold light in the middle gleamed, ready to do his bidding. “I know what you have seen with your own eyes, and so it seems, once again, the Black Steeds won a victory here. But I stand before you and say it is not so. The Black Steeds have not won here. Look around. What do you see? There are no Black Steeds here. You saw the ground swallow them whole. You saw them flee from the wrath of the White Steeds. You also saw a setback, but what are wars but not simply battles? We fought hard today, and we won, we go on to fight another day, and I need you to stand firm in your unwavering commitment to the White Steeds. If doubt fills your heart, look up at the Green Light and see how it shines, look toward the west and realize the One, finder of the Jeweled Sword, conqueror of evil, is still fighting for you because of what happened here. Victory is not what we assume, but if we give up, if we stop fighting now, defeat will be a surety. You did not come all this way to join the White Steeds because you are faint of heart. You have hope, and even the smallest sliver of hope will help you fight. Remember those you have lost, our friends, our comrades, don’t let their sacrifice be in vain.

      “In honor of what took place, I hereby rename the city Ellsmore. We will rebuild, those who desire to march to Castle Range, to finish what we started, come with me.” His blood pumped through his veins as he lifted his sword high into the air, letting the hypnotizing light of the sword flare up. “Those of you who want to stay, to heal, recover and rebuild, make this place worthy of the White Steeds. Make this place such that none who come here ever forget. If you need hope, look at the light of the sword, let courage find it’s way into your heart, and march, march forth with me to battle and glory and victory for the White Steeds.”

      Slowly, a chant weaved its way through the crowd as eyes gazed at the golden light and hearts were restored. Voices lifted, and booted feet stamped as the flag of the White Steeds was raised high. White Steeds. White Steeds. White Steed.

      Idrithar held the sword high, knowing his moment had come.
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      A week later, Yamier and Wekin landed in the ravine. “We are going through the mountain of fire,” Wekin told the Xctas. “It’s a three-day journey but make sure you are ready to follow us when we come out the other side.”

      “Keep your distance,” Yamier laughed, running his fingers through his hair.

      The Xctas watched the two with beady eyes, and Wekin couldn’t help but assume the fowl were suspicious of him. He shouldered his pack of mocholeach and nodded at Yamier, the thrill of adventure buzzing through his fingers. He lived for the daring, the wild rush that came with accomplishing great feats. Excitement tingled as his skin brushed the sword of Starman the Trazame.

      “Come on,” Yamier encouraged. They moved down the ravine, climbing among the rocks into the gorge.

      Wekin wiggled through the opening, sniffing the air. “Something is burning,” he whispered to Yamier.

      “Aye, I smell it too. Do you remember the way?” Yamier crept beside Wekin, his voice hushed to a whisper.

      “In the back here,” Wekin pointed, moving toward a gray, misshapen boulder.

      They circled the rock, and the silver stalagmites shuddered as they strode into the mountain of fire. A golden hue hung in the air quickly blotted out by the darkness of the caves. Yamier tripped, sending dranagin scales rolling down the mountain side. “We could be rich,” Yamier puffed, “if we collected these.”

      Wekin bent, scooping up a handful. “Let’s take some for later.”

      They walked down the path for a while they saw the faint glow of fire while the scent of burnt flesh filtered through the air. “Down there,” Wekin whispered.

      “I remember it being steep, be careful,” Yamier answered as Wekin threw himself down on the path.

      Hand over hand they climbed down to the bottom of the mountain, grunting with the effort of sliding into the depths. It was well after midnight when they dropped to the bottom of the mountain. There, stretched in front of them were the dranagins, their yellow eyes half-open, waiting for the intruders their ears had heard.

      Wekin took a deep breath when he saw the dranagins. Their scaly bodies lounged on the ground, hiding the length of their mass in shadows of darkness the light of the fire did not reach. Long, lizard-like bodies were covered with gold and silver scales, and they lifted their long necks as the two Crons entered their domain. Smoke oozed from their long snouts while a strong odor of flesh permeated the air. Beyond the firelight, Wekin saw jewels of all sizes, piled up like fallen rubble and a twinge of lust bit his heart. A deep longing, stronger than the lust for bacon sank into him, giving him a boldness. Wekin ignored the long, sharp claws on their huge feet as he looked from one to the other.

      “Alright dranagins, we’ve work to do, up and at it, both of you!”

      “Who do you think you are to order us around,” asked the smaller dranagin, his voice gave off a bored tone.

      “I don’t think I am anyone to order you around, but my friend, Idrithar, remember him? He said he struck a bargain with you and I’m hoping to do the same.”

      “We don’t deal with mortals,” the bigger dranagin spoke, his booming voice made the mountainside quiver as a puff of smoke flashed through the air.

      Wekin stepped back although a grin split his face at the danger.

      “Leave us alone, we need to sleep,” the smaller dranagin complained.

      “What kind of deal did you strike with Idrithar the Wise?” Yamier prompted the smaller dranagin. “You came to our aid, and the Green Stone was dissolved.”

      “There is nothing you can say or do that will make us leave our mountain of fire,” the larger dranagin thundered.

      Wekin grabbed Yamier’s shoulder to steady himself as the ground shook. Rubble poured down around them while the jewels shivered in the darkness. Yamier pulled Wekin away, his eyes wide. “Perhaps we should collect treasure and get out of here,” he whispered. “The dranagins seem none too friendly, and they are monstrous.”

      Wekin felt the change in his eyes as he turned in Yamier’s direction. “We can’t give up now. We’ve only just begun.”

      A fireball exploded out of the smaller dranagin’s mouth, an intense heat radiating toward the hapless Crons. “Watch out!” Wekin grabbed Yamier and threw him to the ground, the tips of their hair burning as the fireball rolled over them.

      Wekin rolled over, smearing his clothes in dirt as he patted out the sparks. A haze of black smoke hung over them as the larger dranagin laughed, a deep-throated bellow that shook the mountain of fire once again. Wekin lay, face down, breathing heavily before he leaped up, his eyes flashing.

      “Enough of this. We are warriors of the White Steeds, come to ask you to help us in our dire moment of need. We have something you want, something you need. If you burn us first, you won’t get it.”

      “We have everything we need here,” the smaller dranagin’s tongue came out. It turned tail as it moved toward the burning remains of some creature and scooped it up in its powerful jaws.

      The putrid tang of flesh filled the air as the dranagin bit down while tears of disgust came to Wekin’s eyes. He pulled out his sword and faced the giant dranagin, staring into the lidless yellow eyes. The beast blinked, and Wekin saw different colors, gold, a hint of emerald, a taste of ruby and shining amethyst.  As he looked into the eyes of the beast, he saw the creature’s desires, almost as if his soul entered the body of the dranagin and all was laid bare.

      “You want freedom,” he whispered. “The people groups have been bothering you this year, more so than others. The Rakhai entered your realm and frightened away your prey. Jewels are beautiful, yet if there were something else that would ensure you were never bothered again, and always cared for, would you harken to it? If you could leave this mountain and live in the light, would you go?”

      “This one has pretty words,” the smaller dranagin hissed. “Don’t listen to it. It said it’s a warrior, when I flew out, I went to battle and spears were hurled at me. It was all I could do to escape. Don’t listen to pretty words.”

      “There is a great land,” Wekin went on. “Perhaps you’ve heard of the land of Daygone, where the Changers used to rule until the One banished them from the Four Worlds.”

      “Changers cannot die,” the smaller dranagin spoke up in disdain while the larger one opened both eyes and watched Wekin.

      “Ever since the One set the Green Light in the sky, all is changing. If you do not leave, he will come and out root you from your land and force you into battle. This is the only way to escape. You must flee before he comes for you and takes your mountain and your treasure.” The words felt lovely on Wekin’s tongue, and he spoke them, weaving a hypnotic blanket of truth and lies, while the words covered the minds of the dranagins in a fog of longing.

      “You have been here for too long, you’ve forgotten what it is like to walk the face of the South World, where the red grasses grow, and the animals do not start and flee from your presence. Instead of a mountain, you shall have a country, and all the food and wealth you desire. Oceantic will be at your feet while you can fish in the Jaded Sea and conqueror sea monsters. All we ask is that you leave these mountains and rule that land. We saw with our own eyes. The Therian returned, and the Tribe of Minas fought with them, the Crons and Tiders of the north and south walk together with swords raised high. You do not want to be here when they come for you and take your mountain.”

      “You cannot take our mountain from us,” the smaller dranagin protested. “We are stronger than any force that could enter these mountains.”

      “There’s only one way to see,” the larger dranagin came to its feet, shaking the mountain with such force, Wekin and Yamier almost lost their balance. The long body of the beast disappeared into darkness while its spread its wings reared back its head and bellowed.

      The sound coursed through Wekin’s body, and everything within him screamed in terror, shouting for him to run as fast as he could. But it was already too late. The dranagin let loose a rain of fire.

      Wekin held up the sword as the flames burned bright and Yamier crouched behind him. Heat surged around them, scorching the mountain side. When the dranagin pulled back, Yamier and Wekin stood, unhurt while the sword of Starman the Trazame burned bright in Wekin’s hand. Yamier let an arrow fly, shrieking past the ears of the dranagins. “Don’t you see?” he walked in front of Wekin, his voice deadly. “You can fight, you can fly, you can attempt to burn us, but we are invincible. We carry the weapons of the Heroes of Old, and we always get our way. We will not force you to fight our battles with us, but we do ask you to keep the land of Daygone, and keep all living things from entering there ever again. They will answer to you.”

      Wekin moved shoulder to shoulder with Yamier. “Would you like to taste my blade?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      After some conversation, the dranagins agreed to Yamier and Wekin’s wild plan, mainly out of fear of the weapons than anything else. Something snapped within Wekin after the beasts agreed to fly to Daygone. They lifted off in a vertical flight, the sheer momentum of flight. Wekin squeezed the harness made of rope, his heart in his throat as the great wings of the dranagin spread wide, thrusting them through the passageways of the mountain of fire. Wekin blinked hard, unable to stop the tears streaming from his eyes at the intensity of flight while cold wind buzzed around his ears. Looking down he saw Yamier below him, straddling the smaller dranagin which was equally furious with being out-rooted from their home under the mountains.

      “Here goes!” Wekin yelled down, his voice coming up a bit higher than he intended. The opening above him was quite small, and the dranagin did not appear to be slowing down as it hurled toward it.

      A muffled cry came from Yamier as they hurled toward the opening of the mountain of fire. A ball of fire smote the entryway as the dranagin burst through, and rock exploded around them. Wekin gave a yell of triumph as chunks of rock flew in every direction, causing a trembling avalanche to sweep over the mountainside. Below them the mountain of fire began to collapse in on itself, throwing clouds of black dust through the air while the dranagins soared upwards.

      Wekin gave another shout as the cold mountain air slapped his face. “Head east,” he shouted. “We make for Daygone.”

      The dranagins twirled in midair, soaring higher as they move over the mountains.

      Wekin gazed down at the beauty of it. His eyes glistening as he saw snow-capped mountain peaks winking in the light and a shimmer of dranagins scales fell from the wings. Wekin shifted, glancing back as two Xctas landed on the giant dranagin’s back.

      “What are you doing?” one screeched at him.

      “We need to fly over the army,” Wekin shouted to the dranagins. He turned back to the Xctas, grinning from ear to ear. “When the One destroyed the Dark One who lived in Daygone, he told us we must make it so that no one will go to Daygone ever again. The dranagins are going to live there and guard the land. We are dropping them off, and then we need your assistance in returning to the Constel Heights for the final battle. It’s a brilliant plan. Don’t you think?”

      The Xctas stared at him, their beady eyes glaring, but they did not say a word as they folded their wings and let the dranagin carry them onwards toward the Jaded Sea.
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      A roar hurled over the mountains and Visra paused to stand flat-footed. She lifted a hand to shield her eyes as she looked up. A dark mass rose in the sky, flying over them. “Idrithar, do you see that?”

      Idrithar raised a hand and marched back toward Visra. Captain Elidar stood behind her, helmet in one hand as he gazed up. “It could be the Snatchers. The Black Steeds send them out to destroy any form of resistance.”

      “I’ve flown with the Snatchers,” Visra rolled her eyes. “There are two dots in the sky, I can see them quite clearly.”

      “What is it?” Skip asked, walking up with her brother Bruthen. She lifted her chin, although Visra could tell she was afraid. A taunt rose on Visra’s lips, drowned out by cries and shouts.

      “Dranagins! Dranagins in the air!”

      Visra giggled, nudging Captain Elidar. “Dranagins?

      “Dranagins,” Idrithar crossed his arms, a frown covering his face as his brows drew together in frustration.

      Indonesia joined them with her cousins, Leaka and Sletaira. “The Xctas confirm it. Two went missing around the same time Yamier and Wekin disappeared.”

      “What if they didn’t flee from battle?” Bruthen clasped his hands together, staring up at the sky as if it would give him hope. “What if they went to get reinforcements?”

      “I was afraid of this,” Idrithar muttered. “They went and struck a bargain, the fools.”

      Another deep bellied roar came along with shouts from the air as monstrous beast moved over the army. Visra cackled as she watched the massive beasts soar over Idrithar’s army. There were two dranagins, the first one she recalled as the one Idrithar had brought to the first battle at the Constel Heights. The second one was enormous with a long golden tail that looked as if it could wipe out the army in one blow.

      They roared together, deep, long, melodies. The music of wild beasts. Visra grinned as she watched them, and she thought them the most beautiful beasts she’d ever seen. “They come with fire. They come with thunder. When they rise. The cities fall,” she hummed the ditty, thinking of Optimistic and their book of unfinished songs. He’d been captured, and her heart was full of bloodlust, the book of songs would never be finished.

      “It gives me hope,” Captain Elidar folding his hands, dropping to a knee. “If the beasts of the mountain of fire see fit to leave their homes and fly across the great unknown, perhaps there is hope.”

      Cries of awe filled the air as the beasts swooped over the army before wheeling and turning again.

      “It’s Yamier and Wekin.”

      “They are bringing the dranagins to war!”

      “How did they tame such great beasts?”

      Visra touched Captain Elidar’s shoulder, moving her wings back and forth as the army shouted and cheered. “If the dranagins are leaving the mountains, it doesn’t mean hope.” She squeezed her fists shut, remembering the things that had happened since the Green Company set out and the Rakhai rose and overtook them. “Nay, there is no hope,” she went on, daring Captain Elidar to keep the glowing look on his face. “It means the end of the world.”
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      One by one the creatures dropped out of the sky and landed in the lush grasslands of Castle Range. Eliesmore stretched his cramping legs as he stood tall, the heavy scent of fur and feather rushing over him. During his month-long journey with Zhane and Arldrine, he’d discovered the odd mix of Tiders and beasts were the clan of the Therian. They were a scowling, ferocious tribe with darker looks, some of them even had black hair, an uncommon trait for a Tider. For once in his life, Eliesmore felt like he truly fit in with them. On the other hands, the Tribe of Minas, the female Tiders, and Ezincks were beautiful yet deadly, with a quickness to pull out their blades. They stared at him out of wary eyes, yet every word from Zhane and Arldrine warranted their respect and trust. Eliesmore stayed silence in observation, even as his heart sunk at what he had to do in the Constel Heights.

      Arldrine moved to his side, folding her arms. “It’s been a month; do you think he’s still alive?”

      “Yes,” Eliesmore eyed her. “He’s the bait. She wants me to come here, to her home where she has the power.” He dropped his hands to his side, feeling the loss of the Jeweled Sword. Although he did not need it for what he had to do, he felt uneasy and less like the One without the solid steel in his hands.

      “Eliesmore,” Arldrine went on. “We have faith in you. When I was in the mountains everything I believed was shaken.”

      “My faith isn’t shaken,” Eliesmore stopped her before she could continue. He sensed her need to encourage him in his quest and while he appreciated her intentions, he simply did not want to hear another tale of overcoming against all odds.

      Arldrine’s dark eyes met his, and she nodded. He saw in her gaze something beyond companionship and friendship. There was something deeper, a wisdom she now held. Her perspective on life, how she made decisions and how she viewed the people groups had changed. She lifted the bow of Legone the Swift and Eliesmore recoiled, stepping back as a lump formed in his throat. If she noticed, she did not mention it. “Where do you want the army?”

      Zhane stood at the base of the hill, the Therian standing in various positions around him while the females squatted in the grass, readying their arrows. “The Rain Warriors guard the castle…”

      Eliesmore waved his hand in dismissal. “I was meant to be here. The gates will part for me.”

      A hot tongue licked Eliesmore’s hand, and Lythe purred beside him. The lion had grown much bigger and, although not full grown, his head reached Eliesmore’s waist. Dropping his hand on Lythe’s head, Eliesmore leaned into the golden tangled fur, letting everything fade away for mere moments. “Will you go down with me?” he whispered.

      “Aye,” Lythe shook his mane.

