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  For all those who enjoy losing themselves in a new world, if only for a few bells. I am of like mind. Most of all, I write for readers like you.
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Chapter one








Ultimate Directive


JADE CREEK NO LONGER HAD command of her facilities. There was no control of her body, nor the neurons that drove her motor faculties, not even the movement of an eye. Brutally enslaved, a dark mist had infiltrated her from her brain matter to her nerve endings. Now every functional part of her received commands from an alien entity of the coldest intelligence. Nothing remained of her neuro complex except for a tiny bubble of protection she’d barely installed over a fragment of her self-awareness during the thing’s initial attack. With her instinctive act of self-preservation a nanofraction before being overwritten, she’d installed an impenetrable shield holding back the malevolent cloud that desired her as a host and for her ability to read a person’s three possible future images, the images that rotated around them in a black cyclone. The clinical coldness of the supreme alien intellect drove her motor faculties as if it manipulated an unthinking machine, which Jade supposed she was now. Having full access to the neural links within her brain, the creature, which thought of itself as the One Mind, controlled nearly all aspects of what she’d been as a young woman. The only things left to her were reading the thing’s intentions, its primal thoughts, and hearing and seeing where it took her and what it did when it got there. 
Not the best situation to find herself in. It went beyond frightening. Seeing, and hearing where she went, what she did—what it did—some of it bad enough she would’ve retched if she had control of her throat and could feel her stomach threw her to the edge of madness. Many times, she wished for the ability to cry, particularly when the enormity of her helpless state threatened to crush her. If not for the tiny bubble of self awareness, she would’ve already succumbed. Not the best situation by any means. But it was something. She existed. Barely.
Unlike what the One Mind had done with most other hosts it acquired in its eons of existence, the entity desired to keep her functional. Though it considered her nothing more than an insect on which to exercise its vast will, the alien had left the bubble of her awareness intact. At least, the insidious entity had convinced itself of that. Jade knew better. The little left of her existed by will alone. Only hers. Her steadfast refusal to be overcome, written out of existence.
Floating formless in her last bastion of resistance, the tiny bubble shielded within her own mind, Jade kept an infinitesimal link open within her internal neural network. From that point on, she sensed the commands put forth by the alien entity. Even some of those sent into what the One Mind considered the Over Mind, a vast neural network the being had structured throughout its dark gaseous makeup that contained all the minds of those it had absorbed into its ethereal substance.
Sustenance storage for it to feed upon at its leisure.
Unable to do anything else, Jade rode along as the One Mind moved with intent. Forcing her frail body to move faster, the alien intellect directed her, the host, higher into the caverns above the Dark Citadel where the Great Shadow, the Dark King, had formerly ruled.
As helpless as Jade felt, dwarfed by the power of the thing, there was a small but distinct advantage for her of listening in, which stemmed from her ability to read someone’s aura. The ability helped her develop a sense of her surroundings. An adaptation which the essence druid Camoe Shadoe would’ve referred to as her true sense gift.
Thinking of the druid brought sadness and then anger. Once she broke free of the One Mind, she would find a way to end its blight on the world. With her sister Crystalyn’s help, it could be done. Sister, I need you! I cannot take this much longer…
Crystalyn’s symbols were powerful.
But together they were stronger.
Jade’s sister had stayed at the Dark Citadel after the battle beyond the Dark Gate. Though critically wounded and now healing, Crystalyn was still in the Citadel somewhere. If only Jade could somehow reach her. With her sister’s help, they might force the alien thing out of her, perhaps send it scurrying away as they had done once before in the Vibrant Vale when the being had tried to overcome her will a few months before.
Crystalyn was the one person whose power was, by all appearances, stronger than the One Mind. She was the one being it was wary of, that confused it. Never in the alien’s long history—on any world—had it known anything remotely close to defeat. Only those saturated with the Flow, the river of power underlying the land of Astura, had defied its supreme will for a time. But even those had succumbed to its cunning, eventually.
But not Crystalyn. Her amazing ability to create symbols for aggression and healing with a mere thought, the force of her powerful will, had proven effective against the creature once before. But not Jade’s paltry ability of reading a snapshot of someone’s future. Ironically, that same ability was the very reason the thing wanted her more than a planet of others, so it could best decide how to go about worldwide domination. That, and the fact that she seemed to have an innate resistance to the decay the alien caused the host body when it inhabited the form too long.
In its dark past, the entity had relied on stealth. Moving in the shadows, the ethereal being used its absolute power of compulsion to manipulate the intellect and motor capabilities of all things. Not once throughout its eons of solitary existence had it failed to gain complete control. Not once had it failed to consume every single neuron of humans and non-humans, and not once on any other planet had it failed to leave a world barren of life.
Yet when had it truly ever been alone?
The entity stored neurons consumed from countless worlds, from every being it had fed upon. Locked away inside the crowded and finite space of the Over Mind—the neural network of interlinked minds stored inside the mist of its ethereal makeup—the neural waves fed it thoughts, memories, and emotions when needed.
Nearly at capacity after consuming much of the Dark Citadel, the One Mind had selected leaders to do its bidding as it fed on the oldest brainwaves in the storehouse of the Over Mind, erasing them forever. When the final push came, it would consume the entire world’s brainwaves and gain much power.
A creature with lesser cunning, lesser intellect, might have become enraged at the troubling discovery of its weakness to the great river of the Flow. But not the One Mind. The cold, dominating thoughts that dwarfed Jade’s own had a plan to nullify the threat of the Flow and exterminate Users, those capable of accessing and Using the great energy streaming within the river of power.
The One Mind had set events in motion to dry up the river, but it would take time—something that caused a sense of doom the transcendent creature had not encountered in its long past, nor had it found the experience in a single one of the countless memories stored within the Over Mind.
Adding to the sentiment of its disquiet, Jade sensed, the alien commanding her body had discovered a bright blip of power growing in the west, nestled within a family of strong Users. The One Mind could not allow such a threat to exist long. The alien had no reason to wait to eliminate the future threat, not when it had creatures absorbed within its neural net of dominion that it could use for the extermination. As lesser lifeforms, they were more susceptible to compulsion. The animalistic instincts of survival innate to them made them more accepting of domination.
On other worlds it razed, the One Mind eventually consumed the neurons of all lifeforms, controlling them as it fed, and it planned to do the same on Astura. Every single being helped offset the high energy cost of moving through galaxies in its endless search for the next neural food source.
But Jade knew from the dark presence’s thoughts that leaked through her bubble that the great river of power underlying the land, this world of Astura itself, was a consternation to the creature. For the first time, it knew caution. The One Mind had to come up with a primary plan, an ultimate directive that made Jade afraid for her sister and all those Jade knew. Helpless to stop it, all Jade could do was listen in and watch. Screaming a warning wasn’t even possible, which created a harsh quandary: how to let someone know what had happened to her.
As the One Mind manipulated her body along black passages and over ancient stone bridges that spanned dark crevices deep in the caverns under the Dark Citadel, going downward and then upward for a league, the rankness of corrupted energy drifted past in spotty black mists. The dark spots, remnants of the Dark King’s considerable strength for corrupting the vitriol energy of the Flow, grew more frequent within the caverns under the great plateau that was Dark Citadel.
Though wisps and sometimes wide swathes of darkness exuded power, the One Mind avoided those spots, both corporeal and nonphysical, whose essence reeked of the dark taint of the Flow even though some exuded fear when it passed close. Feeding on such distress was a risk it would not yet make. When it had absorbed all neural waves without a trace of the Flow throughout the planet, it would then consider imbibing on the rest.
At every junction, the One Mind moved Jade along the ascending passage, taking the steeper route when possible. Jade disliked the dark and damp caverns and fervently wished she knew what the One Mind sought. After four similar junctions, all with the same near absence of light which didn’t slow the One Mind a bit, the passageway lightened, bringing the foul stench of rotting carrion. A clear indication the creature controlling her neared its destination.
The One Mind gave the command for faster movement. Before long, Jade’s body must’ve sent warnings of muscle failure stemming from an interior dryness, the need for moisture. The One Mind raised her right arm, the one holding the leather waterskin bag it had brought along, and sipped as it moved.
The uniqueness of the current situation with the host confused it vastly. Always before, control of whatever vessel it had taken was absolute, final from the moment of first contact. Why Jade had resisted total domination, it could not fathom. A significant part of the Over Mind mulled it over with the single-minded focus of a machine as it forced her body onward.
After a series of tunnels and wide caverns, the One Mind strode into a cluster of monsters that hungered for human flesh. Maimwrights. Vile beasts that fed on the succulent flesh of a lifeform Jade and the parasitical alien both relied upon a human body. Her body.
Wrapped in a cocoon of their own skeletal membrane wings, a dozen maimwrights lay in individual recesses around a rough-hewn half-circle chamber that was once a burial tomb. The cluster was large for creatures known to live in isolated groups of two to six.
Jade’s scent caused a frenzy of excitement within their lair, as the One Mind had expected. Sharp clicks accompanied a flurry of movement as the maimwrights rolled out of macabre stone beds, their razor-teethed beaks and lobster claws coming together in anticipation of a defenseless and fresh meal’s unexpected appearance.
The two largest creatures—brown and green brutes, two heads taller than a large man—dashed toward the host with surprising quickness. Dropping the waterskin, the One Mind grabbed the snapping claws as they descended upon Jade, grasping for flesh. In an instant, the two monsters stopped moving, as if solidified on the spot. Soon, others came for Jade, but now the two maimwrights moved. Holding out their monstrous appendages, they touched those that came after until movement ceased.
A sound rang about the small cave. Wailing. The keening of fright. An eerie sound coming from such large frightening creatures. At least, to Jade, it was.
The One Mind drank deep from the fear, and was replenished. The lessor neurons it absorbed into the multitude of emotions harbored within the Over Mind.
Touching each wright, the One Mind absorbed the limited intellect of the creatures, the base instincts of feeding and mating, into the confines of the Over Mind. Then it commanded the now mindless beasts to join the controlled army of the Dark Citadel.
Its army.
The two larger maimwrights had a mission in store for them, an ultimate directive that would help with the One Mind’s unease. Jade didn’t know the specifics, though she felt it important to know. But try as she might, Jade couldn’t get a sense of what it had ordered them to do, no matter how hard she forced her will.
However, while she tried, Jade could strengthen her sensory perceptions along the edges of her bubble. By extending delicate shards of her shield into the misty blackness that was the One Mind’s disembodied substance that surrounded the tiny dome. Activity within that shadowy vapor triggered a warning for her to implement greater attention to listening in.
The One Mind sent the two horrors stomping down the tunnel that led to the light of day and then a long flight to a secluded valley in the northwest, to a forest there.
Watching them go, the One Mind was pleased.
Within Jade’s already constant anxiety, her fear grew. She feared for her dad and sister, and for all life on the planet of Astura. The One Mind would no longer remain in the shadows. The creature had set events into blatant motion.
Turning toward the next pair of maimwrights, the One Mind initiated the second part of its plan.
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Chapter two