      “Eliesmore?” Zhane held out a blade, “Are you in need of a sword?”

      “No. It is enough.” Eliesmore gazed at the sea of stoic faces surrounding him and armed warriors as one by one the Therian shifted. The tribe counted their arrows while others pulled out knives and spears. “You need not do this,” Eliesmore’s voice came out haunting with fluid sorrow, the aura of command was gone. “You don’t have to fight this battle with me. Once she is gone, Castle Range will fall into your hands.”

      They said nothing, only held their weapons, glancing at each other, a hollow darkness in their eyes. Eliesmore knew, regardless of what he would do, they would follow those who freed them to the death. He saw their eyes flicker back toward Zhane and Arldrine and for brief moments he saw white crowns hovering on their heads while golden robes covered their bodies. He blinked as the vision rippled in front of him, and four words hummed through his mind. Rulers of the West.

      “They are here,” Arldrine announced, grabbing Zhane’s arm. “I never understood what the words meant until now. I sense their presence. We must set them free.”

      “Who?” Eliesmore slid onto Lythe’s back, weaving his fingers into the mane. A surge of power boiled within him.

      “The spirits of the trees,” Arldrine told him. “I met one in the mountains. It told me: ‘Their shells are encased where the rivers meet. On the banks of the heights, they were taken by a powerful force. They stand timeless frozen in horror trapped by stone, unable to escape.’ Now I understand.”

      “I have seen then,” Eliesmore recalled the glass figures with twisted faces, “they stand in the courtyard.”

      A ripple of thunder boomed over the plain, and a flash of yellow lightning descended from the sky. The warriors turned their faces upwards as electricity crackled around them.

      “The Rain Warriors know we are here,” Zhane said.

      Purple lightening hurled across the sky, sending a jagged finger into the ground. A near silence hummed over the ground, and Eliesmore urged Lythe forward. “The time has come,” he faced the others, his face falling. “It is time for me to go.”

      He felt as if he went to his death and yet it only seemed fair for a bit of him to die to save the Four Worlds. Lythe bounded forward, his paws tearing up the grass as he moved faster, his haunches gaining speed as he crested the top of the hill, fearlessly bounding between the strikes of lightning.

      Castle Range lay before them as did a valley of death. Bleached white bones covered the ground where the great battle had been fought months before. Lythe stumbled, leaping between the clumps of bone, picking his way across the field, while the Therian and the Tribe of Minas gathered on the hill, their numbers increasing as their eyes lifted upward toward the Rain Warriors.

      Eliesmore gazed in awe at the white giants of stone surrounding the castle. As he and Lythe moved toward them, a cracking sound rang out clearly, even amidst the thunder and lightning. One by one expressionless faces turned toward Eliesmore, and each one lifted a scythe in their hands. One of the Rain Warriors stepped forward two paces, its feet shaking the ground with tremors of warnings.

      There was no fear as Eliesmore squeezed Lythe’s sides, leaning forward. “We’re going directly to the gates, do not stop, do not turn back, no matter what you see or hear.”

      They bounded toward the courtyard as another crack pierced the air, the echoes of falling rock, like the beginnings of a white avalanche in the mountains slammed into their ears as another Rain Warrior stepped forward.

      A vision flashed in front of Eliesmore’s eyes, taking him away from the present moment and showing him a room. He saw Optimistic, his face pale, his hands folded as he lay on an altar, and above him stood a vague black shadow, horns standing out in the fading light. A second glance revealed a basin with a fountain, and he saw the Jeweled Sword, hanging like a sacrifice. He reached out a hand when a crack snapped through the air and jerked him back to reality.

      Dark rain clouds hovered around him and burst as an icy rain fell. Each drop felt like pellets, denting his skin as howls of frustration rose through the air. The Rain Warriors stepped forward, one by one, leaving their presence at the castle, their faces turning south. They lifted their scythes above their heads and took another step, the ground shaking beneath their feet. Eliesmore dived off of Lythe and ran toward the courtyard. “Run Lythe, turn back to safety,” Eliesmore shouted. He heard a battle cry from the Therian as they hurled toward the Rain Warriors. The first warrior dropped its scythe into the ground, sending white bone through the air in a riot of wonder as the Therian moved toward them. White light shot into the air, and the Rain Warriors moved toward the light as Eliesmore leaped over the wall. A screeching bore down upon him, and Xctas rose into the air, gathering the attention of the Rain Warriors, allowing Eliesmore to move toward the doors of the castle.
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      Rich red soil and a myriad of black petals, sprinkled through the craters rose up before Wekin’s eyes. He blinked as he leaned over the back of the large dranagin, his movements sending flakes of gold off in the sunlight. A dark cloud hovered over Daygone and glancing back toward the west. He saw the Green Light wink as the dranagins flapped their massive wings. A white feather drifted through the air as Wekin pointed and shouted, “Take us down!”

      A black tower rose high in the air. Its stones melted into each other as if their spirits were cowering, frightened because of the aloneness. When Wekin looked at the tower he saw a green glimmer hanging in the air, but when he blinked it was gone, and a strange, unsettling feeling rose within him. Clearing his throat, he took a deep breath and the scent of acid and burning remains filled his nostrils. In the distance, he saw billows of white smoke rising from the ground. As the dranagins began their descent into the barren land, wheeling and calling to each other, Wekin saw the broken body of a white female giant, lying in a halo of silver hair. A slight fear squeezed his heart, restricting the flow of the love of adventure for mere seconds.

      Cold winds rushed over him while a silvery tinging rang through the air as if someone were playing music on an instrument made of icicles.

      “Daygone,” Yamier’s voice floated to Wekin’s ears, a tone of excitement laced with fear and perhaps respect.

      “Welcome to your new home,” Wekin shouted to the dranagins to take his mind off the unsettling aura which rested upon Daygone like a blanket. In the distance, he saw a liquid pool, winking as traces of light caught its frozen edges. Dark words floated through the air, disappearing into the mist and fog that hung over the gloom.

      The dranagins landed with a shudder, and Daygone quaked under their feet. Yamier and Wekin slide off the dranagins, rolling to keep the fall from such a height from hurting them. Wekin wrapped his fingers around his sword, and he leaped to his feet, turning to eye the dranagins who glared back at him. Their horizontal yellow eyelids blinked at him but did not convey feeling, one way or another.

      “Well,” Wekin glanced from east to west, “don’t you want to explore?”

      “New home,” the larger dranagin sniffed. “We shall see. If mortals return to this land and beg us to fight, you will answer for this.”

      A sly grin came to Wekin’s lips. “It is your task to ensure no mortals or immortals enter Daygone. There is only one who has safe passage, and that is Eliesmore the One. Mayhap will come a day when he brings you new instructions.”

      The smaller dranagin moved eastwards, ignoring them while the larger dranagin sniffed. “New instructions will not be welcome, nor will the One. The mountains were growing rather desolate and boring. This new land is a welcome relief.”

      “Ah, see, you do have a sense of adventure,” Wekin grinned.

      Yamier crossed his arms and nodded at the dranagins, although he eyed his bow a bit nervously as he shifted from foot to foot.

      “Wekin the Warrior and Yamier the Hunter,” the giant dranagin turned his back toward them. “Farewell. If it comes to pass, you must relay the story of what was done here, let to be known, we struck a bargain. No more. No less.”

      “Ha,” Yamier chuckled. “We struck a bargain. I see how it is. Dranagins are for dranagins until the bitter end.

      Wekin stepped back, standing shoulder to shoulder with Yamier as the dranagins moved toward the east. The long tails and powerful legs of the dranagins caused slight tremors as they moved away, their long snouts disappearing into the fog and mist. Before it completely disappeared, the larger dranagin turned back, spreading its wings before re-tucking them on its back. Golden eyes full of mischief gleamed at Wekin, and then the beast disappeared into the darkened land of Daygone.

      Yamier gave a low whistle. “No one will believe us if we tell them.”

      Wekin shook his head, tapping his foot against the blackened ground. “I can’t wait to see their faces! What will Skip and Bruthen think?”

      Yamier rubbed his hands together. “The Xctas are still flying above us. We should call them down and return to Castle Range.”

      Wekin glanced up. “Aye, this land gives me the creeps. It’s both cold and hot, barren and full of life at the same time. Did you see those strange creatures when we fell?”

      “The white giants? What could those be?”

      “Part of me wants to explore, but the other part of me knows…”

      “It is a terrible idea,” Yamier finished Wekin’s thought. “When the dranagins have had some time to rid the land of evil, we shall return to take their treasure.”

      “Nay, we don’t have to return here, we can go back to the mountain of fire and find all the riches in the world there.”

      “Errr,” Yamier rubbed his neck. “I think the explosion caved in the mountainside.”

      “It won’t hurt to go look,” Wekin smirked. Putting his fingers in his mouth, he whistled and waved up at the Xctas circling above them. He took a step forward as the Xctas dived toward the ground and his foot struck something hard. He glanced down, intending to kick away a rock and instead saw a light winking at him. Bending he picked it up from the ground with both hands, blowing over the dust that lay there. An ornamental ring lay in his hand with a wide band inscribed with words in what he assumed was the Valikai Dialect. A ruby stone perched in the middle, a perfect oval with a set of tiny diamonds surrounding it. The ruby itself seemed to wink at him, and as Wekin stared at it, he though he saw a liquid move within the stone.

      “What’s that?” Yamier leaned over Wekin’s shoulder. “Is that a ring?”

      A vague feeling came over Wekin as he stared into it, and voices whispered around him. The liquid swirled and suddenly a burning sensation radiated from his fingers, moving up his arms as if the dranagins had returned to burn him to death. In one instance, he saw he soul apart from his body while deathly fingers reached out, dripping with red blood to claim him.

      “Ayeee!” Wekin dropped the ring and shook his hands, shaking the fuzziness from his mind and the image from his vision.

      “Wekin? What’s wrong?”

      Wekin faced Yamier, his eyes wide as he panted. “We should go, we can’t take anything away from Daygone. It’s evil. Altogether evil. Don’t you feel it?”

      “Come on then,” Yamier led the way to the Xctas who landed with gentle thumps on the ground. “We accomplished our mission, let’s go to Castle Range.”

      “And hurry,” Wekin addressed his next words to the Xctas. “The army will need our help!”

      As they lifted up, a bellow sounded from the east, and Wekin saw a billow of fire and smoke rise as the dranagins claimed Daygone.
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      “There they are!” Wekin shouted as the Xctas flew toward the storm. Purple lighting and violent thunder roared across the skies.

      “Whoa, what are those things?” Yamier cried in fright.

      “Look, I see Idrithar and the army, take us down,” Wekin instructed the Xctas.

      “Hey,” Yamier waved. “Aye, we’re back, and we’re not too late!”

      The Xctas swooped toward the ground, depositing Yamier and Wekin in front of Idrithar, Sir Regante, Mattio, Captain Elidar, Visra, Skip, Bruthen, Wyndler, and Trecon.

      A cheer when up as the two shook the dust off their clothes and thrust their chest out.

      “Yamier. Wekin,” Idrithar regarded them, tearing his gaze from the castle. “Where have you been?”

      “We saw you fly over us,” Skip added eagerly.

      “With the dranagins,” Bruthen nodded. “What happened to them?”

      “We did it,” Wekin gave a sigh of relief. “We went to Daygone and left the dranagins there.”

      “Now, no one will go there ever again. It’s what Eliesmore instructed us to do,” Yamier wrapped up.

      “Indeed,” Idrithar nodded, narrowing his eyes for a moment. Then he stared at them. “It was a risky endeavor, but it paid off. Well done. You are in time to help us fight the Rain Warriors. There is a small army of woísts marching from the eastern end of the castle. Are you ready to fight?”

      “Are we ever!” Wekin shouted. He drew his sword while the familiar bloodlust rushed threw him.

      Yamier drew an arrow. “To war!” He hollered, and the two set forward in a dead run.

      Wekin held the sword of Starman the Trazame in both hands as the woísts sprang for them, shouting their continuous chant.

      

      
        
        Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

        Trouble. Trouble. Deep black evil.

      

      

      

      Snatches of their hideous faces could be seen beyond their helmets while black armor covered their tough bodies. Wekin felt the sword in his very bones as it synced with his mind, and as he approached the first group of woísts, he swung. Blue tipped arrows soared past his ears, singing in glee as sharp points embedded themselves in the body of woísts as if the armor were no obstacle at all. A wave of woísts flew through the air as Wekin swung, falling backward on their comrades who collapsed in the mud, shoving bodies off of them so they could get up and fight.

      Behind him, he heard shouts. “Wekin the Warrior. Wekin the Warrior!” The encouragement only pushed him forward as the next wave of woísts rose to meet him, swords raised high. Wekin spun, striking heads from bodies, arms from shoulders and feet from legs as the power swept through him. He felt empowered and unstoppable, and the flight on the dranagins and the power of his charm made him open his mouth and laugh.

      “Watch out, archers!” Yamier shouted behind him. Arrow after arrow soared past Wekin as Yamier shot at the archers of the Black Steeds.

      “I’ve got it,” Wekin uttered, leaping over bodies as he dashed toward the line of archers. The woísts parted like a river as he mowed through them with the sword while a line of archers took aim on a small hill. Before he reached them, they released a wave of arrows, some intended for him, others intended for the division of the army that Idrithar led. Wekin froze in place and raised the sword, allowing to take the impact of the arrows while golden light blasted above him. Words rose on his lips and even as the archers bent their knees and began to reload, he dashed toward them, a cry on his lips. “For the White Steeds!”
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      A horn sounded. Arldrine narrowed her eyes and turned east. Zhane’s hand came down on her shoulder, squeezing in comfort. “Look,” he pointed toward the skies. “It’s Idrithar, the Mermis and the rest of the army.”

      A host of Xctas, Mermis, and the Silver Herd covered the air, their features displaying clearly amid the strikes of purple lightening. An army of woísts became visible, marching from the east as well.

      “We have to stop the Rain Warriors,” Zhane pointed his blade toward the stone guardians.

      “The Rain Warriors,” Arldrine mused to herself. “The Rain Warriors that guard the keep. Zhane! I’ve got it. They aren’t here to kill us. They guard the castle and respond to the guardians of the castle. We don’t need to destroy them. We need to talk to them. Come!” She put her bow away and turned to face the Tribe of Minas. “Take care of anything that comes out of the castle. We must take to the skies.”

      Zhane took her hand and raised it above his head as he addressed the Therian. “Those of you with wings, take to the skies.”

      Xctas morphed and shifted, dancing through the air as if dodging the purple lightening was only a game.

      “Gykin!” Zhane shouted, and a great winged beast alighted before them. Arldrine climbed on the front with Zhane behind her, keeping the skin to skin contact. Gykin gave a short jump and spread his wings, spinning into the air as rain drops fell like hail around them. “Head toward the Rain Warriors!”

      The rain beat down on Arldrine’s head as she held Zhane’s hand. “Your sword has a song,” she called back to him over the booming thunder. “If the Rain Warriors hear what I hear, maybe they will listen and change their allegiance.”

      Zhane held his sword higher while the oracles danced off of the blade, whisking through the raindrops, shouting with a high voice in the language of the Iaen. Music glided around them with silvery voices in a manner Arldrine imagined the voices of the stars would speak. Gykin flew toward one of the stone statues. The Rain Warrior reached up a stone hand and pulled an egg-shaped, white stone out of the clouds. It hurled it toward the marching army. They spread like ants, shouting as the Rain Warriors reached out, pulling more stone eggs out of the sky.

      Gykin flew in the upward drafts of the wind, ducking from bolts of lightning that tore through the rent battlefield. The white faces of the Rain Warriors turned toward them.

      “Listen!” Arldrine shouted. “Listen to us. The Ruler you serve is deceptive and evil. She is slaying the world with her wickedness. You don’t have to serve her any longer. You have a choice. You can be free.”

      The lidless eyes of one of the Rain Warriors turned toward her. It raised its scythe, waving it in one hand as it lifted up the other and pulled a stone egg out of the clouds of thunder.  It roared above the depths, shaking the foundations of the castle.

      “Listen!” Arldrine cried once again, repeating her message.

      “They are ignoring us,” Zhane squeezed her hands. “The thunder is too much. They can’t hear the music. We need a diversion.”

      “What do you suggest?

      “The trees,” Zhane pointed down to the courtyard. “We have to wake up the trees.”

      The luminance of the spirits of the Trespirals waved before her while words hushed into her mind like chimes in a tree, blowing in the wind.

      “Gykin, take us down,” Zhane called.

      The rain drove down with them, while soft pellets fell from the sky. Idrithar’s army held off as the Rain Warriors stoned them while the Mermis flew above, the arrows ineffective against the chiseled rock.

      By the time they landed in the courtyard, Arldrine’s clothes were soaked through to the bone. She slid off Gykin’s back, standing behind the walls for the first time. She was surprised that aside from the statues it was empty of mortals. The army of Black Steeds has all but disappeared, and she could not help but wonder if they were trying to prevent Eliesmore from reaching the Dark Figure again.

      Letting go of Zhane, she walked among the statutes. Tears filling her eyes as she stared at their beautiful yet demented forms. They shone silver in the rain, the spirits suspended in something between death and life. She weaved between the spirits of the trees, pressing her hands against the solidness of their bodies. When she closed her eyes their pain and sorrow transferred to her, a haunted glimpse into their lives. They were deceived into giving up their freedom, drawn away into the false temptation of the Black Steeds. A heavy burden made her bow her head, and she sank into their misery, kneeling at the foot of one of the trees.

      “Arldrine,” Zhane’s hand fell to her shoulder. “Set them free.”

      She allowed him to pull her to her feet and she lifted up her hands. “Tinitho. Tinitho. Irú alisthá tintho!”

      Zhane repeated the words with her, lifting up his hands as he towered above her. “Tinitho. Tinitho. Irú alisthá tintho!”

      A white light began to burn, casting a halo over each creature as they transformed. Instead of glass, their spirits changed. Color returned to each tree, shooting up from the roots until a blend of red-brown, cool white and deep black filled each spirit as they came alive. Their faces changed from an expression of fear and hatred to one of relief and peace. They lifted their branches, waving them in a healing breeze as words rustled around them, filtering through the air like the wind in the willows.

      “Speak to the Rain Warriors,” Arldrine whispered, walking among them, placing her hand on each trunk, leaning into the hushed praise of life as the spirits breathed in her words. “Tell them who we are, tell them why we are here.”

      Zhane mirrored her actions, weaving through the trees as he blessed them. “You are free now, let your souls be at peace. Look up to the Green Light and see the One has come, the prophecy has been fulfilled. You may come out and rejoice now.”

      A thump shook the ground at the Rain Warriors moved toward the courtyard, their scythes striking the ground in an act of defiance. Arldrine lifted her head, turning it to their stony faces while speech forsook her as all twelve of the Rain Warriors gathered. Their stoic gray faces hovered over the courtyard as the heavy rain ceased. A gray cloud rolled over the Rain Warriors, and Arldrine felt Zhane come up beside her, water beading down his face as he started upward with her. She reached out a hand, grasping his, allowing the white light to linger around them as the spirits of the trees sang a hymn of freedom. Their deep, throated voices struck the air with determination.

      One by one the Rain Warriors bowed their heads. Lifting their weapons they leaped as one, springing back into the rain clouds that hovered about. Flashes of white erupted as the Rain Warriors disappeared, taking the wind, rain, hail, and lightening with them. As they rolled away, traces of green light began to shine upon Castle Range while Arldrine ran with Zhane to the wall of the courtyard. Quickly they unbolted the locked and threw the gate open. “We take the castle,” Arldrine called, beckoning to the army of White Steeds, including the Therian, the Tribes of Minas, the Mermis, Xctas, and Idrithar’s army.

      They raced forward with a cheer and when Arldrine turned back to the courtyard, she heard silvery voices lifted in song. A pang stuck her heart and, following Zhane she dashed inside, her focus turning to Eliesmore and the fate of Optimistic.
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      He expected Crons to be guarding the entrance to the castle, yet there were none as he dashed across the courtyard, while the screams and cries of the battle took place. Guilt plagued him as he left the battle and plugged into the castle. Powers leaked from his body as he ran, heading toward the chamber where he dissolved the Green Stone.

      The way was surprisingly clear as if the Dark Figure knew and wanted him to reach her so she could steal his powers. It was a moment he should have been expecting since Daygone, yet it still bound him in strings of surprise. This was not his battle, he was running to the salvation of a friend this time, with only his power left to save him. The Dark Figure had Optimistic. The Dark Figure had the Jeweled Sword. There was nothing but risk left for Eliesmore as he ran, counting the doors as he moved. Crons reared up their heads and faded when they saw him, moving out of the way, letting him run on to his devastation. Green flames burned his feet as he moved, his anger driving him on while the voices of darkness rose around him, fingers reaching to crush his soul and drag him down into the underworld. He saw the horns of Changers and the wicked faces of the Rakhai, as their red eyes gloated with victory. The only One who was brave enough, bold enough, and daring enough to stop them had become their puppet, doing what they wished, ready to turn over ultimate power to save a life.

      Eliesmore reached the door and burst inside the chamber, one hand up to ward off expected blows. There were none forthcoming, and he let go of the doorknob and stepped inside. The door closed on its own accord, slamming shut with a boom that jarred the room. Eliesmore took a deep breath and stood tall as golden light surrounded him. The Idrain Fountain bubbled, a soothing sound in a room of death, although Eliesmore’s heartbeat quickened when he saw the statute of the Green Lady who held the basin. Visions of Shalidir flashed before him, and dark words swirled around his mind as he moved forward, his eye drawn to a golden altar. It rose as high as Eliesmore’s waist and on top of the flat slab of gold, Optimistic lay. His eyes were closed, and his face was pale while his hands were crossed over his heart. It was a manner Eliesmore had seen the dead laid out in before, and a pierce keening wailed through his heart as he rushed toward Optimistic.

      Before he could reach him, to ensure he was alive, a gentle rustle arrested his attention, and he turned, noting the Dark Figure. She leaned against the curved walls, a finger on her ruby lips, her eyes framed with dark lashes while her long hair hung in black waves of death to her waist. Her voluptuous body was bound in a dress of black silk and lace, while strings wrapped around the bodice, pushing her chest upward and outward. When she moved, the dress fell around her, and Eliesmore saw silver rings on her fingers, adorning her neck and running up her bare arms. She held a black pitchfork in one hand while the Phutal hung about her neck, glowing with its inner beauty and glory.

      “Eliesmore,” she purred, her voice surprising him. It was gentle and kind, almost as if she were talking to an adored pet. “You came to save your friend. How courageous of you.” She nodded at Optimistic. “He lives, only he is in the dream state. You may wake him up if you wish.”

      Eliesmore made a move toward Optimistic, yet the alluring voice compelled him to stop once again. “If you came here, you must know I require something in exchange for his life.”

      Eliesmore’s fingers curled into fists and he lifted his chin, meeting her eyes. “What do you want?”

      “It depends on what you want?” She smiled, mirth dripping from her lips.

      “I require the life of Léthin the Optimistic and the Phutal,” Eliesmore tossed his words at her, a restlessness growing within. He did not desire to speak with a Changer again. His former conversation had been upsetting enough to condone his life to one of tortured darkness.

      “A life, and the Phutal?” She lifted her thin eyebrows in mock surprise as she fingered the Phutal. Raising it on its chain, she brought it to her lips and kissed it as if it were a priceless jewel. “You know what I want.” She smiled at him.

      “What do you want?” He asked anyway, giving into her game.

      “The power of the Green Stone, the power of creation,” she took a step, her pitchfork clanging sharply against the stone. “You might seem surprised at this knowledge, what would I want with this world? It has nothing for me. You slay my brother in this very room, you killed my other brother, Sarhorr, the outcast, in Daygone. Now you come to kill me, but I am stronger than you. I shall take your power, a power much easier to draw from the soul of a mortal than the silent cold shell of stone. When I am done, all shall speak my name. Sarphimm. All shall know the Way of Phimm. I will leave to wreak havoc on all worlds until there is nothing but my name. This will be my redemption, my paradise, the love and worship of all things that live and breathe.”

      “I cannot give you my power. I don’t know how,” he told her honestly.

      “You can,” Sarphimm moved toward the altar, still holding her pitchfork. “You just need to let go.”

      Her words moved around him like a cloak and a veiled silence permeated the air as she touched Optimistic’s shoulder. He opened his eyes and turned his head, his gaze directed at Eliesmore. There in his blue eyes were shadows of pain, and yet, Eliesmore saw the hope and encouragement as if Optimistic were standing beside him, whispering words in his ears. This is the final test, the last moment. You must do this. Let go. Just let go.
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      The silence deepened until Eliesmore heard a vague ringing in his ears, a screaming at the intensity of the hour. The cries of war disappeared and the shrieks from the Xctas circling the tower faded. He watched in slow motion as Optimistic rolled off the altar, his body trembling as it plunged the few feet to the floor. It wasn’t a fall that would harm him, even though his arms stayed lax by his side, with no attempt to shield his body from smacking into the rough stone floor.

      He rolled to her feet, and when he reached her robes his paralyzed body came alive, but it was too late. She lifted the pitchfork and plunged it into his heart so quickly Eliesmore did not have a chance to blink. Optimistic gave a gurgle and a cough, spewing blood across his body, the pitchfork, and the robes of the Dark Figure. She plucked it out of him, like picking a feather from a defenseless bird, while blood rushed from her face, turning it white as she faced Eliesmore, a grimace of horror coming over her face.

      “Look what you made me do,” she gestured to the broken body and the blood splatter, spoiling the sacredness of the chamber.

      Eliesmore opened his arms as the anger, pain, fear, and sorrow wailed up within him. “Take it.” His voice rang flat and distant in his ears. “It is too much.”

      He let go, and the power surged out of him. Green and gold flames poured from every inch of his body, stretching out their wings to take flight. Sarphimm dropped her pitchfork. It thudded twice on the stones before lying still, the wicked edges pointing in a western direction. She opened her mouth, sucking in the power, inhaling as if it were her life force, but the power flow overwhelmed her, it was not enough. She opened her hands and spread her arms, mirroring Eliesmore’s stance, and the power poured into her. As it flowed, her body grew, stretching to take in her newfound abilities as light filled the room in a cyclone of swirls.

      Eliesmore closed his eyes, letting the power drain out of him as tears streamed down his face. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. When he’d set out, he saw himself rising victorious, smashing down the Changers with the Jeweled Sword and the power of the Green Stone. Now, his chest hurt and he wanted to scream, sob, and tear at her, but his body will not obey him. He attempted to move but he could not. He stood frozen in place, solid, while the Dark Figure crowed over her victory, taking all.

      He could not tell how much time passed before he opened his eyes and saw a white spirit appear, the soul of Léthin the Optimistic. It floated out of the crimson, torn body, a hand over the place where the heart would have been if it had a heart anymore. Eliesmore saw Optimistic’s eyes, those deep, kind eyes. The head nodded at him, and a hand waved, allowing peace to permeate the air. Eliesmore watched as his heart caved in and broke, he heard the sound of a thousand glass chimes breaking and falling as his friend disappeared into the void, on the road to paradise, the Pillars of Creation, the Beyond. As he faded, a thought came to Eliesmore. He was alone. Hope was gone. Nothing mattered anymore.

      Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes, searching for the darkness that ruined him, undoing the chains that kept it at bay, kept the rage from overtaking it. He found the pain, fear, torture, sorrow, and all the emotions he blamed on the Changers, the Monrages, and the Black Steeds. He let his emotions flow, the weight of being the One, the burden of saving the Four Worlds, the cries of the lost, the dead, the hopeless, the oppressed, the downtrodden, the beat down. He took all the hate, revenge, and darkness, and channeled it into the Dark Figure. The stream of light pouring from his body changed from emerald green and gold to ivy black and blood red. The purity of the air turned to a dark rot, a foul odor overtaking the chamber.

      An uneasy scream pierced the air as Sarphimm twisted in fury, thrusting her body away from the fatal combination of light and dark. Eliesmore opened his eyes as the sharp, high cry pierced his ears, and as he watched, he understood. Light and dark cannot inhabit one creature, one vessel. Light and dark do not dwell together in the same place. Eventually one will overcome the other, and if it doesn’t, it will destroy that which it seeks to contain.

      The revelation flooded over him, and he continued to let it out until the Dark Figure could take no more. Her body transformed, reeking of darkness as the Green Light engulfed her. Fire and ash leak from her transformed body. She opened her mouth and darkness poured out, a volcano of red lava spewed across the tower. Eliesmore held his ground as light and darkness poured out of him, his throat turned raw, as if knives were inside him, ripping up his insides. Tears streamed down his face, and his legs trembled as the true form of the Dark Figure rose, towering over him, red eyes, bright as ruby before they turned back. A tentacle-like hand came out, reaching, attempting to break the circle of light which held her prisoner. Her tail snaked out, swinging in iron determination to break the force of light, but it was too late, and she burst apart.

      Sparks flew across the room as her bloated spirit exploded. Eliesmore lifted his hands and let the light of the Green Stone consume her soul, consume the last sparks of energy until she was nothing but ash. The Green Light swirled around the room, licking up the ashes, catching them in a vortex and hurling them into the fountain where the Green Stone was dissolved. A thunderclap struck the air, and the ground shook as the open portals of the chamber closed. Eliesmore stumbled, his legs giving way at last. He collapsed to the ground, reaching out for Optimistic’s hand. It was cold. His spirit had gone. His body was empty. There’s nothing left for him, his mind sunk into the void and he collapsed into unconsciousness.

      He woke up disoriented and sat up. His hands were red and shaking from the exertion, his clothes had burned away in places, and his eyes felt heavy, sticky. His throat was raw, and his head felt as if a boulder was pressing on it, squeezing him. He rose to a kneeling position, turning toward the basin. White creatures had risen out of the basin, and they stood still, their hair weaving around their bodies on a secret wind. The Truth Tellers. Eliesmore stared at them, but there is no emotion left within him, no surprise or shock or worry.

      “It is finished,” he croaked out, a stabbing pain shooting through his body, making him regret speaking.

      “The price of death has been paid,” they spoke in unison, gesturing to what used to be Optimistic’s body. “Ask of us.”
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      After the Truth Tellers disappeared, back to the in-between, Eliesmore sat on his knees in the room, until time faded. The Green Light shone in the opening above him, but other than the light, he could not tell how much time passed. A cleansing rain began, and the ringing sound faded from his ears. He lifted his face to the light as white motes floated down from the heavens like snow, covering the room in its glory, cleansing it from the horror and shame of what happened there. Eliesmore’s legs shook when he stood.

      A glimmer caught his eyes and as he moved toward it, he saw the round shape of the Phutal lying discarded on the chamber floors. As he limped toward it, another glimmer caught his eyes, and he saw the Jeweled Sword lying on the altar. Despite his tormented soul, a feeling similar to relief swept through him, and he scooped up the Phutal, squeezing his fist around it as he reclaimed the Jeweled Sword. When he lifted the hilt, the jewels danced on it, as if expressing gratitude they were back in his hands, where they were meant to be. He sheathed his sword and stood tall, throwing his shoulders back as he lifted the Phutal in both hands to examine in. Colors hushed through his eyes, a blend of swirling glimmers calling to him as worlds beyond imagination whisked into view. He felt a strange urge to command it to open, to take him away from the tormented world he sought to save.

      A power rushed over him, and when he peered deeper, he saw an array of landscapes drift past him, cold mountains, lush meadows, the wind lady dancing, green Zikes bowing, a rich red canyon with a horde running out of a waterfall and a green world filled with an enchanted mist. He saw the Light of Shalidir as it hung in the air and a great beast roared as it stretched its wings and captured the Great Clyear in its teeth. He saw a dark forest and a lady dressed in black wailing, and when she lifted her face, he saw she looked like one of the Rakhai. A horned shadow walked through the woods, lifted up its head and roared.

      A dozen memories shattered and burst and when Eliesmore came to, he realized he saw the past. An aura snapped and danced around him as he held the Phutal along with the knowledge he could open a portal, step through, and the Four Worlds would know no more of Eliesmore the One, Eliesmore the Great Conqueror. The temptation danced over his mind and he waited, leaning forward, willing to taste the forbidden fruit. It seemed those he’d fought to save; he’d lost.

      Instead, he dropped the Phutal around his neck and tucked it under his shirt. It stung when it touched his bare skin, and he shivered in acknowledgment. Walking to the chamber doors he opened them, and on the other side, he saw the Rulers of the West.

      Zhane and Arldrine stood before him, weapons in hand, with the Therian and Tribe of Minas behind them. Idrithar and Indonesia stood to the side with the army of Mermis, Crons, and Tiders behind them. Yamier and Wekin stood with them, looking rather wind-blown while Skip and Bruthen stood beside them, eyes wide in alarm. Eliesmore realized they were all there as he saw Visra and Captain Elidar, Wyndler and Trecon, Mattio and Sir Regante. They stood like statues, waiting, but Zhane and Arldrine were clothed in white light, a confirmation of what the Truth Tellers had told him. He held open the door although they did not seem to want to enter. They glanced at him and looked past him to the room where light swept away the sins of the past.

      “It is done,” he managed to say.

      Arldrine lifted a hand, an indescribable look passing over her face. She put a hand on his shoulder, and Zhane put a hand on his other shoulder. They pulled him forward, and before Eliesmore could protest or question their actions, they wrapped him in an embrace. The white light stung as it held him, but he recognized the hope they poured into him, nothing but hope and gratitude, and when they pulled back, a heavy silence swept over Castle Range as they realized the magnitude of what they had accomplished and how much more they had to rebuild.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was midnight before all the bodies were ashes and white bone was buried underground. A great ceremony was held for Léthin the Optimistic. A tombstone was set and above it read:

      

      
        
        Here lies Léthin the Optimistic.