Creatures


THE LONGER CASAN AS’WALL STARED at the late spring snow falling outside his family’s cabin, the worse his frustration grew. When it snowed in the Black Wolf Valley, a deep blanket of white accumulated atop Wind Roar Bluffs, which would cover the odd footprints in the mud he had encountered midmorning with his father. As a woodsman for most of his eighteen seasons, Casan had taken pride in learning to recognize all the woodland creature tracks at a glance. He could even distinguish the maker of partial tracks. But not this day. A long examination had provided him with no insight into whatever had made them. Though the tracks resembled a human footprint, the shape and size were wrong. A single toe jutted from the center of a foot twice the size of the biggest of men. The footprints led downward to the valley from the ridge. And strangely, they had originated from the bluff’s edge, as if the track maker had scaled the cliffs. But that would mean a vertical ascent for nearly a thousand feet, an amazing feat for something so big that walked upright. 
At first sight of the footprints, his father, Laran, had led them home, refusing to answer Casan’s queries, which had only added to his curiosity. Casan had wanted to go back up and track such semi-human footprints to the source, perhaps see with his own eyes what kind of human—or nonhuman—had made them. Now, he may never know. New-fallen snow had covered them, concealing them within a blanket of white.
Made square by his father and now rimmed with frost, the hall window provided a grim view of the white world outside. The sprouting green meadow grass he’d seen yesterday now struggled to thrive under a frosty blanket of snow.
The cabin’s main entrance opened. His mother, Alina, entered and smiled. Stamping snow from her kell fur-lined boots, she closed the stout wooden door on the heavy chill outside. White powder covered the top of her braided light brown hair, melting quickly.
Casan detected the musty scent of the last of the winter oats clinging somewhere on her kell-leather leggings. Feeding the horses was Casan’s daily chore, but with having to search for increasingly scarce game with his father, his mother had done it for him once again. Casan suspected she didn’t mind the added duty. They’d finished building the last additions to the cabin four seasons ago, which gave her more time with the animals she loved. Though life’s trials had added a line or two to the corners of her vivid green eyes, his mother moved with the vigor she always had.
Removing her fur jacket, she glanced his way. “You look tired and concerned, Casan, or concerned and tired. Let me venture a guess. The two of you found no meat, and now the snow has hampered the growing season. Am I right? Do not allow it to eat at you. We will work through the lean times, as always. Your father gathers wood for tonight’s fire?”
“Yes. I’m going to help.”
Casan’s mother smiled once again as she sat on the wooden bench below the clothes rack and plucked at the straps of her boots. “Very good, it shouldn’t take long with the two of you at it.” Tugging off a boot, his mother hesitated, looking up at him. Her emerald eyes flared with a brief merriment. “There’s something you should know.”
“What is it?”
“Nuri is eating dinner with us tonight.”
Casan suppressed a groan. Things became awkward fast with Nuri around. He always had to consider every word he spoke. Yet, inevitably, he would say the wrong thing. “Perhaps I will stay in my room tonight. Please, tell her I feel ill.”
A small tinkle of laughter escaped from his mother as she pulled off her boot and set it beside the first. “Yes, please use that excuse. I shall inform her of your sudden, mysterious ailment. As one of my brightest students, Nuri will then insist on stuffing you full of her brand of healing herbs. I recall her having a few purge leaves remaining. Those should clean you out, though if not administered carefully, the herb works a bit too well.”
Casan hurried to the door and thumbed the latch. “I suppose I should eat,” he said, trying—and failing—to keep the tone of his voice mild. Somehow, the sourness within it still came through.
His mother laughed again, a pure, rich sound. “Good lad. There is hope for you yet. Nuri is a refined young woman. Treated her accordingly. The truth shall carry one farther along than dishonesty with oneself.”
Almost suppressing a second groan—at eighteen seasons, he was getting too old for complaints, even involuntary audible ones—he tromped outside. His mother’s laughter ended abruptly when the door closed behind him.
Once away from the front deck, Casan followed the caved-in tracks of the steel-railed wood sled up the incline to the woodpile. There, his father Laran stacked much of the little wood that remained on the worn sled in silence.
Mashing an area to work in with his fur-lined boots, Casan worked beside his father with an eagerness and vigor he hadn’t known he still possessed after nearly a full day of tramping across a frozen landscape.
Breaking the stillness in the air, his father spoke quietly, his breath puffing a small white cloud with each word. “Good timing, son. The day grows late. The temperature will plummet with the last of the sun’s rays,” he said.
Casan smiled at the greeting. The Black Wolf Valley could get cold. He knew it well, as did anyone who’d survived a winter in the valley, but seasons of instructing young men and women with deep woods lore had brought out the teacher in his father. Or, perhaps, he’d always been one. His quiet wisdom was all Casan had ever known, and he valued it greatly.
Casan stacked wood quietly, helping to fill the sled in a quarter of a bell. As he finished loading a last piece, he finally inquired about what was on his mind. “Father, can I ask you something?”
“Ask.”
Casan fidgeted with a piece of wood near the top. He turned it over, looking for a better fit. Finally, he put it the way it was. “I know you told me not to concern myself with those tracks on the bluffs this morning, but I’ve thought of little else since. Did you recognize them? Do you know what made them?”
Stepping inside the sled’s pull rope, his father lifted it to his waist and pushed forward against it, breaking the sled’s rails loose from the snow’s grip. “Come,” he said.
Trudging down the gentle slope, his father stayed ahead of the burdened sled, steering it skillfully beside the front steps. Dropping the pull rope, he started gathering an armful of wood before speaking again. “I hoped I would not discover those tracks in this valley for seasons yet, for such signs hold vile portent. Know this: should you encounter their like again, look to the air as you eye the terrain. Most maimwrights have wings, and they are deadly. Stay clear of such creatures. Flee if you can.” Though quiet to begin with, the tone of his voice had grown as cold as the air that surrounded them.
He added another piece of wood to the pile cradled in his arm. “For now, that is enough to know. Come, let us finish this task. Tomorrow morning we will go to Durniss Keep. Perhaps we will speak more then.” Thumping across the wood planks of the decking, his father vanished inside the cabin. His dire explanation hung in the air long after him.
Casan stared after him. As he’d grown older, his father had summarized each track they stopped to examine, provided a brief history of it, particularly an unfamiliar one. Wait. His father called them creatures. Animals shied away from humans mostly, hunting people only when their survival depended on it. Some creatures, like dragonlions and cave bears, however, actively sought humans, most considering them a source of food. Had the creature, the maimwright, been hunting? Seeking human meat? Casan grew chill at the thought.
Shunting his fears aside, Casan worked at loading the wood bin inside the cabin’s main entrance, using three armloads from the sled to fill it. After supper, he would offer to reload the pot-bellied stove, get it hot, and then set the damper for the low burn throughout the night.
After removing his boots, Casan hung his leather coat on the wooden rack near the door. He noted a small, blue-dyed kell-leather coat hanging beside his mother’s made from the same otterlike creature found only in the Black Wolf Valley. The town of Kell named after them. The sight of the blue jacket sent a familiar mixture of dread and excitement thumping within him as he hurried to the dining room.
Two sets of eyes, one green, one gray, looked his way as he entered, making him suspect he’d been the topic of his mother and Nuri’s conversation. His father smiled briefly as he reached for the mug in front of him, confirming Casan’s suspicion.
Nuri flashed him a shy smile. Or was it a smug one? Her refined, angular features made it hard to tell.
His mother added a warm smile of her own. “Go wash up, dear. We wait for you.”
“All right,” Casan said, striding past, making for the kitchen. “And, Casan…” his mother said, letting the words hang there.
Casan stopped with one foot in the next room. “What is it?” The question came out louder than normal. He was hungry.
“Nuri wants you to escort her home after we dine. It will be dark then, and she shouldn’t walk alone.”
Casan wondered why Nuri had asked. Most times, she acted as if she didn’t want him hanging around and only tolerated him because they’d been friends for so many seasons. “Sure. If you both wish it.” Casting a quick glance behind, he left the room. Nuri’s smile had widened. What did she want of him?
He despaired of ever knowing.
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Chapter three








Insistent


NURI INSISTED ON HOLDING HANDS as they strode toward town and her home. Casan did not mind; her long, soft fingers felt right entwined with his weather-roughened ones. Though demanding, Nuri was beautiful. Her willowy form, filled with exuberance, moved with a deerlike grace no matter the terrain, and her intelligence went possibly beyond his own. Nuri could have her pick of boys, and Casan wondered again what she saw in a backwoodsman like him. He had always preferred the crisp aloneness of the deep forest and allowed only a few of his closest friends into the peacefulness of his world. He was lucky. Nuri seemed to care for him in her own self- interested way. 
As Nuri prattled on about her father and the women’s council, Casan only half listened. Wind Roar Bluffs with the tracks—the maimwright’s, as his father had called them—took much of his attention. The mere sound of the name brought a chill to his spine, something he’d not felt for many seasons, not since his solo encounter with fresh tracks made from a large brown bear. That had not ended well for the bear when it had charged.
Over the seasons, Casan had developed a deep respect for the woods and the wildlife that inhabited them, something he’d gotten from his father. Woodlore was his father’s passion, and he spoke of it often. Though not this past evening. His father had seemed preoccupied, not joining in the conversation during the meal. Based on his mother’s occasional glances at his father, she’d wondered at his quietness, too.
Casan had so many questions looming in his thoughts, which he would’ve blurted out at dinner if not for Nuri being there. Two of them were stuck in his mind and kept looping back to the forefront. Was a maimwright that big of a threat to his father? What kind of creature concerned a man who had fought against the savage Tharg, the aggressive northerners who inhabited the forests surrounding the Black Wolf Valley?
The chill in his spine deepened.
Nuri squeezed his hand. Hard. “Have you heard a single word I have spoken?” she asked.
Nuri had halted. And so had he.
Casan’s face heated, then grew hotter when she pulled her hand from his. “I’m sorry. What were you asking?”
“What is the matter with you tonight? Your thoughts are not here with me. Perhaps they are with someone else?” Nuri accused. Nuri’s naturally upturned mouth and full lips, made more prominent by her pout and upraised eyebrows that were still visible by moonlight.
“Sorry. I have some things on my mind, but I will put them aside.” Not for the first time, Casan wondered why his voice always seemed whiny when she confronted him.
“All right. We will start again,” Nuri said, sounding somewhat appeased. “I asked: do you think my father is hard on the women’s council simply because my mother is first voice?”
“I am … uncertain,” Casan said. “Your father is headman of Kell, after all. He might look for a way to be fair to everyone.”
“That has to be why,” Nuri said, quickly. “Although, my mother thinks sometimes—rightly so, mind you—that Durn, Emut, and the rest of the judgment circle influence his thinking against the women’s council.”
Casan did not know about that, but he kept quiet. The question she’d asked was a much-debated topic, had been ever since Nuri’s mother, Grayce Lelunn, had gained the position of first voice on the council last new spring.
Side by side, they walked on. Casan gazed at the clear night sky. The storm clouds supplying the snow throughout the day had drifted away, leaving behind the brisk night air to chill his face and hands. Briefly, he thought about taking her hand in his again to help keep her warm, but he was afraid she would pull away from his grip again. They came to Eland’s Bridge. Named after the man who built the first permanent crossing spanning the mighty Silver River, a bridge he built to construct a dwelling. Though the cabin had long ago fallen to ruin, the bridge remained, rebuilt by the town to its current grandeur. Arching upward with a gradual half moon over the river,
the sturdy structure could support two wagons abreast.
Nuri gazed at the water where the arc of the bridge was highest and gripped the thick wooden rail.
Casan joined her, staring down into water darkened by night but coated with a silvery sheen by the light of the moon. Much wider than most rivers, the Silver River moved swiftly in places through the valley, such as Eland’s Clearing. The river seemed muted tonight, hardly making a sound.
Nuri spoke, echoing his thoughts. “Everything seems quiet tonight, especially the river. Usually, I can hear the water gurgling as it passes under the bridge.”
The soft sound of her voice drew his eyes away from the river to her. The dim light of the full moon masked her in shadows, making her short, light auburn hair look black. Though he could not see them well in the twilight of evening, he could still see her light gray eyes in his mind’s eye. They were so light, Casan sometimes wondered if the deep azure color at birth that she was supposed to have had somehow leaked away during the early seasons of her seventeen- season life. Yet, her eyes were part of what drew him to her. He would not have them any other color.
Tonight, Nuri wore the blue kell pelt coat over a short azure kell dress that left her legs bare, even though the night grew cold. Casan imagined the rest of her kell apparel kept her insulated well enough.
Nuri leaned over the handrail to look closer at the water, revealing the shortness of her dress. Casan glimpsed something silky and white. His face heated again in the cool evening air.
Turning away, he clomped to the far side of the bridge, grateful for the dim light, for once.
Nuri turned toward him, leaning slightly backward onto the railing. “What are you doing? Come back over here. I want to talk to you.”
Casan did so and waited for her to speak.
Reaching out, Nuri pulled him close, looking up at him in silence. The quietness lengthened.
Casan became uncomfortable. He could feel her firm and slender body’s warmth through his clothes. His face flushed again, and he edged backward.
Nuri giggled, her peals of happiness echoing across the bridge. “You watched me as I looked into the water, didn’t you?”
The heat radiating outward from Casan’s face had to have the strength to melt the surrounding snow. He felt certain of it. “What’s so amusing?” he asked, trying and failing to keep his petulance from the tone of his voice.
Nuri laughed again. “I think you like my legs.”
“They look cold to me. But I suppose you are too much of an ice queen for that,” Casan said. He chose a teasing response, which would take some of the focus away from his cooling face. Perhaps.
Nuri smiled, her even white teeth lovely in the dim light.
A sudden powerful urge to kiss her surged through him. Casan wondered if she would mind.
The smile vanished from her beautiful round face. “Casan,” she said, the tone of her voice solemn. “I wanted to talk about us—”
The starry evening sky darkened. A palpable feeling of menace loomed thick within the night air. Then despair thundered into Casan’s mind. Cold and stifling, the malevolence coalesced out of the surrounding night, inhuman and vast. A dark presence hungered for him, for his vitality. Underlying it all, an intellect as ancient as it was alien exuded superiority in the rawest form. A shadow shrouded in darkness.
Casan glanced wildly around.
Across Eland’s Clearing, something black and dark flickered, as if a large willow bush burned with a black flame that darkened the night.
Flicker.
The bush of blackness meant no harm. How could he have ever thought it would? The flickering flame was a thing of beauty. Divine.
Flicker.
The great malice grew stronger by half again, so Casan’s distance from it shrank by half. How had he gotten closer to the dark willow bush? He should run. No, they should run. He was not alone, was he? Nuri?
Flicker.
The shadowy blackness had only love for him. Pure and sweet adoration. For all life, everywhere. He should run to it, get to it as quick as he could. Bask in its loving dark flame.
Flicker.
Something tugged at his skin, tore at the veins underneath it, dug at his bloodstream, and slipped into his mind. Sucking at his thoughts, it sought his emotions, his fear, his soul, growing increasingly insistent, so thirsty.
Flicker. Flicker—Blue.
Blue?
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Chapter four