        A White Steed.

        A member of the Green Company.

        Keeper of the Green Stone.

        Unselfish. Loyal. Optimistic. Encouraging.

        The best friend anyone could ever have.

      

      

      

      The tombstone was a beautiful piece of stone Wekin had hunted up, and everyone who read it wept. Eliesmore was reminded of the sorrow he felt, and a vague emptiness hovered inside him. The White Steeds returned to the castle, mourning the loss of many comrades in the face of evil, yet looking forward to a new dawn without the evil hands of the Changers guiding the future of the Four Worlds.

      One evening when the world was still and quiet, those who remained of the Green Company crept outside to pay a visit to the tomb of Optimistic. There was Idrithar with Zhane and Arldrine. Visra stood between Yamier and Wekin. They folded their hands, bowed their heads, and voiced something that Optimistic was remembered for.

      “The day we found him,” Idrithar’s compelling tone danced through the night air, “he was being Optimistic even then because he had fallen in with White Steeds instead of Black Steeds.”

      “I taught him how to shoot,” Zhane spoke up. “He was straight and sure of himself, with an inner confidence not found in many. He was encouraging, he always had a good word to say about everybody.”

      “He always hoped for the best, even in the face of failure,” Arldrine mused.

      “He weaved the lore of the world into prose in a way even an Idrain cannot do,” Visra’s usually harsh voice held a hint of gentleness.

      “He liked me, for all the trouble I made,” Wekin cast his head down.

      “Aye,” Yamier whispered. “He helped us become part of the Green Company, even if he did tease us badly about it.”

      “He was unselfish, always giving even if he got nothing back,” Eliesmore added, lifting his eyes toward the Green Light. “He was always there. Always.”

      Their tones fell into a mute silence in respect of those lost. Holding each other together, even in sorrow, they thought of the Green Company and all they had done together. Eliesmore recalled the happy times when they had escaped from the Rakhai and had a moment of bliss to eat a warm meal and talk and laugh. There were frightful times, like passing through the Holesmoles, and the heartbreaking times, when they assumed Idrithar and Arldrine were lost and dead. Together they had endured the bitter and the sweet, seeing the world restored because of their actions.

      It was Visra who lifted her voice and began the lament, and as the flags of the White Steeds rippled over Castle Range, their voices blended in mournful tones of despair mingled with hope.

      Eliesmore held his sorrow close, knowing all the while he would need to be strong for others. They had seen him fail once and now they needed to see his strength and glory amid a difficult victory. Yet he missed Optimistic with all his heart. Each time he turned around, he expected Optimistic to be at his elbow. He often started talking and found it was into thin air.

      “When the world was evil, it was wonderful,” he lamented to himself. “For the Green Company was all together. When the world is restored, it is sad, for the Green Company is no more.”

      One morning, Eliesmore went to greet the day and walk the long halls. When he came to the end, there was a great room with all the warriors and fellow members of the White Steeds. Those who were left from the Black Steeds stood in chains, looking upon him. When he walked in they raised their voices and pumped this fists into the air. One cry came out, ringing above all. “Eliesmore. The Great Conqueror. The Great Conqueror. Eliesmore. Eliesmore. Eliesmore!”

      He held up his hand as he walked into the chambers, noting the way his companions stood. Zhane and Arldrine stood on a slight rise in the room, surrounded by the Therian and Tribe of Minas who were standing or reclining in turn, silently watching the on goings in the room. A great crowd of Crons and Tiders, those from the army and those who had joined from Sidell stood with bright, expectant faces, looking toward Eliesmore. Idrithar stood with his arms crossed, a frown deepening on his face.

      “Be our king!” shouted a Cron.

      “Yes, be our king!” another voice cried and shouts swept across the hall in a monstrous uproar.

      An uneasy niggling began in Eliesmore, and he raised his hand, a bitter hollowness in the back of his throat, like the aftertaste of poison. “No,” he spoke up with a firmness in his voice. “I cannot be your king. I must go on to other countries and free them. All lands must be gained for the White Steeds, and the people groups must know the rule of the Dark Three has ended. Evil has been receded. The White Steeds have full control and freedom.”

      “And Eliesmore the Great Conqueror has risen!”

      “The One is among us!”

      Voices rang out and once again the people shouted.

      Dismay washed over Eliesmore as he held his hands, waving in front of them. “This is a new era, there will be new Rulers in this land, but first we must rebuild in the Constel Heights, and all other cities we travel to. We must be patience, we must work together in harmony, and I will work as one of you. For instruction report to the wise ones among us, many of you know Idrithar the Wise, Zhane the Warrior and Arldrine the Ezinck. They are the ones you should look toward for instruction as we enter the days of peace and rebuild the South World, a place where the White Steeds thrive and evil is destroyed before it can take root. There will come a time when I will leave, and those who wish may come with me, to conqueror other cities, for now, it is a time to rebuild.”

      Cheers erupted around the hall, and Eliesmore turned away as a strange bitterness rose within him while the world rejoiced.
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      Three Months Later.

      

      Time weaved a blanket of magic through the land as Castle Range recovered from the war-torn castle, the demise of the Dark Figure and the rise of the Rulers of the West. Idrithar, Zhane and Arldrine divided the people into groups and instructed them in the restructuring and rebuilding of Castle Range. They worked through the castle, destroying anything that remained of the Dark Figure, the Black Steeds, and the rule of the Changers. The prisoners, those who fought for the Black Steeds were set free. Some were remorseful and claimed they had been blinded. They begged to work with the White Steeds. Captain Elidar volunteered to watch over them since he was one who was used to dealing with prisoners and changing the minds of individuals. Others refused to express remorse and mumbled on about the Way of Phimm. They were put under guard and set to work to fulfill their crimes against the White Steeds. There were some who were slain for stirring up trouble, and thus, little by little, the people groups began to rebuild.

      Although he was the Great Conqueror, Eliesmore did not refrain from throwing himself into the work of the day, sorrow and knowledge a heavy burden he bore. He was reluctant to move on when he knew there was more he had yet to do, yet it seemed comfortable to remain in once place and grieve. He observed the way Yamier and Wekin rose to a position of leadership, with the four Crons, Skip, Bruthen, Wyndler and Trecon. Eventually, Eliesmore noted the Tider, Sir Regante, became one of his constant companions, and a new respect grew in him for the way Captain Elidar handled the prisoners. As they worked together, Eliesmore found something like an acceptance come over him, and he knew a time would come when he would leave, and they would come with him.

      The Mermis and the Silver Herd stayed, while the Zikes disappeared into the meadows of Monoxie, waiting for a time when Eliesmore would call for their assistance. He was a bit wary of the Zikes and found his mind reaching out to them frequently, for he knew of their original allegiance, and it troubled him.

      One day a ball of brilliant light appeared in the sky, and when the inhabitants of Castle Range walked out to take a look, they saw the Iaen were coming. Voices took up the cry as the Crons, Tiders, Mermis, the Silver Herd, the Therian, the Tribe of Minas and those various people groups working together in harmony, walked outside, stood on balconies and looked toward the east. As the ball of light grew nearer, Eliesmore saw that the colors that bound it together were not simple lights, they were the Iaen, in every shape and form. A vague uneasiness crept up his spine as he observed the patterns in the lights. When they neared the castle, they dropped out of formation, a breath-taking array of glory, a combination of Green People, Falidrains and Jesnidrains. Leading the Green People forth in glory was Ellagine, Queen of the Green People. Eliesmore felt his heart turn to ice as he beheld her beauty and power. He took steps backward, dropping his eyes least she sense him staring. A warm flush crept up his neck as the shouts of surprise and joy filled the air he turned his back and fled back into the castle, toward the great hall, while his ears burned. Ellagine. How dare she show her face in Castle Range, after the great victory and the demise of the Changers, after all he had done? How dare she!

      He took deep breaths while his hands shook, and he fought to regain control. He put his hands over his ears and rocked back and forth, the words in his mind passing between his lips. “It’s not true. It can’t be true. It’s not true.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Later Eliesmore was summoned to a council although he could guess what it was about. Once again, he made his way to the golden hall, walking through the passages decorated with Wekin’s artwork. Wekin had fallen in love with the castle, and although he announced staying in one place was rather boring, he recruited the help of Yamier, Skip, Bruthen and Wyndler and began to paint and draw epic scenes along the halls that led to the great meeting hall. Eliesmore noticed Wekin enjoyed ordering them around as they drew a scene from the journey of the Green Company.

      Eliesmore rushed passed them into the wide hall. Idrithar glanced up when he entered and motioned for Eliesmore to join them on the dais. A small round table and a few chairs had been brought in. Arldrine reclined at the table while Zhane stood behind her. Ellagine sat across from Arldrine, the two sat face to face, yet their conversation dropped off when Eliesmore walked into the hall.

      “I have asked Sir Regante and Captain Elidar to join us,” Idrithar spoke up as Eliesmore climbed up the stairs to join them. He stood near the table, nodding at Idrithar while crossing his arms.

      His gaze fell on Ellagine, and she smiled at him, her eyes just as clear and trustworthy as the day he met her. For a brief moment his frustration toward her melted away, and he smiled back, a warmth tugging on his heart at the sight of her. A flashback of Glashar’s warning came to him. Beware the Green People. They are up to something. It was too late to beware, the old feelings he had for Ellagine fluttered around him, and he considered whether the knowledge he’d learned in Daygone was true or false.

      “Why Sir Regante and Captain Elidar?” Eliesmore directed his question toward Idrithar.

      “Eliesmore, you have intentions to march toward the Torrents Towers. It will be a lesser battle because there are no Changers to fight. However, we have no knowledge of the Rakhai. We must assume they will show up at one point or another, if they don’t we must hunt them down before they bring more disruption and devastation on this world. Sir Regante and Mattio are from the Torrents Towers as are many others of our company. I believe you have spoken at length with Sir Regante, you know of his history and how things are done there. Captain Elidar,” Idrithar turned to address all of them, “used to run the Torsilo Quarts, a stronghold of the Black Steeds. He is aware of their customs and protocols and can give us an insight into the overhaul of the Torrents Towers. In the meantime, the peace must be kept here in Castle Range, there are villages to the north and wounded Crons and Tiders who will fight no more. If this stronghold is left free, at some point, someone or something will rise to regain it.”

      “What is your thinking?” Eliesmore interrupted, facing Zhane. His gaze slide past to Arldrine. “Zhane. Arldrine. I would like to know your thoughts.”

      Arldrine’s brows furrowed as she looked up at him. “Eliesmore, you know who we are. You understand our intentions. Why would you ask?”

      “Because no one asked me if I wanted to be the One,” Eliesmore’s voice dropped, and he intentionally did not glance at Ellagine. “Things might have turned out differently if they had. I was told, I was ordered, and I don’t want you to step into something as life-changing as becoming the Rulers of the West if you have no desire to do so.”

      “Eliesmore,” Arldrine reached out a hand toward him before letting it fall back on the table. “I’m sorry you felt as if you had no choice,” she whispered the last phrase, remorse seeping through her voice although it was not her fault.

      “I saw white crowns in your heads,” he glanced from Arldrine to Zhane. “I saw your strength when you stand together and the power that flows through you. You have something unique which attracts the love and respect of those who surround you. I see the way the Therian look up to you and the Tribes of Minas. They want to be like you. I don’t know what you did in the mountains to gain their loyalty, but if you can turn their hearts, how much more can you do as the Rulers of the West?”

      “I have traveled for ten years,” Zhane spoke up. “I have been homeless and luckless, and we are not Crons. We can live without adventure. Our desire,” he reached over and took Arldrine’s hand, turning it over and kissing it gently, “is to stay here and help the people groups recover and step into their own with confidence. If we do so as the Rulers of the West, so be it.”

      Zhane’s hand fell to his sword hilt, and for some reason, Eliesmore glanced over at Idrithar, who stood with his arms crossed and his expression closed. It was in that moment that Eliesmore saw hints of jealousy in the eyes of Idrithar, and a dark thought plunged through his mind. Surely Idrithar did not want to rule Castle Range?

      “As you should be,” Ellagine stood. “It is why the Iaen have come, for the wedding and the coronation of the Rulers of the West.”

      “After you are settled, I will take those who want to move on, and we will travel from city to city, ensuring the days of peace come. Idrithar,” Eliesmore faced him. “I would like it if you would come with me. You are wise. I will need your guidance.”

      A flash of annoyance came over Idrithar’s face. “It is not likely you will need much guidance now,” he said.

      “The wedding must be soon,” Ellagine steered the conversation away from dangerous territory. “The Iaen dislike to be far from their forests.”

      “Five days?” Zhane raised his eyebrows.

      Eliesmore nodded. “Five days then. When Sir Regante and Captain Elidar join us, we can discuss the Torrents Towers.”

      Arldrine stood. “Ellagine and I must speak with the Mermis. There’s no need for us to join those conversations.”

      “Zhane, I would like you to stay then,” Eliesmore suggested. “I know the realm is far-reaching, but I believe you should control the lands from here to the Torrents Towers. The more you know concerning the on goings of the world, the better you will be able to serve the people and control the balance.”

      Zhane nodded as Idrithar spoke up, his voice cool. “Eliesmore, there is one matter we have yet to discuss.”

      A cold finger touched Eliesmore’s heart, and he knew what Idrithar would say before he asked the question. “What matter is that?”

      Ellagine and Arldrine paused on the steps to the dais, glancing back at Eliesmore and Idrithar.

      “The Phutal. Has it been destroyed?”

      Ripples of annoyance shot through Eliesmore’s body. He fixed his eyes on Idrithar, forcing the honesty to come up. “I will go to Daygone and destroy it after we have seen to the countries of the South World. It shall be my last journey.”

      Idrithar nodded as if he was appeased, yet Eliesmore saw something else in his gaze, a distrust, and he wondered what Idrithar had seen in him, and if he questioned whether the darkness was gone.
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      The great hall was carved and painted with scenes depicting the travels of the Green Company. The floor, of its own accord, turned into a rather golden color. The hall was lined with the Therian, the Tribe of Minas, Mermis, Xctas, and Tiders and Crons from across the Four Worlds. At the very front stood the three Mermis, Indonesia, Sletaira, and Leaka along with those who remained from the Green Company. Ellagine in shimmering green, Visra with a wicked gleam in her eyes, Yamier and Wekin with their weapons shining bright and chests thrust out, Idrithar leaning on a new staff and Eliesmore, with the Jeweled Sword at his side and the Phutal hidden from sight. An aura of awe and wonder hung over the hall.

      At the end of the hall double doors opened to the throne room and the Silver Herd and Xctas lined the entrance. In front of the door to the throne room, Lythe sat like a statue, carrying the crowns for the Rulers of the West on his head. An archway rose above the door with worlds carved by Wekin the Warrior in bold, beautiful letters. They read: Rulers of the West.

      Thus, Zhane and Arldrine were married, and as they walked through the shining hall up to the throne room, every moral bowed their head in respect as the white light flowed around them. Ellagine left her place with the Green Company and stood beside Lythe. When Zhane and Arldrine reached her, Ellagine took up the first crown made of silver with jewels that came from the Nigidrains. She put it on Zhane’s brown head and took the second one, of equal beauty, and placed it on Arldrine’s black head.

      She took their hands and joined them together before lifting them into the air as Zhane and Arldrine turned to face the people groups.

      “Now I present to you the Rulers of the West,” Ellagine announced.

      Everyone cheered as they moved into the glorious throne room. The walls were decorated with strange, wild symbols and the room was rather silvery and gold with hues of rainbow light. It was richly furnished with two great thrones resting upon the dais, carved with Idrain symbols. Hand in hand, Zhane and Arldrine walked up the stairs together while they cheered, and the music began. A beat and a chant flowed through the air, and Eliesmore stepped back as a toast was raised to the Rulers of the West.

      After the wedding, a great feast was held with music and dancing, drinks, and food, which lasted far into the night. Eliesmore drifted away from the merriment, recognizing the need to celebrate yet preferring time alone. Their presence was a consistent reminder of what had transpired and what his life had turned into, an endless quest.  Finding an empty room, he settled on a chaise lounge, pouring a glass of liquid as he leaned his head back.

      “Eliesmore,” the voice he longed to say his name drifted to his ears, and he jerked his head up, standing as Ellagine walked into the room. Memories danced through his mind as a sudden uneasiness gripped him.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Eliesmore frowned.

      “Why not?” her eyes grew distant, guarded as she watched him.

      “I can’t talk to you.” He stood and turned his back on her, intending to end the conversation.

      “What’s wrong?” a thread of worry hummed through Ellagine’s musical voice.

      Crossing his arms, he faced her. “You didn’t tell me who you are. You weren’t honest with me.” The words from the book floated before him, and he waved his hand in front of his face as if the physical act would make the metaphysical words disappear.

      “I was,” this time it was her turn to frown. “I told you. I am Ellagine, three-fourths Green Person, one-fourth Tider. I am the great-great granddaughter of Legone the Swift. I told you. I was honest.”

      He pursed his lips, shaking his head even as she spoke. “I can’t do this right now. You hide secrets from me. You tell me partial truths. Please. Leave me alone,” he turned around. “The pain is too fresh, too raw.”

      “Eliesmore,” she spoke his name tentatively.

      “No!” he snapped, putting a handout, stopping himself before a wave of power blasted out of him.

      She sighed. He felt, rather than heard, her move toward the door.

      “It’s not because I don’t love,” he huffed, looking over his shoulder. He didn’t know why the words came out, why he said it, but he couldn’t stop himself.  “I do. It’s because I love you.”

      “What kind of love is it?” Ellagine folded her hands in front of her, tilting her head toward him.

      He didn’t mean to, but he practically yelled at her, unable to explain what he meant in his frustration. “I want to love you, but I can’t. Not like this! It’s because of what you’ve done. My feelings toward you burn. I want you, but I can’t tell the difference between love and hate.”

      Ellagine’s face changed, and her eyes grew cold. The warmth faded out of her voice although her tone still rang calm. “If you can’t tell the difference, it is not love at all.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” he argued, clenching his fists.

      “Goodbye Eliesmore.” Ellagine turned and walked away.

      Eliesmore stared after her retreating form, knowing he’d used the wrong words, uncertain how to ask for her forgiveness.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Eliesmore could not sleep that night, knowing he should have made peace with Ellagine before she left. He paced the passages of the castle, intentionally losing himself in the intricate designs. When he went to look out, to ask about the Iaen, they told him, she left that evening, riding on the back of a Xctas. The Iaen would come again no more. He blinked as he stood on an outpost, watching the sunrise from the east. He faced the long road that led toward Daygone, and as he did a vision blinked into his thoughts.

      

      Sarhorr leaned on the stone westward wall of one archway of the tower. His arms crossed as he faced Shalidir. Her lips moved, asking a question. Sarhorr moved, holding out a hand to her. He cupped her cheek in on hand, lifting her face to meet his eyes. “Why? It is because I love you. That’s why I changed my mind. If this is what you want, to leave the Four Worlds to their folly, to start fresh, to start anew, then we shall go. The path we walk has never been easy, and this next bit of deceit will be more difficult than anything we have ever done. Our children will die.”

      “Our children are evil. They have always been doomed, but I don’t understand. How can you speak of love? Your life has been consumed with power. I did not think Changers could love.”

      “Oh, I have the strongest power in all the land, stronger, even, than the power of creation. Power is not equal, it encouragers the bearer of power to do different actions based on how much they believe in their power. Love, in and of itself is the greatest power in the universe. Look out there, the stars have spoken, they tell me there are worlds beyond worlds, there’s life out there in the universe if only we can escape from here. But what will lead to our escape, what will help us is love. It’s simple.”

      Shalidir started, her eyes roaming his face, searching for a trick, a mystery. “You don’t sound like yourself, how can it be true? Since I’ve known you, all you’ve wanted is the power of the Green Stone. The power of creation.”

      “You still don’t understand?” He prodded her. “You still don’t get it? You’ve studied the same books of knowledge I have. You should understand the depth of this knowledge. The reason we will succeed, the reason we choose the One…I have always desired my original form. I have always desired to be united in paradise. I wanted to destroy the mortals first, but in time, they shall destroy themselves. You want to save your people and see them rise stronger than before…I sought to eliminate those who could rise and destroy me, who would keep me from achieving my goals. That is why we will win because they assume to know what we desire, when they have the wrong perspective. Magdela the Monrage fulfilled her task, the mortals will never guess our true desires.”

      “And from all this, we shall gain paradise?”

      “Why do you doubt me? You suspect my failures in the past will continue. But what is failure but life’s greatest teacher? As long as we attempt to take this world from the mortals they will rise, stronger than before, and battle us into submission. Nay, that is not the way. Because of my life, I have learned, in time you will see what it means to become all powerful.”
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      “This feels like old times,” Wekin nudged Eliesmore as they walked along.

      “It does,” Eliesmore nodded offhandedly. It was five days after the wedding of the Rulers of the West. The Iaen, Mermis and the Silver Herd left, including Indonesia, Sletaira and Leaka. The Xctas flew with them, and remnants of the army remained in the Castle Range. The Therian struck out for the mountains while the Tribe of Minas went with them, returning to their fortress of refuge, Stronghold.

      “Remember when we first set out?” Wekin went on as they walked through the redwoods toward Werivment.

      Eliesmore nodded along with Wekin’s persistent talking, somehow thankful for the brief interlude to his introspection. After the wedding, he discussed his plan of action with Idrithar, yet before he left, he decided to walk off his grief with an excursion to Werivment. A smaller company followed Eliesmore to Werivment to rest and relax under the wood. Arldrine had told Eliesmore that the trees she and Zhane set free lived in Werivment and would welcome his presence.

      “…And the cooking,” Wekin finished off. Without waiting for Eliesmore’s input, he turned to his companions. Skip, Bruthen, Wyndler, and Trecon followed him and Yamier with eager faces, hanging on their every word and rushing to meet their every need. “Honestly though, I just want to get back out to the wild seas and sail through Oceantic, fighting monsters, finding treasure. Yamier…”

      “Eliesmore,” Yamier chimed in, striding up to his other side. “We’ve been discussing navigation. You see when we were sailing to Sidell, we spent a considerable time trying to find the perfect star to follow. For nights on end, we tracked which stars were always in the skies and their locations. We found the only consistency in the night sky is the Green Stone. It’s the perfect star to follow and the best way to navigate on the high seas. Now, what do you think of that?”

      Eliesmore opened his mouth to comment, but his words were buried under Wekin’s.

      “The Green Light is perfect to follow if you want to sail north, but the question is, do we always want to sail north? Of course not. There are other directions to travel in.”

      “Precisely the point,” Yamier interrupted. “But if one of those storms you are always mentioning comes up, then where would you be? We can’t tell direction, so we look up in the sky and see the Green Light. Aha! It’s to the north, and we’ve found our way, problem solved. As long as we know where north is, we can sail anywhere and never get lost.”

      Wekin held up a finger. “Yes, that problem is solved, but what about storing food on a ship? The best food to store would be mocholeach and murthweeld. Which is very good I assure you, but bland when you’ve eaten it for days on end. I tell you, I don’t want to eat any more of that stuff for a year, and if I ever do in a lifetime, I shall be surprised. We could take bacon, yes, suppose we do and run into a storm. Wet bacon will mold, and besides, bacon won’t keep long in the hold of a ship, so we’ll have to make landfall frequently. And if we keep making stops on shore, we’ll never get anywhere or find treasure. You see what I mean? We must have bacon, so we must configure a means to keep bacon safely.”

      “Wekin,” Eliesmore interrupted. “There is more to life than bacon.”

      “Is there? On the contrary, I beg to differ. Show me something that is more important than bacon, and I might consider giving it up.” He threw back his head, laughing at his personal joke. “No, I am sure there is nothing in the world more important than bacon.”

      “Look,” Yamier interrupted, pointing ahead to the seven currents. “We have arrived!”

      A cool breeze floated by, stirring the broad mint green leaves of Werivment. The water rushed by in its many currents, tossing deep blue and golden droplets of water in the air. Eliesmore’s emerald green eyes widened as he stared at the enchanted beauty of the land. Like every city, every country and every creature was its own self in the South World, and not to be compared to each other, so Werivment held its own enchantments.

      “It looks different from when I was here last,” Yamier nodded, crossing his arms as he walked toward the river, hopping up on a boulder to peer down at the raging waters.

      Eliesmore sat down in the grass, leaning his back against a tree as Lythe settled near him. He sighed as thoughts flitted back to Optimistic, wondering what he would say if he could have seen the glory of Werivment. A wave of sadness and loneliness pierced his heart, and he placed a hand in Lythe’s mane, stroking it as he allowed the thunder of the currents to drown out his thoughts. Those who stayed with him roamed through the woods, some setting up camp, others walking together as they talked of this and that. Idrithar had hastened away earlier taking a large detachment of the army with him. They’d agreed to join Eliesmore just outside the Torrents Towers for a winter battle for the city. Still, Eliesmore marveled about those who choose to stay with him, or rather, with the energetic Yamier and Wekin.

      Visra walked by and sniffed in Eliesmore’s direction. “This is Werivment?” she waved her hands in disgust. “Are you going to sit here and sleep for the rest of the winter?”

      Eliesmore sat up straighter, giving her a half smile. He found the fact that originally, he’d been frightened of her, quite comical. “Visra, must you always greet each new experience with unpleasantness?”

      She shrugged her shoulders, reaching for her blade. “Truth and fact, not unpleasantness,” she stuck out her tongue at the wood. “Nothing is as beautiful as the forests of Shimla.”

      “Careful,” Eliesmore warned her, still amused. “You do not want to insult the great powers that hold this land. There’s no knowing what they will do with you.”

      Visra stuck her chin in the air. “With me? Bah. I will catch up with Idrithar, at least the army is more entertaining than listening to these fools prattle about bacon and sailing and mysteries they understand nothing about.”

      Lythe lifted his head, emitting a soft growl of warning in Visra’s direction. Unable to resist, Eliesmore chuckled, surprised at how much lighter his spirits felt. “See, even Lythe is warning you!”

      Visra stuck out her tongue at them. “Humph, where is Captain Elidar? We must go!”

      Eliesmore shook his head. “Careful you don’t let your wild tongue get you into trouble.”

      Visra spread her wings and lifted off, ignoring him.

      “Eliesmore,” Skip beckoned to him from a fire, “join us. Don’t sit there all alone.”

      “I’m with Lythe,” Eliesmore called across the grass to her.

      “Go ahead, I could use a nap,” Lythe grunted.

      Eliesmore glanced down at the lion who had already closed his eyes. Part of him wanted to lie down and sleep, drinking in the beauty and crisp air of Werivment. Instead he got up and moved closer to the fire, joining the circle where Yamier and Wekin were tossing leaves of murthweeld into packs and heatedly discussing sailing. Navigation by the Green Light has been agreed upon, but storing bacon brought a stalemate, although Wekin kept pressing the issue. They were discussing who they wanted to be in their crew, and Eliesmore noted Skip, Bruthen, Wyndler, and Trecon listening with flushed faces. Yamier and Wekin both wanted to be captains and sail together, but first mate would not do.

      “We still have the concern of food,” Skip spoke up. “We have to make port during the winter to stock up, and there aren’t any good trading routes yet. They must be set up.”

      “You’re sounding like Wekin, worried about food,” Eliesmore remarked with amusement.

      “Been in the company for a while,” Bruthen murmured.

      “Yes,” Skip’s long braid swung behind her as she spoke, waving her hands. “Bacon is good, but I want none of it. Now, murthweeld is delicious…”

      “Unless you eat it for days on end,” Wekin interrupted, holding up a finger and wagging his head.

      “Actually, I like the taste of mocholeach better now,” Skip went on.

      “How can you say that?” cried Wekin. “Mocholeach is…is…”

      “Good, yes,” Eliesmore agreed. “We have been eating it for many months and you,” he gestured toward Skip, “not for so long.”

      “Yes,” started Skip, but Wekin broke in again.

      “I want something tastier than plants and roots, give me meat, real meat, now that’s a welcome change!”

      “Aye.”

      “Hear hear,” a few voices chimed in.

      “Here’s a solution to the problem of stocking up. You know the Rulers of the West,” Eliesmore leaned back. “On occasion stop in to the Constel Heights. Wekin, you are a mapmaker and you know Oceantic is quite close to Castle Range, you can simply map it into your travel routes.”

      Wekin nodded, considering. After a moment he hopped up and walked closer to the mud by the riverbank, snatching up a stick so he could scratch out a map.

      “He knows there’s no need for that,” Wyndler pulled out a scroll. “I have a map right here.”

      Yamier waved him away with a yawn, “It’s Wekin, he likes to draw from scratch, you know, he’s an artist and all,” Yamier made quotes in the air with his fingers.

      “Let’s cook,” Bruthen dropped a few more sticks into the fire, motioning toward Yamier.

      “Aye,” Yamier agreed, reaching for his pack.

      Eliesmore tucked his hands behind his head and lay back, letting the conversation drift around him. An odd feeling of peace settled within him and he felt like the old Eliesmore, full of hope and energy, like when he dissolved the Green Stone. He may have fallen asleep when an urgent voice yanked him back into the present. “Look! Look in the water!”
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      A beautiful rivulet of light drifted down the water like a golden path to follow until sky and land met. Wekin stood up, his jaw dropping as he stared into the water. At first, he thought he saw a large fish in the water, for something brown bobbed in and out of sight. After a few moments, he realized they were otters, lying on their backs and floating down the current that ran across the western South World to the Jaded Sea. They waved at him, diving and splashing in the water as if it were their private playground.

      Wekin lifted a hand to wave back when he saw them. Creatures in the water. Not animals. They were people, all dressed in colorful coral-like clothes. They wore headbands of small shells and colorful ocean treasures over their long light hair that flowed as long and as smoothly as the waves. They ranged in all sizes, some three feet long, others five, moving in and out of the waters as they played with the otters, shouting with merriment, their voices like jeweled droplets of song, rising high above the rushing waters.

      “Under Water World People,” Eliesmore whispered beside Wekin, and Wekin knew it must be true. He’d heard of the creatures in tales of old, yet never thought to consider he’d ever come across them. Now a vague sensation came over his body as he observed them.

      “They returned!” voices shouted around him as others joined him. “They came back!”

      “I didn’t know they were gone,” Wekin whispered, an undercurrent of anticipation rocking through his body. His hand trembled, and he dropped the stick he’d been using to draw into the mud. His body moved forward as of its own accord.

      “Look! Look!”

      “Come and see!”

      “Under Water World People!”

      “And they brought their otters!”

      The cries of joy rang out about him, and Wekin felt a warmth flash across his heart when he saw her. He stood to catch a better glimpse as she dived and sprang back up into the air. She had white bangs that fell just above her eyes, hiding her eyebrows. Short white hair brushed her shoulders, thick and wet, the water rippling off it like stardust as she rose. Her hands twirled above her head as she spun, showing him flashing of light brown bare skin. He swallowed hard when he saw the curves of her breasts and the roundness of her navel. A flood of desire hit him full force as he watched. She landed in the water with a splash, a gentle wave hiding her from view.

      He walked forward without allowing his gaze to move from the waters, unaware his jaw hung open. Kneeling on the shore, he watched the creatures leap and dive yet his eyes keep going back to the one with white hair. She twirled, disappearing under the waves as he leaned forward, his fingers digging into the rock for balance. Time slowed down as she rose, the silver waters parting as her white head appeared. Her eyes were teal as she caught his and paused, moving in waist-high water toward him. She held out a hand, and he watched while the light caught the dark tones of her skin, and he thought she was the most beautiful creature he’d seen in his entire, short-lived, adventurous life.

      He tumbled off the rock, splashing into the water, ignoring the cries.

      “Wekin, what are you doing?”

      “Where are you going?”

      He waved the voices away for it seemed, for the first time in his life, everything became clarified. When he gazed at her, he understood everything to a depth he’d never grasped before, and the world revolved around nothing else but her. Thus, he stood in the water, as the waves threatened to sweep his feet out from under him, and he called out to her. “Lovely lady of the water, what do they call you?” His voice came out high and hoarse, but there was no embarrassment left as he held out a hand, hoping to touch her, to caress her cheek, to kiss her neck, to pull her into an embrace and never let go.

      “My name is Ray’nava,” she spoke like one who belonged to the water, and for a brief moment, Wekin saw nothing but her teal eyes. “What do they call you?”

      “Wekin,” he whispered, unsure whether she heard him for his heart pounded louder than the currents of Werivment. “Wekin the Warrior.”

      She paused and smiled at him, her white square teeth gleaming as she tilted her head. A wave rose splashing in front of them, and she dived.

      “Wait!” Wekin cried as she disappeared into the waters. He moved forward. “Please, wait!”

      When she resurfaced, she was further away, laughing with her people. She waved at him, sending water spinning through the air in a riot of giddiness. Wekin felt his heart leap. The Under Water World People continued down the current, and his companions shouted from the shore.

      “Wekin! What are you doing in the water?

      “Come on, food is ready.”

      “We even saved you some bacon?”

      Wekin spun and glared at them, hands on his hips. “Bacon?” he shouted at them. “Bacon? Bacon is a food, which does fill one self. Yes, that is bacon. But did you see what I saw? The Under Water World People? What compares to them? Not bacon. Bah. Forget bacon. Forget the taste of food. Nothing, I tell you, nothing else matters but the Under Water World People. I swear,” he placed his hand on his strangely beating heart. “I will sail the seas forever just to be with the Under Water World People.”