Blue


LYING ON HIS BACK IN the snow, Casan gazed at the clear blue night sky. Nuri lay sprawled on top of him, clutching at his arms with a grip stronger than he expected for one her size. Shaking now and then, she made no sound. 
Casan sat up and pried his arms free from Nuri’s grip one at a time. Cradling her small fists in his, he gazed around. The ruins of Eland’s cabin cast a deeper blue darkness than the azure evening ambience. Blue?
Everywhere he looked, a blue tint stood out in his vision. The trees in the patch of forest to his right, the snow that covered the top half of the branches, the open area that made up the clearing—all had the same rich azure quality permeating it. What happened?
A soft movement in his lap reminded him he was not alone. “Nuri?”
Resting her head upon his shoulder, Nuri drew back and looked him full in the face. Her light gray eyes, now tinted with azure, gazed at him with a disconcerting blankness. Afraid, Casan hugged her gently. What is going on?
Nuri wrapped her arms around him, pressed fiercely against his chest, sobbed once, and then stilled.
Before long, Casan’s legs throbbed with pain from supporting her weight. He shifted to one side, putting his hands on the sides of her head. “Nuri? Are you all right? Look at me.”
Raising her petite, azure-tinted head of short auburn hair slowly,
Nuri gazed at him. Terror scrunched her fine eyebrows together and twisted her pouty mouth down, marring her lovely features with the cruel transformation of shock.
He reached for her. “What’s wrong?”
Shrinking back from his outstretched arms, Nuri scrambled to her feet and sprinted into the forest.
Casan ignored the hot flashes of pain from his protesting legs as he climbed to his feet and sprinted after her.
Fresh powdered snow overlaying older snowpack made it difficult to run. Nuri struggled as much as he did, but she had a head start. She had nearly reached the end of the meadow when his longer legs at last closed the distance between them.
Wrapping his arms around her tiny waist, Casan lifted her off the ground. Nuri’s shorter legs pumped empty air. After a time, her movements slowed and grew still. “Will you stay put if I let you down?” he asked the back of her head. Casan caught a whiff of the fresh scent of crushed falun leaves.
Nuri responded with a barely perceptible nod.
Casan set her on her feet, letting go with a reluctance he only now knew he had. Nuri was afraid, and he wanted to protect her.
Nuri spun and again glanced up at him, her face hard with resignation. Then her features softened as her round face smoothed. Nuri flashed a brief, timid smile.
Casan again experienced a surge of protectiveness, though he could not get himself to return her smile. “We should head into town while we talk.” His mind burned with questions, but he wanted to move, to do something.
Nuri shuddered. “Yes. Please, let’s go,” she said. The tone of her voice sounded frail.
Meaning to add warmth, Casan laid an arm across her shoulders as they strode, but she drew away, folding her arms to her chest. He kept the distance between them, for it was then he noticed the blue tint had fled. His vision had returned to normal.
Leaving the trees for Eland’s Clearing, Nuri’s glanced at him furtively and shuddered. Whenever Casan tried making eye contact, she glanced away. Why did she run? What did I do? They strode over the bridge in silence, the soft thumps of their footfalls the only sound.
After the bridge, they marched into the town of Kell, following the wagon road when it forked north. The moon brightened, adding a surreal white radiance to the landscape caught in winter’s last grip. The air temperature dropped, growing colder, as Casan’s father had predicted.
Wrapping her arms around herself, Nuri walked on in silence.
Quickening her pace, she widened the distance between them.
Casan strode faster, catching up, as they crossed the deserted town square. The desertion wasn’t surprising, even with the Snow Melt Festival going on. Midweek, most townspeople would work trap lines at sunrise. Even those as young as seven seasons helped.
They neared their destination, the Silver River Inn, a family establishment passed down from generation to generation now owned and operated by Nuri’s father, Blane. Shadowy revelers moved raucously in and out of the crowded public entrance. They trudged past, making for the side walkway of the Lelunn family’s private abode constructed at the rear of the inn.
As the destination loomed close, Nuri’s pace increased once again.
Casan’s stomach fluttered. Something had changed in the meadow, drastically. Nuri thought differently about him now. Casan valued the special relationship they’d had, something he’d believed they might always have for each other. His stomach fluttered again, harder this time.
Stepping up on the side entrance landing, Nuri turned and stared at him under the light of a sputtering candle flickering defiantly inside a glass encasement mounted on the log wall. Her gray eyes shone dark with something undefined—perhaps worry. “I have to go in now, Casan,” she said, her voice barely audible. “Father’s waiting.”
“Wait! Please! Tell me what happened at the bridge. Do I not deserve to know?”
Nuri’s eyes grew rounder. “You have no memory of it?”
Before Casan could answer, the rear door opened. Blane Lelunn’s large round shape dwarfed the door’s frame. “I thought I heard something,” the tavern keeper said. “I am quite certain we shall have the pleasure of Casan’s fine company at the Snow Melt Festival tomorrow, daughter. He can run along home now. It’s late.”
“Father! You startled me!” Nuri said.
Casan bit back a retort. Though Blane was a central figure to the town of Kell, that fact didn’t give the man the right to treat him like a child. Certainly not in front of Nuri. Yet, what could he do? Blane was her father. Arguing with the man would surely not come out well.
“Give us a moment, Father,” Nuri said. “I shall not be long, I promise.”
“Can it not wait?” Blane asked. 
“No,” Nuri said.
Blane’s cropped silver beard gleamed dully in the candle’s light as he hesitated, glancing between the two of them. “You have a quarter of a bell, no longer,” he finally said.
Nuri frowned. “Do not worry overmuch. I shall come when I choose.”
The rotund man scowled at his daughter. Then, glaring at Casan, he closed the door. The latch moved into place with barely a sound.
Nuri spoke soon after. “My father means well. Please, don’t be angry with him.”
“You were telling me what happened in Eland’s Clearing.”
Nuri’s wonderful gray eyes looked deep into his. “Yes, so I was. But you must understand, I have no way of knowing what is real or hallucination, perhaps bred from bone-shaking fear, so I shall blurt it out with no regard for feelings,” Nuri said. She spoke in a flat monotone, as if nothing exciting had occurred and never would. Though her beautiful lively eyes were round, they had dimmed to a dull gray, all the vibrancy within them dead. “Back there, as we stood at the bridge, a chill swept through me. I grew so frightened and soon discovered the source. A black shape writhed at the edge of Eland’s Clearing near the forest, pulsing with darkness.”
Nuri’s eyes grew rounder as she paused and swallowed hard.
Casan wanted to wrap her in his arms and tell he would protect her, but it felt a lie. How could he protect someone from something when he did not know what he fought?
Nuri droned on. “The blackness came closer. I may have screamed. But then, I somehow knew it was not coming for us. Instead, the distance between us and the darkness … flickered, coming closer in great surreal bounds. But then I somehow knew the thing did not leap toward us. We moved toward it. By our own power. By yours. You carried me. Then tendrils of darkness wrapped around us, around you, dragging us to it. There, I could feel its glee as it prepared to feed. The darkness, the flickering blackness, had you … it had us.” Nuri’s shoulders slumped. She grew quiet.
Casan waited for her to continue, his head reeling as the meaning of her soft monologue seeped into his disbelief.
Small, fragile, and lovely, Nuri straightened to her full height. “This is the part that I have struggled to understand on the way here. Tell me only once you do not believe me and I shall not speak of it again.” Her quiet voice trailed off.
With a conscious effort, Casan fought through the fog of denial invading his thoughts. “I will believe you; I promise.”
“You glowed.”
Casan nearly grabbed her by the shoulders, stopping himself before raising his hands farther. “What? What do you mean?”
“A blue radiance surrounded you,” Nuri said, quickly. “Do not worry; it did not hurt me,” she added.
Casan gaped. He closed his mouth.
Relentless, Nuri continued on. “The dark shape reached for us, reached for you. Black and writhing, its many tendrils snaked along the ground and through the air, coming from many angles at once. Then your radiance shot forth from you and attacked. Do not look at me like that, Casan. This thing is true, on my life.”
Casan could only stare, transfixed by her impossible words.
Nuri’s fine light brown eyebrows drew closer together the longer he said nothing, but he couldn’t speak. “I knew you would act like this, but I no longer care; just listen. The blue radiance gathered around your right hand and then shot forth, striking deep within the darkness. The shape recoiled, fighting back, I imagine, but it was too late for it. Blazing bright with an intensity I could almost feel, another blue bolt of radiance came from your hand, and then another. There was no sound. Not from you, not from me, and not from the blackness as it dissolved. I buried my head on your chest, then you collapsed to the ground, taking me with you. I do not know how long we lay there, but the translucence in your eyes frightened me. Casan, there are tiny blue pulses glowing in your eyes still,” she whispered as her gray eyes, now intense, looked from one to the other of his eyes.
Casan struggled with her words. What she described was magic known as Using. No. What she described can’t have happened. I’m not a User. Everyone knew Users were evil, no matter if they had an affinity for Light and not the blatant evil of Dark Users.
Nuri wrapped her arms around his waist and burrowed her head into his shoulder, breathing softly.
Casan enfolded Nuri in his arms, hands at her waist. A moment later, his face heated when he discovered one hand rested lower than the other on something firm, yet still softer than the rest of her. Hastily, Casan moved the offending hand upward, to the small of her back.
Nuri either had not noticed or did not mind. She gripped him tight, pressing into him with a fierce embrace. After a time, she drew back and stared up at him, her wonderful eyes round. Her mouth opened partway, and those eyes made small rapid movements, searching, perhaps, for evil within him. He could not stand that, not from her. “Please don’t think dif—” he had a mind to say.
Grabbing him by the back of the neck, Nuri pulled him close and pressed her lips against his.
Casan stood as rigid and unmoving as an old tree. Finally, he roused himself and pushed his lips into hers, tasting the warm, musky scent of her breath. His body trembled as he pressed against her. He wanted to feel her, all of her, everywhere at once. As he kissed her, he caressed her, reveling in the sensation of her warm, firm body, the accelerated beating of her heart, and her tiny shudders when his hands slid along the bare parts of her thighs. For a long, wondrous moment, she pushed against him while stroking her small, lovely hands along his back.
Then, abruptly, Nuri broke off and stepped back. A tiny, shy smile tugged at her lips. Turning away, she slipped into her father’s inn.
Casan stood rooted in place, staring at the door Nuri had passed through, blinking slowly. After a time, he gathered himself together and strode away.
Casan’s thoughts whirled without cohesion on the way back.
Nuri had kissed him. Had he used magic? Nuri had kissed him full on the mouth. How could he have Used, accessed the Flow, Used power? Where had it come from? He could still taste her sweet lips, smell the scent of her. Nuri was so warm and soft, yet so firm, so alive, and so beautiful. She’d kissed him!
The whole evening had gotten too complicated, too strange, and too hard to think about, especially when the color blue wiggled into his thoughts now and then. Casan refused to consider the implications of it right now. He would sort it through in the morning.
Trudging through the wet, settling snow, putting one foot in front of the other, Casan almost laughed with delight when he climbed the front steps and pushed through the familiar cabin door. Thoughts of his soft bed foremost on his mind now, Casan barely had the presence of mind to remove his boots at the front hall.
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Chapter five








Essence


CAMOE SHADOE HESITATED. DUAL PATHS of white light flowed outward before him, two radiant streams of enticement, each as wondrous as the other. The glowing path on his right side  seemed to ascend, though he could not say for certain it did. His eye discerned no difference in elevation; it was only a feeling of its gradual rise. The left choice had a slight sense of downwardness, a decline so small, so minute, he wondered if his instinctive sense of equilibrium remained true. Which should he choose?
The right path flickered.
Then, raising upward and arching into a half circle on each side, the pathway formed into a tunnel filled with a golden light. Inside, a figure moved, coming closer.
Maialene!
Loud in his ears, Camoe’s heart thumped with joy. His daughter! His sweet daughter! How he had longed to converse with the joy of his life once more, hear her laughter and quick wit. He had relied on her deep intelligence and practical mind for solving significant matters, especially those involving the Green Writhe. Though sworn to never speak of druidic matters with those outside the Writhe, Camoe had always confided everything in Maialene, even more so than his lifeheart, Kara Laurel. Deeply saddened now, he regretted such a gross error in judgment, for it had cost him the most precious thing in his lifespan: Maialene’s life. But now … his daughter showed no sign of the vicious barbed arrow wound. How?
With only a short distance—the size of a small room—left before reaching him, Maialene stopped coming. Smiling wide, Maialene’s arm rose, and she waved her familiar greeting, one that showed her bubbling excitement at seeing someone dear to her. An endearment he sorely missed. Camoe smiled, ignoring the practical part of himself that wondered how his daughter had come to be in the same place as he. Maialene was here. Nothing else mattered.
A cry of happiness gurgled within him as he ran to her.
At the tunnel’s mouth, something smooth and painfully unyielding blocked the way, stopping him cold.
Maialene’s smile grew small and rueful, her visage growing shadowy with alarming quickness. The tunnel’s radiance dimmed and then faded, vanishing into the nothingness surrounding it.
“Maialene!” Camoe’s cry ended almost as soon as it started, cut off by the white light of the left path jabbing at him like a giant, radiant spear of raw power held by an unseen divine hand. Camoe did not resist. Maialene had vanished within a blazing white light.
The Flow poured into him, filling him with an energy both excruciating and intoxicating at the same time. Attuned to the mass Camoe knew as his body, the weight of gravity pulled at him, squeezing through him as if the same deity filling him with the power of the Flow wished to push him deep into unyielding ground.
His breath came hard. But it came.
His skin burned. Camoe shunted the pain to the stall, the part of his mind he kept for dealing with sensations and emotions clinically and logically at a later time, or not at all.
Equilibrium flowed from head to extremities, tracing countless points of subtle pressure against skin, providing the sense of how much volume his body took up in any space, which gave the knowledge of position and size within relative surroundings. Stretched out to his full six and a half hands, Camoe lay on his back. Camoe’s vision responded next. Mapped to his cerebral cortex and associating detail with memory, blurred imagery slowly faded to a sense of clarity. Nearby, shadowy shapes faded from the surreal into those who wore robes, white and green ones. Standing at the forefront of a phalanx of healers, the Lore Mother looked down upon him. Her large, luminous orbs widened and brightened.
“Praise the Great Mother!” the Lore Mother exclaimed. “He returns from the brink. Everyone, you shall all have my utmost respect if he lives.”
The old woman’s visage blurred. Feeling as if he’d lost Maialene all over again, Camoe blinked moisture from his eyes. An ache rose in his extremities. Again, he forced it into the stall.
A woman wearing the white robes of a master healer spoke. “As he warms, there must always be pain.”
Drawn by the pure tone of her voice, Camoe tried shifting for a closer look at the woman and failed—his head responded with only a slight movement. A movement which set off an enormous pain inside his skull. He could not shunt to the stall.
Blackness overcame him.