      He spun back, leaning out over the waves, hoping to catch another sight of her. “Ray’nava,” he whispered, and even her name felt like a kiss on his lips.

      “Oh, that Idrithar and Zhane were here to see the day,” Eliesmore’s voice rang out. “Lythe, wake up! The impossible has happened. Wekin has given up bacon!”
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      Winter passed, and Eliesmore took his friends across the Monoxie Meadows to the Torrents Towers. Lythe was thankful to return home for brief moments, and at times Eliesmore imagined the wind laughing at them as she blew past.

      Now, Eliesmore stood alongside Idrithar, staring across the plain at the winking stones of the Torrents Towers. He nodded at the words Idrithar spoke, but his eyes were watching the shift in the clouds and the way a darkness seemed to hang over the city. It was unsettling as if the stones were alive, watching them. “The Rakhai are here,” Eliesmore interrupted, his voice low. “They have changed into something else since the demise of the Changers. I will hunt them down.”

      “It would be wise,” Idrithar agreed. He paused as if a thought troubled him. “Have you destroyed the Phutal yet?”

      Eliesmore’s head snapped around as he faced Idrithar and a sudden pulse began within. “I must go to Daygone to destroy it,” he kept his tone even. “After this battle, after the lands to the south are secure, I will hasten there.”

      Idrithar’s eyes seemed cool as he continued. “Do you think it is wise, carrying such a tool, such a weapon with you?”

      Eliesmore dropped his tone even lower and turned back toward the city. “I am Eliesmore. The One. I carry the Jeweled Sword and the power of the Green Stone. There is no one who can take it from me. You know this.”

      “I do,” Idrithar’s words flowed like water over stone. “I also know what I saw in Daygone. There was a darkness within you, a restless beast waiting to grow and pounce. Perhaps, now that the Changers are gone, the darkness within is now dormant. Or,” he raised a finger in warning, his brows drawing together. “Perhaps it is biding its time, like the Changers. Tell me, Eliesmore, do you know who you are? Do you know what you have become?”

      The words struck Eliesmore as if he’d been given a physical blow. He pulled himself together before he stepped backward, meeting Idrithar’s intense gaze head-on. “I know who I am,” he tried to keep the hidden threat out of his tone. “You and the others have never let me forget it. When I say I will destroy the Phutal, I will. Just as I destroyed the Dark Servant, the Dark One and the Dark Figure. You do not need to concern yourself with what I will become. The world is saved. Isn’t that your concern now?”

      “There is a reason they call me Idrithar the Wise,” Idrithar stepped forward, ending the conversation. He waved over the others which included Visra and Captain Elidar, Yamier and Wekin, Trecon and Wyndler, Mattio and Sir Regante, Skip and Bruthen and a few others.

      “Are you ready?” he asked them, drawing the sword of Alaireia, Keeper of the Clyear.

      Wekin winked. “It’s about time. I’ve been spoiling for a good fight.”

      “Archers with me,” Yamier grinned.

      Skip and Bruthen exchanged glances, backing away.

      “There need be no fear,” Eliesmore told them. “But if you are afraid, look to the skies and stay behind, there is nothing wrong with that.”

      “We are marching into the gates of death,” Sir Regante murmured.

      “We are going in the front door,” Eliesmore nodded. “We know who we are, and we are not ashamed. It is time for this city to be released from the control of evil!”

      Eliesmore glanced back at his companions, noting their long faces. Skip and Bruthen were from the Torrents Towers along with Sir Regante and Mattio.

      “There is no fear here,” Sir Regante spoke, his voice mournful, “yet I doubt anyone will fight for the White Steeds. The power of darkness is strong here.”

      “Aye,” Mattio whispered, his blue eyes taking on a vague haze as he stared as the winking stones. “The Way of Phimm is worshipped here.”

      Way of Phimm. The words hushed through Eliesmore’s mind and he felt a sudden anger, such as he had not felt since Optimistic’s death and the darkness rushed out of him. Instead of replying he squared his shoulders and looked to Idrithar, giving him a quick nod.

      They moved forward with three hundred Crons and Tiders following them. White flags were high in the air with the symbol of a silver horse rearing on them. Their silver armor has been polished until it shone while their feet flatted the wild grass of the prairie into submission. Eliesmore reached out with his mind, searching for the red Zikes that followed him, having them on standby just in case capturing the Torrents Towers proved to be more intense than he expected. The black gates rose twenty feet high, and above them, Eliesmore saw sentinels marching back and forth while archers pointed their arrows down at them.

      “Open for the White Steeds,” Eliesmore commanded. He planted his feet in front of the gate, a hand on his sword hilt while Idrithar stood a pace behind him.

      Silence swept over the city, and after a few moments, Eliesmore heard whispered voices conferring. He kept his posture, determined not to display any signals of weakness as they waited. The silence stretched on and became rather painful, like one waiting for news from war, discovering who lived, who died.

      At last a muffled voice filtered through the wall. “White Steeds are not welcome here.”

      “Will you open for the One?” Idrithar called out. “Finder of the Jeweled Sword, dissolver of the Green Stone, conqueror of evil?”

      Another pause, shorter than the previous one occurred before the response came hurling down the wall. “You are not welcome, no matter who is in your company. Black Steeds rule here.”

      A chant began on the other side of the wall. “Black Steeds. Way of Phimm. Black Steeds. Way of Phimm.”

      Wekin turned away from the gate, sputtering. “The imprudence of them, not even for the One? We ought to…we ought to…”

      “Roast them in their beds, kill every one of them!” Skip scrunched up her face. Her cheeks turned bright pink.

      “Skip,” Idrithar’s tone gave off the rebuke she needed.

      “Rude, I would like to give them a piece of my mind,” Yamier raised his bow.

      “Not even for Sir Regante?” Mattio hollered.

      “Mattio!” Sir Regante hissed.

      “Sir Regante is a traitor!” the voice shouted back.

      “Step away from the gate,” Eliesmore motioned to his companions. “We will do this my way.”

      His companions backed away, Idrithar raising an eyebrow as he retreated, leaving Eliesmore alone. Eliesmore closed his eyes and grew still, clenching his fists as he searched for what was left. There was something there, he was sure of it, yet he’d been reluctant to search for his powers after giving in to the will of the Dark Figure. Sarphimm. He refused to process the thought the Green Light was gone, and he’d lost the power of creation. He took a deep breath and felt the spirits of the Zikes as they pricked up their ears, listening, waiting for his call. He smelled the rich soil beneath his feet, traveling to the dead iron of the gates. He cocked his head, keeping his eyes closed as he reached out, both physically and spiritually, using his thoughts to twist the iron and pull it apart. In his mind’s eye, his fingers ran through the ground and climbed the gate. Zikes. Find the leaders. Bring them to me. Unlock the doors. Rouse the city.

      His fingers curled around the gates and he pulled, breathing hard, his muscles straining against his body as he yanked. The ground shuddered under his feet, and unintelligible yells drifted through the air as he pulled against the gates. Green light glowed around his fingers and with a sense of relief he found the power of creation, the Green Stone was still with him, rising in a purity he had not experienced since his first battle with a Changer, the Dark Servant, over a year ago.

      A victorious yell came from his mouth as the gates shuddered and opened against their will. The hinges squeaked, resisting his efforts.

      Shouts echoed around him, and when he opened his eyes, he saw the gate shudder and fall forward while the three hundred marched toward the walls, eager to enter the city. Idrithar, Sir Regante, and Captain Elidar took the lead, separating into three divisions as they led the army onwards.

      Eliesmore’s fingers shook from the excretion as he dropped them to his side and noticed Lythe trotting up beside him. Eliesmore shuddered, eyes narrowing as he watched the halo of darkness over the city. He drew the Jeweled Sword in one sweeping motion. “Lythe. Let’s give them hell.”

      Lythe bounded into the city, leaping toward a group of black guards who scattered, their spears dropping onto the cobble stones. Eliesmore walked through the ruined gates which collapsed in a cloud of dust, wailing in their surrender. The voices of the Zikes shirked in victory as they surged through the city while Eliesmore’s army moved through, taking down everyone and everything in their path. Eliesmore saw the light from Idrithar’s sword create a rift in the stone as he entered the city, while all bowed before Wekin’s sword and the arrows flying from Yamier’s bow. Again, an illusion passed before Eliesmore’s eyes, and it seemed he was in a rich red canyon, fighting with a great multitude of warriors around him. He saw the curly head of Marklus the Cron as he lifted his bow again and again while Alaireia, Keeper of the Clyear wielded the light, her followers weaving in and out of it, using it like shadows. Meanwhile, Starman the Trazame fought with a strength he had not known before, and everything that came in contact with his blade met a fatal end.

      Eliesmore snapped out of the vision as a shout of victory thundered around him, and the army moved toward the towers while the Zikes prodded the leaders onwards, striking down their defenses, rendering their control useless.

      “Get the flags up,” Sir Regante shouted. “Take down the Black Steeds’ flag and raise the White Steeds’ high. The city is ours. All must know!”

      Eliesmore nodded in agreement as the Jeweled Sword came down while a niggling crept up his spine. Sound faded away as the hush of death and darkness covered the Torrents Towers. He looked up, watching the pointed towers reaching toward the sky, shading the light. The stone walls of the city stretched onward, weaving into streets and massive buildings in a way Eliesmore had never seen before.

      “Round up the leaders,” Idrithar shouted. “Bring them inside. Captain Elidar, Sir Regante, with me!”

      They moved toward a building, their feet clattering over cobblestones when the dense darkness gathered, and out of a foggy cloud stepped the Rakhai.

      Eliesmore’s senses buzzed with energy as he lifted the Jeweled Sword and ran, moving through the crowds who had stopped to gaze while around him the voices of the Black Steeds lifted in renewed hope. Way of Phimm. Way of Phimm. Way of Phimm. The chant swelled through the air as if the speakers were building a strong power with their words. Eliesmore saw his moment as the creature grew, a blend of shadow and flesh, a creature of old crossbred with the Rakhai to create something despicable. It lifted a pitchfork, and a piercing memory swept through Eliesmore.

      He slowed everything down until he could taste the air with each breath he drew and the slow heartbeat of life as the frightened faces of the White Steeds turned toward him. The beast threw back its head and roared. Eliesmore absorbed it, allowing the darkness to enter him and be burned away by the Green Light. The creature stamped its pitchfork on the ground, once, twice, thrice, and Eliesmore lifted the Jeweled Sword and hurled it. It sailed through the air, flipping in slow motion while the blade held steady. The pointed edge kept its course as it flew as straight as the arrows from the bow of Marklus the Healer. The beast threw back its head to roar again when the blade entered, piercing its throat, stopping the roar in its tracks. The creature’s bullish head went back while the whites of its eyes rolled in shock. Eliesmore raised a hand, a surge of Green Light passing through his fingers and he tossed a ball of light at the beast, determined to finish the Rakhai once and for all.

      The beast waved its arms as it fell backward, an expression of shock and dismay covered its face. As it fell it changed, shifting and morphing as ten Monrages appeared, one after the other. The Jeweled Sword clattered on the cobblestone behind them as one by one they wavered, holding their hands to the crimson flow of blood that poured from their necks. One of them choked, spitting up a handful of blood as her dark eyes met Eliesmore’s. She pointed at him before her eyes glazed over and she collapsed. As the bodies hit the cobblestone, the fog of darkness lifted, and a cheer went up from the White Steeds while the Black Steeds knelt on the ground, covering their faces while they wailed and moaned.

      The winking stones of the Torrent Towers fell silent, yet somehow Eliesmore thought he saw ten black ravens soar, soundlessly into the sky, flying in an eastward direction. When he blinked, there was nothing. Walking across the stones he retained the Jeweled Sword while Lythe opened his powerful jaws and roared, sealing the events of what happened there.

      “Black Steeds and followers of the Way of Phimm,” Eliesmore announced. “The city is ours!” Then he turned, meeting Idrithar’s gaze, noting the respect Idrithar held in his eyes as he nodded. “Idrithar, the city is yours.”
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      “What will you do?” Idrithar asked as they stood in one of the towers of the Torrents Towers. It was a few days after taking the city from the Black Steed. The vibe of the city was sullen although Eliesmore had full faith in Idrithar, Mattio, Visra, Captain Elidar, and the detachment of the army who would remain.

      “I will go conquer every country and raise the flag of the White Steeds in every city. I am taking Lythe and the Jeweled Sword. Those who desire to move on can come with me.”

      Idrithar nodded, stroking his beard. His eyes were alive with the challenge the Torrents Towers presented him, and Eliesmore was grateful Idrithar found where he belonged. “Only the countries south of the Cascade Mountains remain.”

      “I know,” Eliesmore agreed.

      “Will you come back?” Idrithar lifted an eyebrow.

      “I doubt it.” Eliesmore moved forward, dropping a hand on Idrithar’s shoulder. “Set yourself up here as Ruler. You must be the wise one on this side of the mountains. You have friends in the west, between Castle Range and the Torrents Towers, there shall be peace.”

      Idrithar grasped Eliesmore’s shoulder in a surprising gesture of friendship. “Others will stop following you, as you continue through the South World. But they will never forget what you have done for this world.”

      “I know,” Eliesmore let a gentle smile come to his face.

      “Well done,” Idrithar ended with words of praise.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Thus, Eliesmore took up the Jeweled Sword, and with Lythe at his side, set off through the Monoxie Meadows, across the Cascade Mountain Range to Sagta Por. Fifty of his friends followed him, including Sir Regante who determined not to stay in the Torrents Towers. Along with Eliesmore traveled Yamier and Wekin, Skip and Bruthen, Wyndler and Trecon. They planted a flag of the White Steeds in the country town of Sagta Por and welcomed the Trazames who had come out of hiding.

      They marched to Itmether and were met with shouts of joy and praise for what they had done. Eliesmore took his friends to the high city of Clovernridge and planted a flag on the mountain there, while the citizens saluted him and promised to give up the Way of Phimm. At long last, Eliesmore returned to the city of Sidell where the first battle against the Dark Figure took place. The city had been renamed Ellsmore in his honor and was humming with Crons, Tiders and even Trazames who were intent on rebuilding.

      By the time they reached the bustling city of Sanga Sang, off the coast of the Jaded Sea, Eliesmore knew everyone in his company by name, for, with each city, Eliesmore’s company had become smaller until there were only twenty. They were a jubilant group, given over to song and enjoying the best foods in the land. Upon their arrival, they burst into the first inn they could find, demanding ale.

      Eliesmore stood near the shore, lifting his face to the moist air, and he thought he could smell the sweet scent of the Eastern Hill Countries calling him home.

      “Eliesmore,” Wekin came up on one side, his arms crossed while Yamier walked up on the other.

      Eliesmore glanced from one long face to the next, a knowing slamming into his gut at the words they would speak.

      “Our road ends here,” Yamier nodded, his eyes glistening. “We have to go sailing.”

      “We will gladly escort you back to the Eastern Hill countries, but this is it for us,” Wekin pipped up, spreading his arms to indicate the port. “We are turning Sanga San into our new port and taking Skip and Bruthen with us.”

      Eliesmore nodded. The two had grown, the shadow of a beard crossing their young faces, and imprudence did not shine out of their eyes any longer. He saw the love of adventure and seeking an exhilarating journey instead of giving into killing for the White Steeds.

      “You don’t need us anymore,” Wekin’s blue eyes were calm as he reached up, dropping a hand on one of Eliesmore’s broad shoulders. “You are the legendary Eliesmore.”

      “I know,” he whispered, nodding at them.

      “But come visit us from time to time,” Yamier grinned, cutting the sadness of the moment with mirth. “We will be on the high seas chasing sea monsters.”

      A blush covered Wekin’s face as he added, “Searching for Under Water World People.”

      “Finding hidden treasure,” Yamier went on.

      “Adventure for all,” Wekin cried, grinning so hard it looked as if his face would burst.

      “It is time, more than time,” Eliesmore held out his arms. “You have done enough, you have sacrificed and given more than many others.” They embraced tightly for seconds before letting go and thumping each other on the back, attempting to keep from shedding tears.

      “Never forget what we witnessed,” Eliesmore told them as they backed away, lifting their chins in the air, determined to keep their composure. “Tell stories wherever you go, we must not forget.”

      “How could we?” Wekin winked. “We are heroes.”

      “That we are,” Eliesmore nodded. “That we are.”

      He stood on the shore, watching, while Yamier and Wekin went to their ships. Skip boarded Wekin’s vessel to become his first mate on White Steeds Sail, and Yamier and Bruthen boarded The One Lives. Just before Eliesmore boarded the ship sailing to the Eastern Hill Countries, he felt Lythe come up, rubbing against his leg.