…
CAMOE WOKE TO THE FACE of a woman. She sat on a wooden chair beside the bed he lay on, her wide azure eyes looking at him with a nurturing tenderness he had once seen in his daughter’s similar-colored irises. Such thinking brought the event of his meeting with Maialene within the golden light tunnel to mind. Deep sadness brought on by the sharp ache of loss slipped back into the dark place within him. Though his tear ducts begged for release, his tears ceased to flow. He had locked the hurt and anger, the unbearable grief away in the shadowy part of him long ago beyond even the stall. Only a familiar foul-tasting bitterness remained.
The azure-eyed woman touched his forehead gently with one of her slender, long-fingered hands. “Have you deep pain still? Shall I scan you for something missed?” Soft and pure, the woman’s tone resonated with the same angelic quality he had heard in his daughter.
“Nay, lady, the despair I carry has no cure. What shall I call you?”
The woman lowered her round head. A lock of silky blond hair billowed upward at the sharpness of her move and then fell back into the golden pile without a trace. “Please, forgive my rudeness, Essence Shadoe. I am known as Daramay. I am a master healer retained at Surbo by the Circle of Light.”
From the first word of her reply, Daramay’s eyes met his, a bold showing of the pride she had for her station. Pangs of sorrow scraped along Camoe’s lower ribcage still. Maialene had shown much the same temperament.
“Have I offended you, my lord? Shall I retrieve the Lore Mother?” “No. Your words tell me where I am, though why am I wrenched from the true life, stolen from the garden of Onan’s bliss at the precise moment I was to set foot upon the eternal kingdom?”
Leaning close, Daramay’s wide blue eyes searched his. “What did you see? Did you feel a great presence? A white light?”
Camoe drew his knees to his chest and swung them over the edge of the bed as he sat up. His abrupt movement caused Daramay to straighten and move away, something he had counted on. The questions she asked brought to bear painful yearnings he would not, no, could not, dwell upon. Not yet. Grief would have its day, but not this day. Requiring a prodigious effort this time, Camoe shifted all thoughts of his painful loss to the stall.
Daramay sprang to her feet, placing her hands on both his shoulders. “Essence Shadoe! My lord! Your healing is not complete. Please lie back. You must have more sessions with the twelve masters, though how many, I cannot say. Repairing injuries as mortal as yours has had no success in seasons past. Without the undying insistence of Lore Rayna and the teaching of lore long thought lost by the Lore Mother, you would have left this world behind. The Lore Mother has shown the twelve strongest of us skilled in the healing arts how to link our power. Even then, strengthening the spark of life within you drained us all. I shall not heal the smallest wound for many days, perhaps weeks.”
A heavy fatigue flowed through Camoe at Daramay’s statement, a statement that added an ache of memory to the dull pain ebbing out from his core. The most precious spark of life had faded from the eyes of his daughter as he held her in his arms. Yet again, Camoe forced the flash of image the thought brought to his mind into the stall. “Then fetch another master. There is much I must accomplish if we are all to live,” he said, sounding harsher than he intended.
Daramay released him abruptly and stepped back. The silky white robe she wore rustled softly when she put both hands on her hips. “I shall see what can be done. Though the Alchemist’s siege on our beloved Surbo ended two and a half weeks ago, the wounded and dying have been many. Long bells of exertion have been required from all healers—masters, six- and four-season students, and novices alike. Two of the six-season students perished from constant healing. They both failed to follow the safeguards of replenishment by not using their ability and resting. Their desire to save a life or ease pain must have been worth more to them than their lives.”
“I’m not asking for such a sacrifice, only enough to travel by my power. If you do not have healing, then I shall have to chance it in my present state.” Putting both hands on the bed, Camoe made to rise. Pain shot from deep within his right side, blurring his vision. He groaned.
Daramay’s high-pitched voice penetrated the haze of agony running through him. “No, please, Essence! Do not move! I will bring the Lore Mother. With one other, I may have enough healing capacity to grant what you seek.”
Camoe heard no more. Darkness dropped over him, shrouding the pain and blanketing his mind with blessed nothingness.
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Chapter six








Sealed


AT EASE, CAMOE GAZED AROUND the meadow. Ringed by redwood and sequoia trees, the small sanctuary of open space was a rare occurrence within the twisted confines of the Tangled Forest. The little field had a peaceful ambience heightened by a small brook running through it that reflected the orange and gold twilight tint of late evening. Inhaling, he exalted in the pleasant scent of redwood, which was topped only by cedar trees or the fernlike falun leaves. Though small groves of the majestic trees spotted the Tangled Forest, they too, as did all trees, grew huddled away from the thick patches of tangle root. 
The destruction of the gigantic trees in the Vibrant Vale affected Camoe deeply. Even now—no, especially now after his brush with death—he ached for the living vibrancy of the noble trees. He found some small solace in the little meadow.
Camoe took another deep breath, wishing he had not come here to discuss such dire consequences. He looked to the north, the direction he would go after such talk, after he told the others. The most powerful foretelling of his life had left no doubt of what he must do—likely the reason he yet lived—perhaps the sole purpose of having to relive being stolen away from his Maialene for a second, agonizing time.
Thinking of his daughter brought her running into the small meadow from the north. She stopped at the edge and smiled, waiting for him. Though he knew the apparition was not real, was just something he conjured deep within the rawness of his near-dead corrupted mind, he longed to talk to her and tell her how proud she had made him to be her father.
During the worst of his healing, when he had wanted to cease struggling, give in to the blackness, and put an end to the agony, Maialene came. Standing beside his bed of pain, she smiled down at him, lending her silent support. He lived then, enduring it all just to see her one more time. Now she appeared with greater frequency, with a single thought. Slightly heartened, his daughter’s visits most likely meant his time apart from her was growing shorter.
The five sitting cross-legged within the bed of roots of the largest sequoia had fallen silent, looking to him, expecting direction. He was not the man to give it, not now. Camoe did not wish to crush their hopes, but time was of the essence. The stark reality of an essence druid. “I must go,” he said, not mincing his words. Getting the unpleasantness over with from the start was best. “I travel alone and I shall not return. I wish you all to know that it has been the greatest honor to have considered each of you a dear companion.”
The five looked at each other. Then, as one, they turned to him.
The Lore Mother’s luminous white eyes flared brighter. “I shall not ask why you must leave; we can speak of it on the way. I go with you. You, above all others, should know you cannot discard my friendship that easily. Not now that we have you back, given to us by the grace of the Great Mother,” she said, her voice raspy. The sound of her voice came not so much from her seasons of life or work as a healer, but from time spent as an Interrupter, giving her life to each User who required her ability.
Sitting straight, her back rigid, Daramay folded her hands in her lap. “If you have decided to not reveal where you go, it is likely dangerous and you shall have need of more than one healer,” she said. “I, too, shall travel with you. Did I not leave Surbo to assist with your final healing? I have no wish to return soon.”
Lore Rayna’s luminous white orbs had also flared brighter from Camoe’s statement. “And with such danger, you shall have need of my talents.” Her dress of living green leaves—her liana sash—shifted upward, moving high on her thighs, a sign of her displeasure.
Peers sat close enough to his Kerna, his lifeheart, that his thigh touched hers. He picked up a clump of dirt and tossed it out into the meadow. “Aye, Kerna and I follow you always. You know this.”
Kerna chuckled. “I do not believe you could escape from us if you were foolish enough to try.”
Camoe respected all of them, valued each as a companion, but the vision had been clear for a change. “The forbon’e’tel, the true sight, came upon me early this morn, piercing my mind stronger and longer than all previous,” he said, glancing at each of the five willing them to comprehend the gravity of his words. “If I am to accomplish but one thing the rest of my life’s span, it is imperative for Astura that I am successful in this, or all shall perish. In this vision, there was one with me, someone I have trusted in the past. This person was not one of you. I take this as a sign. I am truly sorry, but I must go alone.”
There was silence. But not long.
The Lore Mother leaned forward, away from the trunk of the tree her back had rested against. “Did you recognize the place with the other who traveled with you? Do you know where this … meeting is to take place?”
Camoe thought about it. “Yes. The general area, if not the exact spot.”
The Lore Mother’s dried and cracked lips pursed with a small smile, the smile of satisfaction for a problem solved. “Then we move on ahead and wait for you. We go with you.”
Camoe looked around the little circle of companions. How could he refute their resolve? He sighed. “Agreed,” he said. “But only if you all give me your word that you will accept it if I send you back here to your new dwellings at any moment.”
As the chorus of ayes chimed in the air, Camoe pushed himself to his feet. “Consider it decided, then. We leave from this spot, taking only those provisions we now carry. Kerna, will you do me the service of scouting ahead due north? I wish to travel unseen, harvesting our sustenance for the journey as we go.”
Kerna jumped to her feet, her brown-toned body glistening with the vibrancy of her own leafy liana sash. “Aye, Essence. ’Tis good to have you at the forefront again.” Kerna dashed off, vanishing into the thicket within moments.
Lore Rayna also came to her feet with little effort, the benefit of youth. “Allow me to follow Kerna’s trail, or rather, Lore Kerna. She has earned the designation, having gained the ability to listen to the flora. An extremely rare occurrence with you human druids. A pity, for it is the same with the Valen race, my people. As I move forward, I shall coax the tangle root to move aside and let us pass with little hindrance.”
The Lore Mother squeezed Lore Rayna’s bared shoulder briefly. “Have a care, my daughter. The Green Writhe spotted creatures of Virun spotted roaming this forest as far as the Black Wolf Valley.”
Lore Rayna nodded, her thick golden hair falling across her beautiful broad face as she did so. “I shall endeavor to do so, Mother,” Lore Rayna said, dashing off. Her melodious reply hung in the air after her.
Tugging the strap at his waist tighter, Camoe secured his longsword. He glanced at the others. “Peers, cover our tracks. The rest of you, follow me,” he said, marching off without looking behind. He knew his companions well enough to know they followed without question. As he moved closer to where his daughter stood smiling, radiating her beautiful blue otherworldly luminance, he wondered if he had sealed his close friends to his same fate by letting them come along. Was it selfish of him to want companionship on his journey toward murdering the one he loved as his own?
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Chapter seven








Person of Interest


CASAN WOKE WITH A STABBING headache. After the eerie battle at Eland’s Clearing with Nuri over three weeks ago, migraines had happened almost every day. He had told no one of it. Rolling out of bed, a wave of dizziness washed through him as he reached for a clean kell undershirt from the cubby. Another throwback from the clearing. Casan did his best to ignore the sensation as he dressed, slipped out the rear door, and made his way to the stable behind the cabin. As he trod through the cool summer morning, the smell of pine was strong and refreshing in the air, helping dull the ache in his head. 
He flung the double wooden doors open. Four large brown eyes gazed at him unblinkingly. He smiled at the two horses. Carom, the large brown roan, snorted once, his customary single greeting the only sound he would likely make throughout the day. Giving a quick pat on the tall horse’s large jowl, Casan chuckled, envisioning how his father had given Carom his name. The first time his father had taken the former warhorse hunting, he discovered the roan a stumble-hoof in the forest caroming from tree to tree—as he had put it. Casan chuckled again.
The smaller of the two horses already hitched to the wagon—his father had beaten him to it—made him smile again, this time with affection. Sporting a tan coat, light enough, some had mistaken it for white at a distance, the mare was the complete opposite of her stablemate. Quiet and graceful in the forest as a deer, Stealth was sure-footed even in high country, moving through a good deal of terrain with little difficulty.
Hooking a finger under Carom’s halter, Casan led the team to the front of the cabin. His father waited there. Carom came to a standstill when Casan pulled gently back on the halter with a single finger. Once his father had climbed into the wagon’s front seat, Casan handed the reins up and then clambered up beside him. His father’s gentle shake of the reins got the horses moving.
The Silver River Bridge came into view in little time. Casan looked across Eland’s Clearing to the darkened spot as he always had since the night of the attack. In the bright morning light, it was difficult to believe it had ever happened. But it had. Even now, after all these weeks, he could still feel the soft firmness of Nuri on his lap and almost hear the dark allure of the thing whispering in his mind.
Abruptly, his father pulled on the reins, halting the horses. Standing, he gazed across the clearing, looking where Casan already had toward the darkened place where the creature had set its black snare.
Casan sat stunned.
The wagon lurched into motion again.
As placid as always, his father faced the road ahead.
Casan released a silent sigh. The last thing he needed was his father asking him for an explanation. He had none. The events of that night seemed surreal and long ago, even the kiss. He smiled at the thought of the last one, though the warm feeling did not last long. Nuri hadn’t brought up the nightmarish occurrence again, nor had she sought time alone. Likely, it had frightened her. Or he frightened her.
His father selected the southernmost side street—a route he preferred to avoid an exchange of pleasantries with townsfolk. In a town the size of Kell, everyone knew everyone.
They passed through the outskirts of town without incident. The scenery changed to one Casan had viewed countless times. The great falun trees towered in vast forests, shouldering out evergreens even as they shaded moss and lichen from the harshness of direct sunlight. Some places hadn’t had a single ray of sun reach them for hundreds of seasons.
Casan settled back in his seat, soothed by the sway of the wagon and the low creak of wood bending with the stress of motion. He yawned. A couple of bells would have to pass before they arrived at the keep.
After leaving the shade of the falun trees, the sun grew hot on his face, forcing him to squint. Leaning forward and closing his eyelids blocked the brightness.