      Looking down, Eliesmore felt his heart drop as he placed a hand on Lythe’s head. “You’ll be going as well?”

      Lythe looked up at Eliesmore, his liquid eyes conveying the depth of his decision.

      “You are in no way bound to me,” Eliesmore went on. “You are free to go back to the Monoxie Meadows, chase the wind, and live out your days of freedom and joy. I can’t imagine returning to the fortress will bring you much joy. You were meant to be out in the wild, in nature, sleeping under the stars.”

      Lythe sat back on his hind legs, looking at Eliesmore before shaking his great yellow mane. “How can I say how grateful I am?”

      “Say nothing,” Eliesmore whispered, and then launched himself at Lythe, burying his head Lythe’s mane. “You long for home as do I. Go and live.”

      “Come visit,” Lythe suggested. “When you find yourself in the Monoxie Meadows.”

      “That I will do,” Eliesmore let go, rolling his shoulders back. He turned to move toward the shore where the last boat was waiting to take him to the ship. As he turned his back on the west side of the South World, a great cry and cheers rose above him like the waves of Oceantic.

      They will come out and rejoice, Eliesmore thought to himself as the words of “Song” danced through his mind. I wish Optimistic could have seen this. A bitter sweetness passed through his mind of his long lost friend, and turning for one last look, Eliesmore raised his hand. A roar of joy erupted like a fountain overflowing, bursting as he turned to sail east, back home.
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      Eliesmore knelt on the shore, grabbing fistfuls of sand and letting it run through his fingers.

      “Home at last. The Eastern Hill Countries,” he breathed.

      “Onward to the fortress?” Sir Regante asked as he eyed the quickly disappearing ships.

      Eliesmore rose to his feet, breathing in the rich scent of soil and new life. When he closed his eyes, he could hear the voices of every living thing reaching upward in silent awe and joy. “You all should return to the fortress but take your time, enjoy the journey. Follow the paths of life where it might lead you, and if you end up somewhere unexpected, maybe it’s where you are meant to be.”

      “You sound like you aren’t coming with us,” said Triften. He was a fair-headed Cron with a youthful face.

      “Nay. I am going to the Land of Lock. Back home. It’s a journey I must take alone for there are a few things I want to see and do before I reach the fortress.”

      “Will we see you again?” Triften asked, his face stricken.

      “I expect you will. We say goodbye now, but it’s not the end, merely a parting. We shall see one another time and time again until our souls are united in the Beyond.” He held out a hand and motes of emerald shot off his fingertips as he turned, following an invisible tug on his heart southwards.

      Eliesmore heard their murmured voices as he left while the enchantment of the land compelled him onward until his feet sped up to a run and the world flashed by in a riot of colors.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Eliesmore reached the Land of Lock in five days. Sunset was still a few hours away as he walked through the meadows, the gentle breeze lulling him in. As he surveyed the land, his eyes fell upon a beaten down hut, and his heart dropped. It was his old home. Heart pounding, he walked toward it. The roof had fallen in. The door was hanging off its hinges as he peered in. Eliesmore pushed aside the door into a musty room and stepped inside. Daylight streamed in through the cracks in the roof, displaying an overturned table and dusty chairs lying on their sides. The floor was covered in dirt and leaves from springs, summers and winters. Eliesmore’s knees gave out from under him, and he knelt in the muck. Memories of his mother rushed through his mind. He recalled her fixing the first meal, it was already ready when he woke up, his nose quivering as he climbed down the ladder, his mind whirling with inquisitive questions to ask her. It seemed as if his mother’s voice surrounded him, telling him stories of Heroes of Old, great adventure, epic quests, and heroic deeds. He blinked back tears as he remembered how he woke each morning, his mother shaking him awake and telling him he smelled like the forest. His head dropped onto his chest and his shoulders shook as he wept for a past life when the darkness of the world was hidden from him, and all he saw was sunshine and light. Even in the depths of his grief, he recognized the gift his mother had given him, and he brought his hands together, whispering words of blessing as he thought of her.

      The sun was setting when he left the hut, brushing the dust from his knees. He walked around the side of the hut where the elm tree grew, looking up to catch sight of the window to his old room. The gentle call of the Iaen pulled him to join the dance, and even as he looked up, he felt their presence. Eliesmore pressed a hand to the rough wood of the elm tree, listening to the hum of life that surrounded it. “Grow tall and strong, take the place of this hut and mark where I lived,” he whispered.

      An inaudible hush moved over the home, and Eliesmore wiped tears from his face as he turned his back on it, like he had those years ago, when he had his mother’s permission to leave. He turned and walked up the hill, imagining the animals gathering on it once more, yet this time it was barren, there was none to lead him to the dance. He moved up the hill, lost in memory and as he walked toward the forest, he saw a green light. As Eliesmore moved closer, he saw her clearly, and a lump rose in his throat. Ellagine stood on the outskirts of Shimla, her hands by her side, waiting and watching. Golden hair flowed about her shoulders, and she wore a sheer green gown that radiated with her green glow. Her sky-blue eyes met his as he walked toward her, and an odd sensation radiated through his body. Gone was the fear, the hate, rage and anger. There were many questions he wanted to ask her, many things he wanted to discuss with her, but as he neared, he felt nothing but the intensity of his feelings for her. Forgiveness came over him, and his pace quickened as he approached. He was not afraid of her. She’d done nothing to gain his mistrust. It was not her fault.

      Eliesmore stood in front of her, noticing she wasn’t much taller than him now. He’d grown the last few years during the war. He reached up, pulled down her head, and kissed her. Her lips parted beneath his, a low moan escaping her throat as her arms came up and around him. He pressed closer to her until their bodies melded together. He felt the quickening of her heartbeat and the swell of her breasts as they pressed against his chest. She tasted like the sweet tang of honey and the gentle, delicate hints of starlight. He held on, drowning as she deepened the kiss, turning her head, her tongue sneaking into his mouth, searching for more. He pulled on her bottom lip with his teeth, nipping her playfully before turning back to a full kiss. Forest and hill melted away until it seemed they were in their own universe, one with the stars, arms around each other as their mouths explored. When he pulled back to catch his breath, her eyes were still closed, her tongue came out, licking away the taste of him, savoring the moment. Her face glowed with a magnetic energy as she opened her eyes, her lashes catching the last lights of the day, the glory of sunset embracing her green skin. His hands rested on her bare shoulders, and he felt calm as he met her eyes, watching the blush spread across her face.

      “Eliesmore.”

      She whispered his name like a prayer, her eyes half shutting again. She wrapped one arm around his neck while her fingers tips brushed his cheek before trailing down, feeling the muscles on his arms before coming to rest on his chest. He felt the eager twitch of lust as he moved forward, dropping one arm to her waist, pulling her against him, pressing his hardness into her.

      “I have missed you,” he admitted, his anger gone. “I am sorry,” he added, knowing there was much more to say.

      “Will you come with me?” she leaned forward, her eyes meeting his before she dropped her face to his neck, nuzzling his shoulders.

      He trailed his fingers through her silken hair, marveling at the riot of colors twirling through them. “Yes,” his hand slipped down her arm, feeling her shiver as their fingers met.

      She folded her hand around his and led the way into the forest of Shimla, peering back as if to encourage him, a light in her eager eyes.

      The trees parted before them as if bowing, knowing they should let the One and the Queen of the Green People pass without question. She led him to the glade where the animals were gathering, and the Iaen came out of the woods to join the celebration. The thump of the drums pulsed deep within Eliesmore, and he saw the flickering fire, just as in days of old. A strong nostalgia rose within him, and when the music began, he drew Ellagine into his arms and began to dance, his heart in his throat, his eyes watching her as they spun into what seemed like an eternity.

      Eliesmore noted the song of the Iaen had changed, they sang of the One and how their lives were made anew. As the night deepened Ellagine smiled at him, and, taking his hand, led him away to her bower. They weaved through the magical lights of the Iaen, the winking white and yellow lights that lit their path while the stars above wheeled and danced to a tune of their own making. A thousand jewels shimmered as she laughed, taking his hand and threading her way through thick trees and lush grass, the smell of pine entangling with mint and herbs. A tingling bell of sound echoed as rain drops danced from the sky, flirting above them as the Rainidrains played within them.

      “They are happy,” Eliesmore whispered, hoping she’d turn around and grace him with another smile. He found her very presence magnetic and a strong desire arose within him, throbbing as she pulled him onward.

      “They came back, because what you did,” Ellagine laughed, a lightness in her tone as she turned, her long loose hair flying behind her as her intoxicating aura filled the air. They came to a giant hollow tree with lights spinning around it, and Ellagine took him inside and led him upwards to her bower.

      There was much he wanted to say, but when she pulled him down on a bed of feathers, he forgot all the questions and wonders and mysteries. He looked into her eyes and saw nothing but desire, and leaning down he kissed her as if she were the rarest treasure and he the hunter who’d found, at long last, the treasure he’d searched for his entire life.

      Her shudders of pleasure made him feel bold. He took his time, allowing his hands to transverse every inch of her green body. He leaned in, kissing, tasting, teasing, until she screamed in pleasure, squirming beneath him. Then. And only then. Did he allow himself to slip inside and become lost.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Later, when the morning mist was still asleep, and all was dark inside the forest of Shimla, he stroked her cheek and held her close, staring into her eyes as she spoke.

      “Eliesmore,” she whispered, holding his name on her tongue as if she wanted to keep saying it repeatedly. “Do you know? I have always known you just as you have always known me.”

      “How?” He murmured, still drowning in her mythical beauty. “How?”

      “You don't remember. When you were born. I was there. Your first word was my name. I have always known it was you.”

      “Why didn't you call me sooner? Why didn't you tell me or tell the mortals?”

      “You had to grow up. You had to be pure. You had to choose. We let you. We waited as long as we could.”

      “Ah. Then you know what I would speak to you about. I heard dark things in the tower in Daygone. Things about our family. Your bloodline. Things I hesitate to believe, but deep down I know they are true. Will you tell me? I don't want to believe them.”

      Her face became slack and guarded. “What things?”

      “The union between a mortal and immortal is cursed because of Paleidir, Lady of the Green People and Legone the Swift. They had a child. The first Blended One. Who fell in love with a Changer and begat the first Monrage.”

      “Yes. That is the truth. It wasn't because of the union of a mortal and an immortal for Crons and Mermis see fit to mix their blood. It was specifically because of the Green People who are unforgiven for letting Sarhorr the Ruler rise and run free. It was then determined that here in the South World the bond between a mortal and immortal will be punishable by death. Never trust a Green Person.”

      “The first Monrage, Magdela, they called her, grew up here within these woods? And had a child named Luthín?”

      “Yes, Luthín was my mother.”

      “That means that you…”

      “I carry the bloodline. I am the last.”

      “Magdela only had one child? There wasn't another? A son?”

      “Perhaps. Perhaps there was. He went west where he was killed. As the tales say.”

      “What if he wasn't killed? What if he mated with a line of Tiders? Therefore, cursing the Tiders and the Green People for eternity?”

      “Do you intend to hunt down the bloodline and find out?”

      “Isn’t there a need? We have to be sure, don't we?”

      “Here is what I know. There is nothing to fear from Changers anymore.”

      “It also means you cannot stay here. What if others find out?”

      “I know.”

      “I cannot stay here either.”

      “What will you do?”

      “These things I know should be hidden but, what if the world needs our strength and knowledge again?”

      “Write it down. Bury it. Seal it.”

      “When I am done will you find me?”

      “Yes. It will be our last adventure.”

      He leaned forward to capture her lips with his while gasps of pleasure echoed around them. When he drew back, she smiled, wrapping her arms around his neck, pulling him closer but stopping just short. Her eyes changed as she asked another question. “Did you see her? Was she there?”

      “Who?”

      “Shalidir. It is her light that shines on this world. The sign of the Watchers. The light that guides ships. She did it. She completed her task.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Remember how I once told you knowledge is hereditary?”

      “Yes. What does knowledge have to do with Shalidir and what happened in Daygone?”

      “When the Green People learned Sarhorr was not dead we sought the greatest weapon to ruin him. Shalidir. It was not without complications. She fell in love with him and bore Magdela the Monrage. Then it became risky. We were not sure if she would stay strong and complete her quest to banish Sarhorr from this world. But she needed the Green Stone, and it had to go to a pure mortal untouched by immortal blood.”

      “Oh. I see. She did what she did on purpose, and here I was feeling terrible I had not completed the deed.”

      “What did you think was happening?”

      “I thought they escaped to wreak havoc on other worlds. I thought they escaped to become creators and build a world of their own.”

      “Oh. But that is impossible they are dead.”

      “Maybe they are white souls in the universe.”

      “The universe is an expanse of nothingness. There is nowhere for them to roam. The universe belongs to the stars, and they cannot create.”

      “Yes, you are right, I worried for nothing.”
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      “I have to go.”

      He held her hand although he did not want to leave.

      “I know,” she responded, tilting her head, her eyes studying him. “Will you come back?”

      “Do you want me to?”

      “Yes, and no. I want you,” She moved into his arms as if they hadn’t been in physical contact for the past month. Her soft lips kissed his neck before she pulled back meeting his eyes. “I will come for you, when the time is right, when I am done here, when my people need me no longer.”

      He glanced around the forest, watching the leaves whisper secrets to each other. “I want to come back here. Where you are, there is life, and it is good. I’ve seen…” he trailed off as his voice cracked. “Everything was dark. So dark. After I went to Daygone. I couldn’t see. I couldn’t find the light. I was afraid your goodness, your beauty would make me lash out, would ruin me. I thought…”

      “Don’t talk about it,” she whispered in his ear.

      His eyes glazed as he stared off into the distance. “I have to go.”

      “Where will you go?”

      “There is something I must do, now that the world is safe. Now that this is over. There is hidden knowledge none should find. There are secrets locked tight for a reason, and none should find out.”

      “Hold me then, one more time before you go.”

      He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her toward him, breathing in her scent, memorizing the way she fit in his arms.

      “I will see you again,” he whispered.

      “I will come for you, and we will leave.”

      “Yes. Every time I see this world, everywhere I look, I remember. I don’t want to remember anymore.”

      “I’m sorry for what they did to you.”

      “You don’t even know.”

      “All the same, I am sorry.”

      “You have nothing to apologize for. There was a time I thought I hated you, but you are only a victim of the same crime. We tried. I tried. I did not know what the power of the Green Stone would do to me, to us, to this world.”

      “Is that why you stopped carrying the Light of Shalidir? Because of what you learned there?”

      He pulled back, a confession on his lips as he met her eyes. “I lost it,” he admitted, “sometime after I left Daygone and before returning to the fortress. I am sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” one of her hands came up, caressing his cheek. “You did not need it any longer, tokens like those slip away when they are not needed.”

      “Perhaps, it did seem to come alive,” he mused, “after the Green Stone was dissolved.”

      She tilted her head, a thought running through her mind. “Do you think the Light of Shalidir held a portion of the Green Stone? I always wondered.”

      “Did you,” he looked her in the eye, although her gaze seemed far away. “I thought it might, although I did not know the power of the Green Stone can be transferred to other objects. If I had known…”

      “You could not have known,” she hugged him tight, tucking her head into his shoulder. “It is over now.”

      He let go, squeezing her hand. “Don’t tempt me, or I will stay.”

      “What’s another night,” she smiled, kissing his cheek before letting him go.

      He smiled back although his heart felt heavy as he walked away.

      “Eliesmore,” her voice whispered through the trees like a song. “You are immortal and so am I. Time is nothing. Wait for me.”
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      He shut the doors, bolted them, turned around and nearly jumped out of his skin. She perched on the table by the window, holding a goblet of wine. She took a sip, studying him. A long silk gown flowed about her body, hugging every curve. Gold and silver jewels covered her arms and a cloud of white diamonds perched on her dark blue head. Her eyes were dark, and her lips stained red as she met his eyes. Reaching down she plucked a second goblet and poured him a glass.

      “Indonesia. I did not summon you.”

      “You did not need to.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “I changed my mind.”

      “What?”

      “You were not meant to rule, with all your wisdom and knowledge, you should not be here.”

      “Why not?”

      “You have ten years left. Teach Mattio all you know, and then I will come for you. I will take you. Be ready.”

      “Ah. I see. You aren’t like your father at all. You are like your grandfather.”

      “Yes.”

      “You will do to me what he did to the Order of the Wise.”

      “Yes. It is the only way.”

      “No, it is not.”

      “Don’t argue with me. You will fail. Ten years.”

      “Why now? Why have you decided to take me away?”

      “Because you know the truth about why all the old people are dead, why they were killed off.”

      “They knew too much, what have you discovered?”

      “The same things you discovered. Tell me what you know?”

      “I know the prophecy concerning the One was a ruse so the Green People could get what they want. I know there are darker secrets concerning the immortals and the Green People, they set out on a dark path, and they achieved what they set out to do.”

      “Do you know what they set out to do?”