…
A THUMP JOLTED CASAN AWAKE. He looked around. The sun was scorching on the back of his neck, though a light rain fell ahead. Nearly two bells had passed. Durniss Keep loomed on the horizon.
His father shifted in his seat. “The road will bog soon. The way back will be a different ride,” he said, as if Casan had been awake the whole time.
Casan nodded. “I suspect so.”
They rode under the great iron gate of the keep. Long, barbed black spikes pointed down with pristine sharpness at those who passed below. Though chained open to massive stone blocks left out of the massive outer perimeter wall, the gate always left Casan’s stomach fluttering with the thought of the brutal finality of the cold steel, should it somehow fall shut.
Constructed to withstand prolonged sieges, Durniss Keep lay a quarter of a bell’s ride within the gate, its towering turrets and squared battlements that sprawled over a hilltop surrounded by cultivated fields and orchards. The large complex was an impressive human-made barrier set against the wildness of the Black Wolf Valley.
Keeping the horses at a slow clop, Casan’s father carefully steered past peasants and soldiers going about daily errands until reaching the stable commons. A gentle tug on the reins brought them to a halt. A stable hand, perhaps a season older than Casan, came up to the wagon, but his father waved him away. “Take care of the horses, son. I shall have the stable master take them to the best stalls once you have groomed them. After that, you are free to roam until the third bell beyond midday. Find me inside then. Keever can come with you.” Swinging his long legs over the wagon’s side, his father dropped to the ground and strode toward the keep.
As promised, the stable master, Master Ren, appeared in front of the horses as soon as Casan stowed the brush back in Carom’s saddlebags. Giving Casan a respectful nod of his head, Master Ren led Carom and Stealth deeper within.
Casan set out for Bareck’s smithy, where he was likely to find Keever. Over two-thirds of Casan’s life had passed helping in the smithy or roaming with Keever Rees in the keep or out in the woods beyond the outer wall with his father. Until they moved to the meadow outside of Kell in the Black Wolf Valley and built the family cabin, they had lived on the keep’s grounds and he had been happy here. Though he loved the cabin and living in the deep woods, he missed the fun he had growing up at the fortress.
Striding past several mercantile shops selling salted foodstuffs, glimmer shards—some even infused—and sturdy apparel, he came to a new construct, judging from the fresh-cut wood slats. The sign above the entrance gate read Cudgel’s Smithy.
Horseshoes, banding iron, dented pots, and many pieces of armor tarnished with rust dotted the yard exterior. Casan scowled. Smithies worth doing business with took extra care protecting iron and steel ware from moisture—their livelihood depended on it. Even the anvil he spotted through the open doorway had reddish-brown splotches on it.
Casan slowed to a stop, staring inside. There were no broken or dull swords fresh from a forge near the anvil; no wagon tongues with shiny metal leaned against a wall; the hooks mounted inside gleamed, starkly bare. Oddly, for a smithy, only a single weapon rested within the interior. A hardwood pole, banded on each end with shiny black metal, lay on the anvil. A woodland scene of the great falun trees with deer and elk lying underneath wide fernlike branches spread from metal tip to metal tip. Even from where he stood, he could see it was a beautifully crafted masterwork, too good for the constructed purpose of bashing heads and breaking bones.
Bending under the door’s top frame, a large body stood in the doorway, blocking his view. Tree-trunk-like legs, enormous chest, biceps, and a broad, red- bearded face filled the shop’s entrance. The man glared with stark animosity, his wide brown eyes shining with the promise of untold violence.
Hurrying away, Casan breathed a sigh of relief when he finally strode far enough from the shop to be out of sight. He had a feeling such an unfriendly gaze wouldn’t bode well for his health.
Contrasting to the glaring giant, the peasants and merchants who passed him on the packed red clay street or beckoned him to peruse their daily trinkets from small booths flashed him a warm smile. Though he returned the smiles, Casan steered well clear of those with merchandise by sticking to the street’s center. As nice as they were, they pushed their wares aggressively if he showed the slightest interest.
Constructed in the southwest corner of the keep wall, close to the servants’ entrance in the northwest, Bareck’s smithy was a fortress in its own right. Keever’s father had won the coveted spot as the duke’s personal smith seasons ago with fair-priced, quality work, even creating masterworks occasionally, should a patron have silver to spare.
Avoiding the busy throng at the main entrance, Casan slipped through a side door. Waves of heat radiated about the lengthy stone room, growing uncomfortably warm quickly. He kept as far back as he could from the forges and bellows clanging and whooshing with the four workers’ active use. The heat dried his skin and drew sweat upon his brow. As he expected, Keever worked beyond the forge at the iron table. Casan’s greeting faded in his throat as he came up behind his friend.
Keever tapped a silver emblem on the haft of a magnificent sword. At the sound of Casan’s boot steps crunching upon the slag of cooled metal, Keever tossed a leather blanket over the fine-worked metal. Though his interest rose from such a hasty move, Casan did not mention it. His friend obviously wanted it that way.
Keever pulled a stray lock of golden hair back from one of his brown eyes and smiled, wiping the perspiration from his brow at the same time. “I have been wondering when you were going to show up. How long has it been this time?”
Though Keever was older by three seasons, he was still shorter than Casan by a hand. His friend’s seasons of working in and around the smithy had added a wide muscular girth Casan would never match. “The long cold winter stood in the way of travel,” he said, instead of trying to calculate how many days had passed since his last visit to the keep.
Keever grinned. “Why did you not send word you were coming?” he asked, then continued speaking without waiting for an answer. “Well met, my friend! How long will you stay this trip?”
“Only a few bells, I’m afraid. My father is conferring with the duke. Ostensibly, we are here to sell our winter kell fur stock, yet I would bet my best knife most of them return to the salt shed until we journey to Four Bridges. Father seems to believe he has to have a reason for coming to the keep.”
Keever gave a short laugh, and then frowned. His ragged blond eyebrows scrunched together with the motion, becoming a fine patchwork line. Working near a hot forge had burned away odd spots of them, though he seemed to not notice. “Who can say with your father, or mine? They keep their own counsel, especially when they are together, which is usual.”
Casan changed the subject. “Who is the new blacksmith? I would not have believed Durniss Keep had enough work for another smithy, nor would I have thought there is someone with more brawn than your father until I passed him standing in his doorway and glaring at me as if he knew I would pass by, on the way here.”
Keever raised a patchy eyebrow. “You met the red giant? Though he set up shop as blacksmith, he is not one.” Frowning, he scrunched his brows. “No one knows for sure what he does there at his shop, but I would stake my best anvil it has little to do with repairs. Last fall, Cudgel arrived at the east gate during a full-blown blizzard. Instead of searching for the closest fire as any normal person would, he demanded a meeting with Duke Durniss. No one was privy to the conversation, not even the commanders. Some here at the keep, my father included, suspect he is a mercenary recruiter. After the meeting, he set up his shop, though I have never seen his forge heated, nor have I heard of any clientele. He keeps to himself. At least, he did.”
“What do you mean?” Casan asked.
“He is a recluse. Yet you just mentioned he took an interest in you.”
Casan’s stomach soured.
Being a person of interest to a red-bearded giant of a man—an angry interest—was not what he wanted. If only he knew the reason for the man’s attentive animosity.






  
  [image: image-placeholder]
Chapter eight








Beyond All Doubt


LARAN CIRCLED AROUND THE DUKE’S small, yet beautifully designed mahogany throne. Carved in the shape of a suit of armor seated on a gilded chair, the throne sported the duke’s dragonlion emblem on the chest piece and the side of the closed-faced helm. 
Beyond the gilded seat, he strode past unclothed statues of fetching noble ladies and dashing lords. Beautiful and handsome, they posed as if wearing the most elegant finery ever made. Perhaps to them, they were.
Laran viewed it all with little thought. On any other day, he may have spent many bells admiring the splendor of the room, but not this day. His interest lay solely with the two woven rugs hung at the back. The larger masterwork mat displayed a full-scale tapestry of the fortress and the surrounding structures, where peasants strolled about on errands and guided horse-drawn wagons. As masterfully woven as the big one, the art on the slightly smaller second one showed soldiers patrolling the grounds on foot and horseback while others trained with swords and crossbows inside the walls of the expansive courtyard outside the keep. Beyond the outer wall, which was woven on each tapestry, a shadowed army gathered around the perimeter, moving out from the surrounding woods.
Laran slipped into a narrow pathway constructed between the back wall and another half-thick wall of bricks made to resemble the real stonework at the back of the room—a quick escape from the public duties of the Duke of Durniss Keep. Centered in the wall’s shadow, he pushed open a well-oiled wooden door painted black.
Duke Corval Durniss turned away from a raised map of the Black Wolf Valley mounted atop a table next to the long wall. Dropping the oak twig he used as a pointing stick to his side, the duke regarded Laran without surprise, though Laran had not sent prior notice of his coming. The duke had many good men under his command and likely had gotten word of Laran’s arrival not long after his wagon had come within eyesight of the outer gate.
Durniss, a shorter man with a pale brown complexion, graying black hair, and sporting a neatly trimmed mustache, gave him a small nod for a greeting. Laran returned the welcome gesture with one of his own.
As Laran had expected, Chief Steward Rarle and the duke’s two commanders, Esen Framz and Dorn Thannis, occupied the room, sitting at the room’s dark-stained mahogany table.
Esen had selected a spot in the center, his broad-shouldered back rigid against one of the high-backed chairs made from the same wood and stain as the room’s centerpiece table. Clean-shaven, Esen had a complexion that would perpetually make his skin look pale. A characteristic heightened, no doubt, by his graying sandy blond hair and light blue eyes that had looked upon the world for only thirty- seven seasons.
Sitting at ease next to him, Dorn stood out in contrast. His full beard, brown hair, and inset teal colored eyes fit his darker complexion and muscular, medium height. He flashed a quick smile at Laran.
Standing at the duke’s right elbow, Chief Steward Rarle had the distinction of being the oldest one in the room. Nearly bald, he had a small band of gray hair circling the back and both sides of his head, and thick wrinkles lining his careworn face. Chief Steward Rarle’s sharp blue eyes missed little that happened within his searching view as he set a wine tray on a small table behind Durniss. Moving with a vigor that belied his many seasons, the steward wiped the dust from four wineglasses, though Laran did not see a speck on them.
Laran sat down in a seat not yet taken across from Dorn.
Durniss claimed his seat at the head of the table. “Your arrival is as fortuitous as ever, Laran. We have been going over the guard routines for the latest trader pack trains crossing Pass Wannabe into Four Bridges. As unfortunate as it may be, it is still my grave duty to make sure they arrive with their goods and lives intact, it seems. My attempts to delegate the overseeing of this worthwhile endeavor to Dorn or Esen have encountered resistance for some unfathomable reason,” Duke Durniss said, eyeing his commanders sidelong. No hint of a smile brightened his broody features.
“Aye, we gave your pleas due consideration, my lord,” Dorn said, his stoic face solemn. “However, we could not, in good conscience, steal your birthright from your wonderfully capable hands.”
Esen spoke as Dorn fell silent. “We all know what a pleasure it is to work with the trade merchants after a long wintering. Only someone with infinite patience and good diplomatic skills—such as you, my lord—should undertake such a high challenge.”
Laran curbed a smile. Duke Corval Durniss could be short- tempered with the outrageous demands of stuffy merchants.
Durniss looked at Laran. “Just as well, I suppose,” the duke said. The tone of his voice held remorse, but his dark eyes had a mischievous glint. “My two most capable commanders know well that the road under the keep needs repair, and the stables will want a good spring scrub by now. Both duties require an experienced overseer, such as themselves. Perhaps they have a valid point. I, in good conscience, cannot spare either to handle the merchants.”
Dorn, Duke Durniss’s oldest commander, a master of battle strategy, coughed.
Esen, the younger of the two commanders and the most clean- shaven, though he sported day-old stubble, grimaced.
Laran looked away, concealing a smile. There was always banter between Durniss and his commanders, and he admired their camaraderie. Yet, if something needed done, no matter how menial the labor or vile the work, these men would see it done.
Chief Steward Rarle sighed, long and drawn out. “Do you hear what my lord has to put up with?” he asked, setting an exquisite wineglass in front of Laran, a masterwork made by a masterful blower. The glass depicted the large otterlike kell in various stages of constructing a dam across a river tributary. The glass blower—glass artist, Laran corrected himself—had blown the set in such fine detail he could make out individual strands of the kell’s water-repellent fur. As Rarle filled the glass, the outer rim of each of the animals’ eyes and nose turned pink, adding lifelike detail.
Laran drank as soon as Rarle moved the glass pitcher away. The smooth berry taste of Rallan Red called for a long sip. Laran obliged. Setting the glass two-thirds empty on the table, he looked at the duke. “Where’s Bareck?” he asked. “There are grave matters needing discussion.”
Dorn and Esen stood as one.
“If my lord has no further need of me, I will attend to my duties,” Dorn said.
“As will I,” Esen said.
“Sit down, both of you,” Laran said. “This affects us all.”
As his two generals settled back into their chairs, Duke Durniss gave a slight smile. “I sent word to fetch Arelya. I imagined you would require her talents and common wisdom when I heard of your arrival.”
Laran drained his wineglass, savoring every sip. Chief Steward Rarle replenished it almost before he had set it down with a deftness born from seasons of service. “You are a step ahead of me as usual, Durniss,” Laran said. “While we wait, tell me, how do things stand within the Black Wolf Valley and the keep’s obligations? Has anything been amiss?”
Dorn and Esen exchanged a look.
Durniss glanced at his steward. “Thank you, that will be all for now.”
Chief Steward Rarle bowed deeply, smoothing a scowl of annoyance from his face as he did so. “As you wish, my lord. There is the unpleasant matter of the kitchen inspection I must oversee.” Turning around, he took his time exiting the room.
As soon as the door latched with a soft click, Durniss spoke, the tone of his voice soft. “Aye, there have been strange matters of late, quite different from the usual Tharg attacks. I expect you shall enlighten me with how you knew to ask? Esen, you commanded the border patrols last, why don’t you start? Dorn shall finish up.”
Esen clasped his hands together, hands that displayed the scarred nicks of many battles. He leaned forward. “The peasants along the northern borders are frightened. Something has been stealing their stock. Worse, though vacant, two of the outlying homesteads showed no sign of trouble. Both were hardy families, headed by seasoned warriors who have served at the keep during times of conflict.”
Dorn eyed his duke and commander, whose slight incline of the head signaled for him to begin. “This incident occurred closer to your area, Laran,” Dorn began. “On routine patrol duty where we were to make our presence known to the Tharg, I stationed my company of soldiers at the way house near Kell to let them view our numbers as we practiced cavalry training. Such things can discourage raids upon our outlying provinces, and the duke likes to keep the training sharp and crisp for the men.”
Dorn picked up his wine goblet and took a long swallow of the red before setting it carefully back on the table. Moisture glistened on his graying beard, and his careworn face and blue eyes had a dispassionate manner only gained in battle. “Halfway through the watch, the company cook voiced complaints of food missing from the storehouse larder. Slipping into the larder during the day, I waited for the dark of night, lying hidden. In the early hours before day’s light, the door to the larder opened. I sprang to my feet with sword in hand, ready to apprehend the thief.”
Dorn paused as he drained the last of his Rallan Red. He cleared his throat and began again, an unreadable look in his dark green eyes. “Whatever had entered appeared human, though vaguely. The characteristics most notable were that it viewed the world with fly eyes and had pincers for one hand.”
Laran admired the man’s straightforward way of relating the event without bogging it down with added detail.
Dorn’s eyes darkened with the recalling as he continued. “The creature charged, going for my throat with the pincer hand. At the last moment, I rolled around the creature to its back. I could have struck a blow there, for it was slow in turning around. But alas, the blow never landed. The thing had two large wings folded from its back and I stood gawking as a child might. The beast whirled and caught me in the side of my head, knocking me to the floor. Then it pulled the iron- banded wooden door off the hinges and threw it at me. I trundled to the side. When I regained my footing, it was gone.”
Duke Durniss spoke as soon as his commander went silent. “The last two weeks have seen an increase in the reports of strange occurrences, such as finding a pack of black wolves slaughtered. Whomever or whatever they fought may have slain them all but received severe wounds too. We followed the blood for a distance before it just ended. Of course, after Dorn’s encounter, we have surmised it was the same type of creature. The tracks ended when it took flight.”
Laran nodded, having come to the same conclusion.
Esen stirred, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. “This does not bode well for the two woodcutters who have been missing for the last three days. No signs of a struggle.”
“Were they near Eland’s Clearing?” Laran asked.
Esen gave it some thought. “No, they headed toward the southern border and camped outside the Tangled Forest.”
Duke Durniss set his glass decanter down with a soft thump. “What in Onan’s name is going on? Such things don’t happen in the Black Wolf Valley.”
The door opened. Arelya slipped into the room, followed by Bareck.
Heavy wood chairs scraped the stone floor as everyone stood. Laran got there first, which gave him time to brace himself for Arelya’s fierce embrace, though only barely.
Half hugging and half shaking him, Arelya looked up at Laran, her green eyes large. A frown creased her beautiful features. “Why have you waited so long to come this time? Don’t you know that some of us at the keep worry about you and your family?” Before he could answer, Arelya stepped back, her face smooth. “You could have sent word, at the least.”
Laran smiled. “You are right, as usual—it has been too long. I had almost forgotten how extraordinary your beauty is,” he said, meaning every word. Arelya was beautiful by anyone’s standards. Tied in a ponytail by a leather thong, her straight black hair accented her lime eyes, and her round face needed no enhancements. Her natural beauty drew all eyes as soon as she entered a room.
Arelya wore the formfitting light blue and gold tunic common to the nobility in the duke’s keep—the one Alina believed Arelya had made a size too small. Laran suspected it was an intuitive belief, though the remark came with a perceptible amount of sister jealousy.
Arelya laughed with a richness befitting her husky voice. “My dear Laran, you keep that up and I may have to fight my sister for you. But do not think to stop either!” Chuckling softly, Arelya gazed at him with round eyes. Abruptly, she glanced around the room as if remembering the other occupants. “Oh, sit down everyone!”
“Bareck,” Laran said, acknowledging his mountainous friend as the man seated himself beside Arelya. “You look as big as ever, except for your belly, which seems to have grown larger.”
His teeth white and wide upon his broad brown-bearded face, which matched the color of his hair trimmed befitting a blacksmith, Bareck grinned as he scraped his chair closer to the table. A worn leather saddlebag slung over his shoulder swung forward with the movement. “You have the bigger gut, Laran,” Bareck rumbled in reply, the familiar tone of his deep voice reminiscent of distant thunder. “We all know the reason. Everyone from Durniss Keep and beyond speaks of the unparalleled delicacy of the fare at the Silver River Inn when your lifeheart, Alina, cooks. By the way, when can we come to your cabin for dinner?”
Laran kept a smile from his face, but only barely. “Ali would love to bake tonight’s repast for you, but Casan and I need two days’ advance notice in order to stock the larder to prepare for that cavernous pit you call a stomach.”
Durniss pushed his wine goblet to one side. “Are you two finished complimenting each other’s midsections?”
Bareck smoothed his beard with his fingers. “Well, not really. I had thought to mention his growing backside.”
Duke Durniss focused on Bareck, his almond eyes unblinking.
Bareck’s hand froze. Then he placed it palm down on the table. “I suppose it can wait for … oh, never mind…” he said, trailing off.
The duke’s penetrating gaze shifted to Laran. “Laran was about to disclose what has invaded my valley.” He raised an imposing black eyebrow. “Is that not so?”
Having a thought, Laran hesitated. “First, I require Arelya’s ability for a contacting. Will you be patient a little longer?”
Durniss’s nod was as sharp as his scowl.
“I shall keep it brief. Arelya, will you accommodate me?”
For an answer, Arelya reached down the front of her tunic, between her breasts, and pulled out a round black stone roughly the size of a child’s fist. Handling it with care, she positioned it to her left at the center of the table, then looked at Bareck.
With one big hand, Bareck flipped the leather flap of the saddlebag back onto his shoulder and removed a round olive stone as large as his fist. The blacksmith set it to the right of the black stone.
Untying the leather thong holding her hair, Arelya wrapped it around her forehead and tied it at the back. Embedded in the center of the leather band, the size of a woman’s eye, a pearl-white stone gleamed.
Though unneeded, Laran glanced his habitual cautionary warning around the room, though they were all seasoned warriors. No one would want to break Arelya’s concentration as she attempted to establish contact. At the wrong moment, such a thing might well destroy her mind.
Arelya closed her eyes.
Laran sensed her open herself to the Flow, the great river of power that underlay the land. The color Arelya drew from the frothing hoary river had a distinct yellow hue to it. His lifeheart’s sister’s power had grown since he had last worked with her. Drawing yellow made Arelya’s strength as a User significant, enough she likely had little need of assistance. Laran interrupted the Flow and opened a conduit to her, anyway. The energy the Flow provided him as it transferred through his body made it difficult not to offer.
Arelya accepted the conduit without hesitation, drawing from it immediately and feeding a minute strand of the great river of power into the pearl-white stone. The focal point burst into a brilliant luminescence. Then Arelya focused on the compressed mass of the Flow inside the green sphere where it raged in an endless, swirling fury. With a delicate thought, as if handling a skittish mystical creature, Arelya drew strands of the Flow from the white stone into the chaos within the green. The green sphere responded by lancing a beam of white- green to the black stone. Entwined and tightly bound yellow-black strands completed the triangle to Arelya’s forehead. With the power of the Flow, Arelya could now send a telepathic inquiry within the triangle to the person she contacted.
Laran looked around the table.
Everyone else would see the process a bit differently.
Without using his inner sight, Laran viewed the contacting as the rest did. Arelya’s irises now glowed with a yellow hue. The white stone on her forehead shot out a tightly focused beam of the white Flow of power directly into the green stone. The beam changed to green coming out from it and into the black. There, the beam emerged black where it stabbed back into the white stone on Arelya’s forehead for the triangle shape. The left half of the stone, and her left eye, had changed to black. For some, a necessary but hazardous union with the dark Flow, it took both Light and Dark to enable a contacting.
Level with Arelya’s forehead, countless colored cubes popped into being and dropped into place, forming a line. Line-by-line, from the top down, a three-dimensional image formed inside the triangle of stones. As the image drew downward, a partial view of a room with a wooden table filled the background as the head and torso of a man wearing a white robe drew quickly in the foreground. The man’s pure white hair and lengthy beard gave him the appearance of one who approached the expiration of a lifespan, but Laran knew better.
As a Light User, the white-haired man wore a white robe common to such a one that draped almost to the wooden flooring seen in the image. A long, plain wooden table and sanded chairs took up space behind the man.
The moment the image drew to the bottom of the triangle, the white-haired man spoke. “What do you want, Laran? You know how quickly Dark Users can break into a long-range transmission. You have taken much risk.”
“I am not alone, Durandas, yet I asked for this contacting, which says much for the urgency. You may speak freely. All here have my trust,” Laran said. He paused briefly. “Know this. Something, or someone, has found us. A flicker attacked the boy last night.”
There was the sharp intake of breath from many around the table. Durandas’s shoulders slumped. “We lost him, then.”
“Not so,” Laran said, quickly. “The boy survived by his own actions, destroying the flicker.”
Durandas’s blue eyes widened. He straightened as a grin played upon his lips within the white bushiness of his beard and mustache. “How extraordinary! Now that he’s Used, he will need training. Bring him to Surbo,” he said. Then he paused. “No, wait! The Muddy Wagon Inn at Four Bridges is likely safer during these turbulent times. I shall acquire lodging there and provide the training he needs to keep him from becoming a mindless shell.”
Durandas shifted his gaze slightly. “Bareck, I see you. As close as you are to Arelya, you are in my field of view. You shall accompany Laran, will you not?”
Bareck nodded at the image. “He could not stop me.”
Duke Durniss spoke. “Durandas, Duke Durniss here. What in Onan’s glorious name is going on? What is a flicker and how would it get here? How is Laran involved with you and the Circle of Light?”
Looking over his shoulder, Durandas glanced toward the sound of the duke’s voice sharply. “Laran will have to answer your questions at his discretion. This contact is already too long. For now, Durniss, I want your word that you will give him all the help he needs to finish this task. It is of the utmost importance. Do I have it?”
“Of course, all he ever has to do is ask. He knows that, but I will know what attacks my people and why,” the duke said, harshly. “Good. Now I must go,” Durandas said, facing to the front once again. “Since the enemy’s destruction of Vibrant Vale after the siege of Surbo, something is going on with the Flow. There have been reports of it weakening, or failing altogether, at least in the White Lands. Arelya, if your apprentice has sufficient training for brief communications, leave her with the duke. I need you to go to Four Bridges as well. Your long-range talents will keep me in touch with Surbo and the Vale’s issues. Durniss, prepare for the worst; the Black Wolf Valley shall not remain unscathed now that the darkness awoken has found it. Evil will not rest until—”
“You mentioned keeping this transmission short,” Laran interrupted.
“Right you are, Laran. Sometimes I get to barking orders and forget to keep track of the time. Besides, we are draining Arelya and—” Durandas stiffened. The image wavered as the top and bottom corners swiftly turned black.
Arelya’s right eye bled a bright, fiery red.
Laran severed the conduit from the source of the Flow, shouting, “Bareck, block the Flow!”
Already in motion, Bareck covered the white stone on Arelya’s forehead with his large palm. The image winked out.
Arelya’s eye dimmed to a light red, the other bled into her normal green, and then both rolled back into her head, the whites of her eyes blinding with their starkness. Arelya slumped sideways into Bareck as she fainted, her head nearly hitting the table before Bareck caught her.
Chaos erupted.
Duke Durniss and his two commanders sprang to their feet, bucking the table nearly onto its side and spilling wine.
Bareck cradled Arelya up in his enormous arms as he stood. Barreling through the opening Laran had just created by wrenching the heavy black iron door wide, the blacksmith charged from the room, bellowing for healers.
Laran sent a silent plea to Onan for Arelya’s quick recovery. If something long term, or worse, affected her, he had no one to blame but himself. Alina may never forgive him. Even if she did, he would not forgive himself. Exhaling an explosive breath, he faced the table. Laran gave each man a quick glance, looking them in the eyes, seeing their concern and their puzzlement. He sighed. “All of you have just seen why I had to use much discretion over the nearly two decades of our friendship. Though dangerous knowledge still, I shall relate a brief explanation of the momentous events that are about to happen or already have.”
Duke Durniss opened his mouth.
“Please, keep your questions until after I have finished,” Laran said quickly, looking into the eyes of each man. Satisfied he had captured their full attention though the duke wore a scowl that creased his brow like a scar, Laran plunged on. “I am a ranking member of an order of druids known as the Green Writhe, which you may or may not have heard of. Either way, you have now.”
The three men nodded as if he had said something profound. That was coming. “What you do not know is that the Writhe strives to maintain a balance of nature and life on Astura by gathering of wisdom and acting decisively on what we learn. Not that the Green Writhe is exclusive to seeking information from only the Light; knowledge of all things comes from countless sources. There are those who have studied the darker aspects of the great river of power that underlies the land along with all versions of the codices. In doing so, some few gleaned a hint of a malevolent power greater than anything the world has ever known that lay dormant below the land, deeper even than the Flow. This darkness is not Dark User magic. Worse, it slumbers no longer. Something or someone not of this world has awoken it.”
Hesitant to reveal more, Laran let his words sink in. Should he reveal that his order now suspects it is the ancient common enemy of all? Should he tell them that this evil, this great power, had nearly destroyed the world once before, and was the greatest evil the oldest codices, both Dark and Light versions, warned about? And most frightening, with its divine abilities, the evil would have already succeeded with total world domination if not for a mistake it had made, a grievous error it would not make again.
Laran sighed inwardly as he decided, looking at their expectant faces. He could not tell these good men—these soldiers who had only had to contend with feral wolves or Tharg raids, men who had only heard tales of things like flickers—that there was an evil loose on the land so powerful that all sentient lifeforms were at the gravest risk. No settlement, no matter how remote, was safe. Not even the great white bears or foxes of the frozen north or any creature of the sea will survive intact in the aftermath of its feeding gluttony. All brainwaves of any lifeform possessing neurons shall know consumption, however small.
No. He could not. Such revelations could destroy their sheltered lives, make them despair. It likely would cause them to truly believe there was no hope. No, he would not reveal such a bleak future for the world. Not yet. Not until he had confirmed the malevolence had returned. Beyond all doubt.
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Chapter nine