      “No.”

      “Build a new breed.”

      “And they succeeded?”

      “Yes. The effects won’t be felt for many years, but yes. The new breed will rise strong, and eventually, this world will fall.”

      “Why must we run? Why are you taking me away?”

      “You do not get to interfere with this. The world should belong to the immortals. This is the only way. The mortals will fall and die as they should. If you stay, you will change the course of time and prolong the rise of the inevitable. The world belongs to the immortals, and time and time again the morals rise and take it from us. Not this time. We have patience. We have long life, we will win.”

      “You are part mortal, and you believe this? Why take me away?”

      “You cannot tell anyone. The world must continue in its oblivion.”

      “I see,” he reached out a hand and touched her shoulder, pulling her body closer to his. “Now you are here, stay for a while before we leave.”

      She lifted her face to his. “Ten years. You have ten years before I take you.”
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      Eliesmore walked toward Daygone. His footsteps were heavy as he strode across the land. The grass grew under his feet. The flowers blossomed. The creatures of the field rejoiced. As much as his heart wanted to rejoice, he couldn’t. His mind solely focused on what he was about to do. He walked through rolling hills until he reached the beginning of Daygone. He reached out a hand as he entered the dark land. The red flowers opened as he passed. The grass grew tall, and he walked toward the tower, mirroring his actions from three years ago. He squared his shoulders and raised his chin. This time he was older, wiser, stronger, more mature, and he understood the power which held him. This time, he knew exactly what he needed to do with the power of the Green Stone.

      He climbed the staircase, his footsteps ringing out across the stone as he climbed toward the summit. A depth of silence greeted him as he passed, continuing through the spirals as furious flashbacks attempted to drive him away. An odd smell came from the chamber at the top as if ghosts and souls of old still haunted the place. The book lay over the basin, right where he had left it, the dark words swirling together. He turned, studying the archways as the light from the sky filtered in. A throne, carved into the stone, sat perched on one side. A black pitchfork lay on the ground in the middle of the room. An onyx scepter leaned against the throne, and he moved toward it. He lifted the scepter in one hand; it was short, top heavy, with a glowing ornament in the middle of it. He breathed on it and felt it grow, felt it move with life. Laying it on the throne he stepped back and stretched out his arms. Angling his fingers toward the scepter he began to chant, waiting for the riot to pass through him. The power of the Green Stone was potent, intense, uncanny and far too great for him to handle. He wished he’d known how to cast it away years ago when he’d first received it and understood its true meaning. Now he knew what to do, how to balance the power which consistently threatened to overwhelm him.

      Stretching out his fingers he spoke words in the Valikai Dialect until they poured out of him and the light flashed. Green flames shot out of his fingers, pouring out of his body as they entered the onyx scepter. Power fled into the object until it was done, and he saw it swirl and change color as it settled into its new home.

      “I seal you. Only my blood shall unlock the power of the creation. I seal this curse. Let no one break it.”

      The scepter sighed as if it were a being who heard his words and obeyed. Eliesmore let go and stepped back. A wind rushed through the archways, cleansing him from his dark affair with power. He turned his back on the room and moved to the staircase, and as he did, his heart felt lighter, and he felt like himself. Eliesmore the Cron. Son of Myran. Son of Halender. He felt like himself when he was young and naïve, foolish even. When all he dreamed of was his days of dancing with the Iaen. Everything was great and good, and no worries pierced his soul. A strong nostalgia hit him as he moved, and he knew, even though he’d done what he set out to do, it had ultimately ruined him, and his life would never be the same. He walked down the steps, pointing his footsteps toward the dranagins, thinking of the words he had to share with them before he returned to the fortress. A bleakness rose up within him, and he blinked, longing for the days when he was young, before life and its misery crept up and destroyed him. He wondered if the heroes of old felt the same way he felt. Fighting and winning in and of itself destroyed him. He could not be a normal mortal like the others. He could not fall in love, have a family and live out his days in peace in the Four Worlds. He was immortal now. He knew more than he should ever know. The Four Worlds had been saved, but not for him. A sigh escaped from his lips as he walked, thoughts drifted away, and even in the lightness he felt the sorrow, the curse he’d been warned against. It would haunt him for the rest of his life. It was in that moment, he decided to take a walk and remind himself what he had done and why.
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      Nine months after Eliesmore left, Ellagine gave birth to a child. She wept when she saw he was a male. She had feared it would be female as the line has been. As she held him, the words of a whispered lullaby came to her ears, and at long last, she understood the hidden message, layered under blessed words.

      

      
        
        “Long may you live

        Long may you prosper

        Spread your seed far and wide

      

        

      
        May your bloodline

        The new breed

        Grow ever strong

      

        

      
        Blood of the undying

        Blood of the immortal

        Blood of the mortals

        Blood of my blood

      

        

      
        Long may you live

        Long may you prosper

      

        

      
        You shall walk in the light

        You shall walk in the dark

        You will blend with the air and land

      

        

      
        Of shadows and sorrow

        Of love and light

        Of mischief and mayhem

        Of folly and forgiveness

      

        

      
        Long may you live

        Long may you prosper.”

      

      

      A male. She recalled her mother’s whispered words. It has to be a male to live forever to spread his seed far and wide. To create the new breed. Tell him to go to Daygone find the book of our people. Study it. You will know when it is time to rise. A new breed. A strong breed. The protectors of knowledge. The protectors of the world. The first of the Order of the Iaen.

      Ellagine watched over him for ten years, and on his tenth birthday, in the year 955, he stood before her in the glade of the Iaen and spoke the truth.

      “It is time for you to go,” he told her. He was an odd child. His eyes told her he was wise beyond his years. “You have nothing to fear from me. I am not a Changer. I do not love, and therefore I will not destroy the world because of love. I am the opposite of love. I am the opposite of fear. I am not swayed by emotion.”

      “Will you take a name?” she whispered, for throughout the years of his growth she’d called him nothing.

      “No,” his face was solemn with knowledge. “Names are powerful. I will be called a thousand things, but I will never share my true name.”

      “When you want to know who you are and where you came from go to Daygone.” She pointed north.

      “I came from you,” he shrugged.

      “No,” she shook her head. “I may have borne you, but you did not come from me.”

      “Of course,” he stepped back, holding out a hand to ward off her gaze. “Please. Don't look at me like that. You have nothing to fear. I have come to keep the balance. The world is at peace.”

      She reached out to touch him, surprised at the lack of emotion she felt. Feeling cold she stepped back and raised her right hand. “I will go. Long may you live. Long may you prosper.”
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      Year 943 (13 years ago)

      

      “We are free,” Sarhorr breathed in her ear. “At long last, we are free.”

      She held on to him tightly, watching their bodies fall to dust. “Do you hear it,” she whispered.

      He lifted his head, pure and white as he watched. The stars twinkled in and out of view, and they were magnificent. The heavens shook in glory shining with the luster of a thousand gems. He could hear their voices, as fragile as chimes, singing, exclaiming as they moved through the heavens, watching, waiting, speaking, listening, dancing.

      “Aye. Paradise.” He glanced back toward the quickly disappearing planet. “Are we dead?”

      “Yes.” She touched his face. “Can’t you feel the shift, the change? It’s as if we are born again, anew. The wishes and desires we had when we were trapped have gone. You are no longer a Changer. I am no longer a Green Person. We are beings at rest. At ease.”

      He lay a hand where her heart used to be. “I did not think I would enjoy death with you, I thought my accomplishments would mean more, yet now that we are here, I find the Four Worlds meaningless. Do you think it will last?”

      “We are older, wiser. Besides, it is up to Ellagine now. I have seen visions of the future. Our bloodline will last for eternity. We have left a legacy.”

      Sarhorr let go of her waist and they held hands, watching worlds whisk by them as they fell.

      “Do you have it?” He asked after a time.

      “Yes,” she opened her hand, inside it lay the Light of Shalidir with the Green Light shimmering within it.

      He hummed in pleasure at the piece of the Green Stone they had stolen. “When we are ready, we can start our own creation, but I am content for now.”

      “Yes. What would you do with this new beginning?”

      “I would have nothing more than to fall with you for an eternity. Let us forget the past, forget our names, forget the good and evil we have wrought. For now, let’s fall.”

      “Death has made you kind,” she squeezed his hand. “I like you better now.”

      “Aye,” he agreed. “And I you. Death has made me see how insignificant life was.”

      She lifted a hand and pointed, looking down at their feet they saw a white light streaking across the heavens as they fell. The voices of the stars rose and soared, gathering around them while rubies and emeralds sparkled. They fell for years, making loops through the galaxies until time was nothing and they were forgotten as if they had never existed.
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            Eliesmore

          

        

      

    

    
      Year 955 (Present Day)

      

      Come. A voice hushed through the air, weaving itself into his dream.

      Come with me. Eliesmore opened his eyes, staring upward at the pointed ceiling of the tower.

      Come. It wasn’t a voice; it was a pulse weaving through the center of his being.

      Come. A call he hadn’t heard in over ten years. The call of the Iaen. Excitement raced through his veins causing every pore to come alive with joy. He clasped a hand to his chest and swung his legs over the side of the bed. Stumbling across the cold stone floor, he ran his fingers through his fine black hair, his nails snagging on tangles of wavy hair. A pitcher of water perched near the window and he splashed it on his face, noting the fire had gone out, leaving naught but cold red embers, glowing like the eyes of a Changer. A momentary shudder shook his broad shoulders, and he leaned his weight on the windowsill, bringing his head forward to touch the cold glass. He blinked back memories of the past; they swirled around him like intangible dreams, visions of a life it seemed he had lived, and yet as the time passed, it became impossible to determine. He was a legend now. He’d heard the stories they told of him, and the monuments they built in gratitude for the freedom he gave them. Their praise drove him away for they were unaware of the true cost, and he did not feel worthy of the heroic deeds they gave him credit for.

      Come. The call shook him out of his reprieve, and a tang of bitter sweetness swept over him. After a brief stint in Daygone he’d returned to the fortress of the White Steeds and slept. At first, when he closed his eyes, his mind remained active, and sleep would not come. It took some time to understand the lore of the immortals and how to turn off the consciousness of his mind. Taking a room in the tower, he locked himself away to write his knowledge. Words spilled out of him, pouring onto pages and he wrote until his fingers bled and his head hurt, and then he slept. He filled a series of books with the things he had learned, and when the pages were filled with black ink, he opened a portal to Daygone and crept through, placing them on the bookshelves, sealing them with his blood. When the last book was complete, he opened the portal for the last time and hid the Phutal. It was broken, and although ideas of how to fix it filtered through his mind, he determined it was best to leave it as it was. Portals would open in Ellsmore (formerly Sidell), Castle Range and Daygone, because the key to moving between the Four Worlds was lost.

      Come. Eliesmore let his eyes roam across the room, noting the bed in the corner, the desk with leaves of paper, scribbles and designs. Eventually, the mortals would find his chamber in the tower, yet he’d left no clues, nothing to give away his current state of mind. His hand fell to his side, an old habit, searching for the Jeweled Sword, the powerful weapon he’d put down long ago. He straightened his green tunic, embroidered with white and gold threads. There was nothing he wanted to take with him. It was time.

      Come. Heart racing, he turned toward the western window where the Green Light winked in the early morning sky. Green motes danced through the air while words from the Truth Tellers flashed in front of him. They would miss him. Sir Regante and Triften hung on his every word, attempting not to bother him, yet basking in the glow of his company. More recently they had returned from a journey across the South World, bringing word of the Rulers of the West, the many adventures of Yamier and Wekin, and the continued political struggle in the Torrents Towers. While Eliesmore enjoyed hearing their tale, he found his heart full of longing, and it wasn’t until the call of Iaen came that he recognized the source of that longing and his true desire.

      Come. Standing tall he strode to the door of his chamber. The round door opened soundlessly, and he closed it behind him with a click. He silenced the voice that prompted him to tell his friends farewell for he’d hinted about his departure. With a light tread, he moved down the spiraling staircases, meeting no one as if the fortress lay under a sleeping spell. Emerald and golden light streamed through high windows while awed whispers echoed off the cold stones as if invisible beings spoke to each other as he passed.

      Come. He left out of the eastern entrance of the fortress, making his way toward the shores of Oceantic. Light bowed before him as if making way while the leaves of the trees rustled around him.

      Eliesmore stepped out of the underbrush into the pure light of day while the waves rolled back from the shore in adoration.

      She stood on the white sands with her back to him, one hand out, touching the prow of a swan-like ship with wings of glass stretching over the waters. She paused, a hand dangling in the air as if she heard his soundless footsteps. Spinning she faced him while a flutter of green dust blew across the sand as if welcoming Eliesmore to the shore.

      “Ellagine,” a genuine smile lit up his face while a lightness spread throughout his body.

      She tilted her head, her long light hair trailing down her back as she smiled at him. A pale shimmer covered her green skin, yet she wore a crisp white dress that flowed in waves to her feet, the edges kissing the sand. A white cloak lined with fur lay over her shoulders, thrown back to allow her bare arms to reach the sunlight. A playful vibe of joy and love filled the air while the call flared up within Eliesmore’s heart and he dashed across the sand, flinging his arms around her.

      She laughed, bringing a hand up to cup his face as she kissed him, her lips just as soft and intoxicating as he remembered. “Eliesmore,” she whispered, drawing back before closing her eyes and kissing him again.

      He ran his hands through her long hair, pulling back to study her face. Her eyes were older, wiser as if she held a grand secret, and for a moment he wondered what she’d spent the past ten years doing.

      “I brought you this.” Ellagine held out a pure white cloak clasped at the throat with a replica of the Light of Shalidir.

      “Thank you,” he stood still while she swept the cloak around his shoulder, closing it with the clasp. He ran his fingers over it, recalling his missing relic.

      “Are you ready?” Ellagine slid her fingers down his arm, twining their hands together.

      He nodded, leaning over to kiss her cheek as he squeezed her hand. “Where are we going?”

      Ellagine pointed to the swan ship. “I thought we would sail to the Beyond, to the Pillars of Creation. Haven’t you always wanted to go?”

      His eyes did not leave her face as he pulled her closer. “Yes, I am curious. Is that where you want to go?”

      A peculiar light came into her eyes as she met his gaze. “Yes. And no. We don’t have to sail to the Pillars of Creation. We can explore Oceantic and the great seas of the Four Worlds. We can go wherever your heart desires.”

      A beguiling fulfillment came over him, and he understood exactly what he’d searched for, precisely what he’d wanted for years. “My heart desires you.” He pulled her against his chest and kissed her long and hard.

      When he pulled back her eyes were wet, and she blinked, turning her gaze back to the waters. “Well then,” she gave a short laugh, somewhere between joy and a sob. “We have nothing but a lifetime. Together.”

      Together they walked through the waters of Oceantic while the ship rolled out a silver ramp, inviting them onboard. Once they were on deck, the swan turned its head and spread its silver wings, moving on its own accord across the waves.

      He held her hand as they set sail and raised his eyes to the horizon. A peace filled his heart, and he wrapped his arms around her waist, kissing her neck, inhaling her intoxicating scent. After a time she began to sing, her voice as clear as crystal over the waters. She lifted her face to the skies, and when he looked up, he thought he saw a stream of white cross the skies and a flash of emerald green.
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            Afterward

          

        

      

    

    
      Year 955. The Underworld

      

      She stood in the dull light, listening to the frogs croak around her. Their bass voices jilted off the rock and stone, dipping into the song the crickets hummed. She blinked as if coming out of a dream, trying to remember why she was there, in the underworld. What had drawn her to its depths? Years, she’d searched until time seemed endless, and her quest lay forgotten at her feet, unfulfilled. Her body, if she still had one, told her to go home, yet a quiet pestering hummed in her mind, an unrest that drove her forward.

      Arched gates rose before her, and she moved forward, hopping from one slick stone to the other, seeking dry ground. The pond beneath her shivered in the wind of her movement, black lily pads circling close to the shore. A lone guard stood at the gate, a pit of hollow blackness, waiting for her. His lanky frame was clothed in gold, and he held a black pitchfork in his hand. He took a step forward when he saw her. His expression turned to one of calm surprise. “Glashar?”

      It had been her name once, and as it filtered through her mind, she found her memories awakening as she recalled why she was there. A fierce determination crashed over her in waves, yet her hand flew to her mouth, holding back a sob. “Dathiem?”

      He towered above her as he spoke, uttering small explanations of wonder. “You came,” he whispered, adoration causing his dark eyes to come alive. He held out a hand. It looked gold in the pale light.

      “How could I not,” she breathed, a question in her eye as she walked toward him. “You are alive. How?”

      His gaze fell to his body and back to her, his eyes clear, shameless. “You once said, it does not matter who or what I am.”

      “Yes,” her voice caught. “I will always love you.”

      Even before he spoke his next words, she saw his shadow grow long, and the horns stretch out. “I am a Changer.”
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