Changing


CASAN GLANCED OVER HIS SHOULDER. The redheaded giant Cudgel, the new so-called blacksmith, kept up several paces back as Casan and Keever strode the makeshift settlement that sprang up between the keep’s southern wall and the Tangled Forest every spring. Porta Town, as it unofficially came to be known. Officially, the keep ignored it as a gathering of peoples, refusing to give it a name, though even the duke called it Porta without giving it the designation of town. 
Cudgel had not made an appearance the past week Casan and his father stayed at the keep—the longest they had ever spent at the fortress at one time without his mother with them. Now there he was, strolling behind, staying within sight, but no closer.
When his father had informed him that his aunt, Arelya, had met with an accident and they were going to wait for her healing to be completed, Casan had not considered it would be this long. The time had flown past. He helped Keever in the shop, ran errands for his father, and both the commanders, Dorn and Esen, had asked him to accompany each of them on separate patrols of the forest perimeter. Honored, Casan had readily accepted. To his delight, the men had been respectful, and the weather mild. Then, week’s end had passed even faster as he brushed up on his swordsmanship training with Master Lon and Keever in the courtyard.
With so much activity at the keep, Casan had nearly forgotten the red giant’s hostile interest in him upon his arrival. Now, this midmorning, Cudgel trailed behind soon after they left Bareck’s blacksmith shop. The gigantic man halted when they did and then continued when they started off again, not bothering with stealth whatsoever. Why Cudgel followed them mystified Casan, but he decided there was little he could do about it. He needed answers that his streetwise friend Torin might have about the night at Eland’s Clearing with Nuri. If they could find the boy.
Keever spoke, his voice coming as a hiss. “Do not look back. We have not lost him yet.”
Casan strode faster. Perhaps there was something he could do. “Come on,” he said, turning in to a narrow walkway running behind small one-room structures assembled from scraps of timber and battered pieces of material, some only canvas nailed atop a rectangular jumble of rough-cut wood. Gaping holes allowed cold wind and little privacy. The pungent stink of rotting food discard and excrement overwhelmed the nostrils from the first step.
The shadows deepened, and the ground grew damper as the path wound around several makeshift shelters. Casan shied away from thinking about what he sloshed through as he walked as fast as he could in the ankle-deep brackish liquid. Before long, the narrow trail ended at the rear door of a rickety-looking tavern constructed of weathered but full-length wood boards. The gaps between the lumber were smaller and better fitted than the other structures they had worked their way around.
The door creaked when Casan lifted the latch and pulled it open. Great, he thought as he stepped inside a wide room nearly as dark as the walkway. So much for a stealthy entrance and exit.
A pair of hinged half doors at the front provided a tantalizing view of the principal thoroughfare outside. Aware he tracked mud on the rough flooring as he walked, Casan headed for the outdoors, attempting to walk as light as he could to minimize noise. Keever had no such compunction. His friend stomped along behind him, noisily scraping his feet on the chipped and rough-cut wood floor.
At the tavern’s front, two men spoke with low voices at a shadowy table. The men’s rumbling whispers faded at the sound of their approach. A rotund, bearded man who stood to one side wore a dark-colored, or stained, apron. The other man, also bearded, loomed nearly as high as the aproned man was wide. He sat upon a sturdy log block used for a chair. Both men held tankards of some liquid in one hand. The two of them were the only ones visible within the establishment.
Casan thought it best to keep moving. Striding past the table without slowing, he pushed through the left half door, glancing at the man sitting as he moved past. Casan released his hold on the door, allowing the heavy wood to spring shut. Though he kept walking toward the far side of the street, he stared over his shoulder in disbelief.
The door to the tavern banged open, smacked the outside wall, and swung inward again, but Keever had already stridden through. “Hey!” he shouted. “That smarted! You almost cracked my forearm. You could have waited to let go until I was clear.”
Casan stepped over a rut in the wagon road and looked back at the building.
Cudgel, the red giant, had climbed to his feet and stood watching them over the tops of the tavern doors.
Keever looked where Casan had. “I do not believe it!” Keever said. “How did he get ahead of us?”
Casan shrugged, putting the matter from his mind. “I do not care, as long as he stays where he is.”
Hopping over the second rut in the road, Keever trudged beside him. “This is getting a bit unsettling. What do you want in Porta Town, anyway? We should go back to the keep and tell our fathers about Cudgel. The man is up to no good.”
Casan strode into a side street, his pace quickening as soon as the tavern vanished from view behind him. “Not until I’ve found Torin,” he said, marching faster.
Sprinting slightly to keep up, Keever trudged beside him. “That street urchin? What is so important for finding him? He could be anywhere in this cesspit.”
The unnamed side street opened onto Glitter Road, a place of broken glass, alchemy shops, and seedy taverns like the one they had left the red giant in. “Torin gets around. He might know some things,” Casan replied, hoping his answer would satisfy his friend.
Right now, he could not bring himself to tell Keever the whole story yet. Keever had voiced his disdain for Users many times in the past. How could he tell his best friend that he, Casan As’wall, had turned out to be one of those evil Users?
Thankfully, Keever did not press the subject, though his bright blue eyes narrowed, which scrunched his brows together into a single line as he kept walking.
They made their way past townspeople wearing threadbare garments mostly made of cotton, who strode with purpose, keeping a sharp eye out all around. Seasoned and young warriors eyed passersby from doorways and weathered wooden porches where perilous-looking men sat on crates, the largest of which were used for tables for drink decanters. Dull-eyed women with unkempt braids and frayed and skimpy silks leaned on precarious balcony rails overlooking the street. Most everyone glanced at them and then dismissed them as no one with coin.
Casan appreciated the fact he had not bothered to change into the finery the duke had provided; he was most comfortable wearing his kell-leather dyed to blend in with the forest landscape, which had doubled as work clothes at the smithy. Now they had black stains and smudges in too many places for his liking.
Casan led them along the mud-packed street, steering wide of the ruffians guarding the lackluster houses and taverns. When they had nearly reached the end of Glitter Street, Cudgel strolled out of a dark alley not far behind them, his massive size making him unmistakable even at a glance.
Casan whirled and strode back the way they had come. “That is it! He’s followed us for two bells! I am going to see what he wants.” A sharp tug on his left bicep stopped him.
Keever’s eyes were wide as he pulled him in the opposite direction. “Have you gone mad? That man could pound us flatter than we could a stinging mite, but with less effort. Particularly if he uses that ugly stick poking over his shoulder. And no one here would lift a finger to stop it, mind you.”
Cudgel had stopped. Relaxed, he eyed them speculatively as if he wondered what Casan would do next.
Casan allowed Keever to lead him away for several paces, then pulled his arm from his friend’s grip. Continuing on his own, Casan stalked to the end of the street, taking a glance over his shoulder. Cudgel made no move to follow. He stood, watching them leave.
Moving away from Glitter Street, Casan slipped on a pile of animal dung the moment he stepped on Black Street. His irritation rose, and he considered calling the search off, but he really wanted to question Torin about Surbo and the Circle of Light. The little street rat hailed from the city, so Torin should be able to provide some much-needed information. Casan would have to be careful how he went about it, though. Keever would wonder why he had such an interest in the City of Light.
Casan never understood why his enigmatic street urchin friend frequented the raucous, ever-changing, portable town. There was another less smelly and far safer alternative available to his younger friend. Casan’s mother invited Torin to live with them whenever he ventured within earshot.
A boy similar in build to Torin gazed intently at a wagon hauling desiccated melons, but his hair color and facial features marked him as someone else. Glancing around the busy street, Casan had to admit the search for his friend might be futile. Torin could vanish for weeks at a time. As recently as last summer, Casan had overheard Commander Dorn mention to one man that the boy had stowed away on a merchant caravan all the way to Surbo. It had then taken him until fall to find a way back.
Keever stepped around an unidentifiable pile of refuse, making a point of staying upwind of it. “I ask again: what is so important for finding Torin? We should go watch the handmaidens and noble ladies doing riding lessons. I kind of planned on it. You never know when your father will take you back to Kell.”
Casan followed Keever’s example and circled around the wagon- wheel-sized lump, giving it a wide berth. The road ahead cleared notably, the presence of careworn shanties a likely reason. Whatever the cause, it allowed them to walk abreast for the first time in a while. “Something happened, and Torin has knowledge that might help or suggest a good starting point for dealing with it,” he said, wishing his friend would drop the subject but knowing he would not. “And now, with this Cudgel following us around like a lost friend, it is even more imperative. Torin might have a clue about the man’s motives. He knows a lot about the people in these parts.”
Keever jumped over a pool of black water without losing his stride. A crust of something blacker than the liquid floated on one side. “Granted, something is going on with Cudgel. He is not following you because he admires you, but you’re holding something back. What happened? Come on, out with it. What is bothering you? Good or bad, it must be trying if you are going to pass up at a chance meeting with Sirraline.”
Casan slowed. “Sirraline is doing riding lessons?” he asked. Then he sighed, resuming his march. “Do not answer that. There is no time for her cute antics. Worse, Nuri might get wind of it—she usually does.”
Keever raised his eyebrows. “Come on, you like her flirting. What is really going on?”
Casan halted and looked his friend in the eyes. “Sorry, Keever, but I am still researching what happened. I do not know enough yet to know how to explain it to you, if you know my meaning. Come, let us go back to the keep. This was an enormous waste of time. We will find him only when he chooses. If he’s still in the valley.”
Keever nodded, though his brown eyes glinted. “Okay,” he said. “I trust you will eventually let me in on whatever is bothering you. Do not wait too long, though. If Cudgel is involved, it is not good, and likely dangerous.”
A part of Casan wanted to blurt out to his friend, his loyal friend, of the silent battle with the thing in Eland’s Clearing and his subsequent blue vision afterward, but a bigger part of him was afraid of how Keever would react to the knowledge. How could he tell his friend he suspected he was a User? “Okay,” he said, echoing Keever.
They strode on in silence, trudging around and through muddy thoroughfares for several streets, taking the shortest route back to the Southern Gate of the keep. Two seasoned guards wearing silver breast and shoulder plates stood on each side. The guard stationed at the left side packed a large broadsword strapped over his shoulder. The other carried an impressive, wide-bladed scimitar that gleamed within the open-faced sheath at his side.
Both guards eyed them as they strode past but said nothing, even though Casan recognized them from a patrol. The guards looked ready for battle. Was something going on?
Casan hurried to the bushy crab apple trees lining the inner wall, the shortest and fastest route to the major fortress part of the keep.
A hoarse whisper floated down from an apple tree they strode under. “Casan! Keever! Wait!”
Casan froze, tense, then relaxed when the familiarity of the voice sank in.
Keever halted too and glared up at the tree. “You had better come down.”
The tree shook slightly as Torin dropped to the cropped grass behind Keever. “What took you two so long? For two bells, I have waited. I think the part of me used for sitting is numb. Where have you been?” Torin asked in a rush.
Keever spun around. “Stop doing that,” he snapped. 
“Doing what?” Torin asked.
“Creeping around,” Keever said.
“Dropping in behind us,” Casan said. “But that’s for another time. We have been looking for you.”
“Casan has, not me,” Keever corrected.
Torin looked from Casan to Keever and back again, his blue eyes large on his small, round face. His short, twelve-season-old body twitched with ill-contained excitement as he shuffled from foot to foot, causing his sandy hair to flop across his eyes. Every few seconds, one of his hands blurred with motion, flicking his ratted hair from his face. “Why would you look for me? I came to find you by using the only way I know of; the guards would block someone like me from coming through the gate. When I come here, I climb the wall by the old oak tree. They really ought to do something about that,” he said, with only a slight pause. “Anyone could get inside the keep’s grounds with any climbing ability at all. Not once have I ever had any trouble, not a bit. From the wall, it is a simple step into one of the citrus trees. From the looks of the small greenish fruit growing up there, I think the one I waited in might be a pear tree,” he said, pointing to the branches above.
A season had passed since Casan had last talked with Torin. Back then he could keep up with, even hold a conversation with Torin. Now it took a few moments to absorb the stream of chatter flowing from the boy’s mouth and put it into some form of coherency. “Why were you waiting for us?” Casan finally asked.
Reaching up, Torin flicked a strand of hair away from his left eye as he rambled on. “Oh that. What I observed while waiting on my perch for you two is more important, I think. Something is going on here at Durniss Keep. The servants are scurrying around like ants besieged by bigger opposing ants. Chief Steward Rarle is barking orders and herding them around like milk calves corralled for the first time. I could almost imagine a whip in his hand and, wait! I think a whip would look quite natural there. It would suit his temperament well, and—”
Casan held up a hand. “Stop! Tell me what is happening at the keep.”
Torin continued speaking as if there had been no interruption. “Someone must have flogged Chief Steward Rarle into an utter frenzy. Have you not been listening? He has the servants scurrying around like ground squirrels with a hawk screeching overhead. I have not seen them move this fast,” the young boy said as he shifted from foot to foot, bobbed his head, and flicked his hair. “Even the guards for the past weeks have changed the usual routines, marching around brandishing weapons and practicing battle drills, added patrols. You should know, you have accompanied them quite a bit since you arrived. As if an attack would ever happen in this remote keep again. Today, the guards have doubled at all the gates, which I am sure you noticed when you came through.”
Casan had not noticed, though he should have; two gate guards were not normal.
Keever’s sheepish expression meant he had not caught it either.
Casan started off across a field of newly harvested alfalfa, which all horses craved. Any horse with any sense of smell would gallop all day over a field of hay to reach a single bush of nutrient-rich the plant. Making for the keep proper, he strode across the field. His father was likely involved with whatever was going on.
Torin had to sprint to catch up.
Keever passed the younger, smaller boy with ease, slowing to match stride with Casan.
“Wait! Slow down. Casan! Keever!” Torin said from a few steps behind. “I want to finish telling you something before we get too close to the keep’s guards.”
Keever glanced over his shoulder. “They will not question you if you are with us. We have no time for chatter.”
Casan, too, gave his young friend a quick glance. “Keever’s right. But we can talk on the way,” he said, slowing his pace a little.
They left the grass and cut across a field of cornstalks. The duke had long ago made the decree the keep’s grounds should support some of its own food larders in place of garden landscape, though he had set aside a modest flower garden in the courtyard center surrounding the statue of the duke’s granddad on a horse. The outer rim next to the wall contained the small strip of manicured hedges and grasses.
Torin dashed ahead and then slowed, running out of breath. “Well, I suppose we can talk and walk,” he said, gulping air. “As I cut through an alley by Bareck’s blacksmith shop, I spotted you, Casan, going into it. Wishing to speak with you, I waited in a doorway for you to come out. Someone else stood in the shadows across the way. Cudgel.” Torin paused, as if he expected an outcry, or expletives, or questions.
Striding out of the field and onto the main road, Casan exchanged a glance with Keever. “We know he followed us into Porta Town and most of the way through it.”
Torin hesitated, falling silent, but not for long. “What you don’t know is, I followed him when he followed you guys. Surprisingly, Cudgel knew I had, before you even left the keep,” Torin said as he jumped in front, spun, and walked backward, speaking in earnest. “You must understand. That—that kind of ability, for someone to discover one such as me who does not want to be noticed—cries out professionalism in the extreme.”
Keever laughed. “You are just sore someone saw you. You are only twelve seasons; Cudgel has you by twice that amount. This should not surprise you if he is better at detecting you lurking around. I am not sure that counts as ‘professionalism.’”
Torin scowled. “Oh? A signal from Cudgel brought two scalawags out of another alley. They ran off in your direction.”
Keever made a fist. “There were others? That is not good.”
Casan agreed. “No, it is not, but it explains how he got in front of us. Those men likely signaled our location from high up. Tell me everything, Torin.”
Torin slipped between Casan and Keever, shaking his head. “Those two did not inform him of your location. They met with Cudgel at the southeast gate after you had passed through. The red giant said something to them and then strode after you. I noticed—almost too late—he had sent his thugs after me. I lost them, but it took longer than it should have.”
Torin fell silent as they strode past the bronzed statue of Koray Durniss seated upon his favorite warhorse. Casan never tired of gazing at the man’s stony expression as he prepared to charge the Tharg when the barbarians had first invaded the Black Wolf Valley from the northern reaches seasons ago. The man must have never known fear.
The road circled around the statue, becoming wider at the keep’s main entrance, allowing for wagons and carriages to pass those unloading guests before merging back toward the gates. Gray granite steps climbed to the massive iron door with the beaten bronze and yellow brass portrait of a wolf howling above a lush valley of forests and meadows divided by a wide river.
Torin stopped at the landing below the first step. “I have to go; this is not a place for one such as me.”
Casan and Keever gripped Torin by his elbows. “Nonsense,” Keever said.
Casan smiled. “You are with us,” he said. “No harm shall befall you.”
Keever laughed. “Aye, we will protect you from maidens that may wish to bathe you, or chief stewards that may want to crack a whip at you.”
The iron door swung open before they had climbed far. Casan’s father strode from out of the shadowy interior, followed by Bareck. Keever’s father carried Arelya. Casan’s aunt gripped a bow in one hand, her other arm curled around the big man’s neck. Duke Durniss walked by her side, carrying a quiver of her arrows, the two of them engrossed in conversation. Dorn and Esen came out last, taking positions on each side of the open door.
From a steel-banded scabbard strapped to Casan’s father’s back, the long hilt and wide guard of a greatsword reflected a beam of midmorning light. Keever’s father, too, had a great double-headed war hammer tucked in engineered rings made for carrying the weapon on his back and easing its draw. A design Casan knew—Bareck himself had worked it up.
When the weapons appeared, trouble brewed close at hand. The last time, the only one Casan recalled, had been during the short- lived Tharg attack two seasons ago. The soldiers of the keep, along with his father and Keever’s, had pushed the Tharg back into the Tangled Forest with one sortie, ending it almost as fast as it had started.
Though Arelya’s eyes fixed upon Casan and his group of friends—her right one oddly red—she spoke to the duke. “I assure you, Corval, your healers have done all they could these past weeks. At least they’ve gotten me able to travel. Alina and I now believe there may be a dark remnant left lurking about in me from the attack. Do not look at me like that; the two contactings were worth the risk. Alina’s the only one near with the ability to cleanse me before we go on to Four Bridges. Her home is safe. Besides, Bareck shall protect me from everything, even from myself should I attempt to overdo it, right blacksmith?” Arelya asked, flashing a coy smile at the big man.
Bareck’s broad face flushed red from his brown beard upward. “You know it,” he said with a palpable fervor.
The duke’s brown eyes shone with concern, gleaming with a brightness his dark features could not mask. “So you say, but I still do not believe it wise for you to travel,” the duke stated. “Besides, Chief Stewart Rarle has a banquet prepared for tonight. The merchant Thon Greeves arrived this morning.”
Arelya adjusted her grip on the bow. “No Corval, we have decided. I have already delayed longer than is wise.”
“As you wish, Arelya,” Durniss said.
Casan looked to his father, who regarded him with eyes of dark blue that were unreadable, as usual. He gave nothing away. Casan supposed his father was eager to get going.
“Ready the horses, Casan, but leave the wagon. It would slow us down. We are going back to the cabin,” Laran said, confirming his suspicion.
“Yes, Father,” Casan said. Turning to go, he found the duke’s hazel eyes upon him.
“Well met, Casan. I would ask a boon from you,” Duke Durniss said.
Casan froze. The duke only spoke to him on rare occasions, and never to ask something of him.
The duke smiled. “I will not require something you cannot give.”
Casan started. “Please, excuse me, my duke. What can I do for you?”
The duke’s already dark countenance darkened as his face smoothed and took on a serious cast. “This requirement of mine is simple, but extremely important. My charge is for you to maintain an expert vigilance of your surroundings every moment you’re not asleep. Keep watch over those you travel with and the surrounding terrain. Be alert not just for the dangers lurking on the ground, but those that fly overhead as well. Can you do this, Casan, son of Laran As’wall, king’s tracker and fur trader to Duke Corval Durniss, Lord of Durniss Keep and protector of the Black Wolf Valley of northeastern Astura?”
Not knowing why he did, or even if he was doing it right, Casan bowed low. He had not done it before, only viewed nobles bending gracefully at the waist as the duke passed by them. “I will do as my lord commands,” he said, straightening.
“All is well, then,” the duke said. “Always recall, no one thing is of greater importance than the well-being of family.”
Bareck spoke, his deep voice a rumble. “We are going too, Keever. Get Seventeen and a Half loaded with the largest bags. You will want to gear Fleet One for yourself. Bring Black Foot saddled for Arelya for when she can ride by herself.” The big man showed no sign of strain from the burden in his arms.
Keever cast a quick glance at Casan, his eyes round. “Yes, sir,” he said. Bowing stiffly to the duke, he moved down a few steps but stayed within earshot.
Casan bowed a last time and then spun to follow his friend, but bumped hard into Torin. As quiet as the boy had been, Casan had nearly forgotten his presence.
Duke Durniss stepped down a step. “Since you are here, Torin, help them with the horses. However, the moment you finish the task, report back to me,” he said. Again, smoothing his features, the duke stared at the boy.
Torin stood where he was. “All right, uh, I mean, yes, my lord,” he said. He stood with his mouth slightly open, gaping up at the duke.
Casan wondered if he was going to have to prod him into motion or something.
Duke Durniss waited a heartbeat or two before saying, “quickly, son, time is of the essence.”
Torin jumped. “Y-Yes sir,” he yelped. Whirling, he ran down the steps and sprinted across the courtyard at top speed.
Everyone laughed. Following Torin’s speedy progress across the yard, they laughed again when he almost ran over Chief Steward Rarle, who directed the unloading of a wagon of kitchen supplies. Casan laughed too. There was no help for it. Torin had run right past the stables. The steward sidestepped at the last moment, flailing his lanky arms, the scroll in his hands unraveling across the ground.
Arelya giggled as she spoke. “Corval, that was positively mean of you.”
The duke grinned. “Yes, so it was,” he said. “Torin’s a good lad with only a few bad habits that need curtailing. Throughout the winter, my attempts to monitor him have failed; he is too slippery. So I have resorted to using him as training for my best trackers. Even those could not follow him long through the streets of Porta. He may even be a match for you, Laran. I do not know how he manages it,” Duke Durniss added with a brief smile. “Perhaps the time has come to put him under my care and have official use of his talents.”
Casan’s father smiled. “I would consider it as a personal favor if you would instruct him, Corval. The boy has potential. Besides, Alina has not given up on finding him a suitable home.” Then his smile faded, blending in to his usual solemn, sun-tanned face without a trace left behind except the crinkles beside his eyes. “Now, to other matters. Should you run into swordhounds, know that they are deadly, yet vulnerable to a blow on the back of their head at the base of their overlong skull. A maimwright’s weakness, as Dorn found during his encounter in the storeroom, is they are much slower at ground combat. Try to fight them there and aim for an eye—do not let them get off the ground. These are but two of the dark creations that may come now that the creatures have found the valley and know we are here.”
“Why would the creatures come? What do they want? Did someone send them?” Keever asked in a rush. While Casan’s friend spoke, he climbed back up the steps, halting beside Casan.
Casan’s father glanced at Keever, then his gaze settled on his son. “You both are still here? Go. We need those horses. Your aunt requires your mother’s healing touch.”
“Yes, Father,” Casan said. Grabbing Keever’s arm, he pulled him to the lower landing before letting go.
His friend’s reaction was understandable. The old tales were coming to life with a speed and starkness that made his stomach clinch with the bite of fear. His father knew details of killing creatures out of stories meant to frighten children. How would he know, and why had he not spoken of them before? Everything was changing, had changed with the seriousness of his father’s words and his solemnity.
Selecting the route Torin had fled along, Casan and Keever marched past Chief Steward Rarle, who was busy with rolling scrolls. The steward glanced at them as he worked, his white eyebrows pulled slightly downward, brought there by the narrowing of his eyes.
Keeping his back to Rarle, Casan avoided making eye contact and having to greet the chief steward. The man had an uncomfortable way of questioning one for answers, always dragging more from Casan than he wished to reveal. Halting in front of the stable doors, he waited for Torin to come to his senses and join them.
Keever glanced from side to side, as if wondering how he had arrived at the stable. Then, giving a quick shrug, he reached out and pulled a door open. Torin sprinted past, racing under Keever’s outstretched arm. Skidding to a stop on the dirt and straw inside the interior lit by the many windows, Torin looked back at them, blinking slowly and drawing a large lungful of air with every sped up breath.
Casan held back a laugh and followed Keever inside the stable. The three of them walked along the stalls, looking into each one for the horses they were to prepare for travel. When he was certain he had his mirth contained, Casan poked Torin in the shoulder with his finger, getting the boy’s attention. “Why did you run so fast?”
Torin blew a piece of straw out of his mouth. “The duke spoke to me.”
Casan smiled.
Keever guffawed. “Of course he did. Durniss has a voice that he uses sometimes,” Keever said and then laughed again.
Torin’s dark agate eyes were wide. “But he called me by name. I did not even know he knew who I was …” the boy said, trailing off. His tanned, round face looked pensive. Or scared.
At the next set of stalls, Casan came upon Carom and Stealth standing relaxed in the biggest one. He paused with his hand on the latch. “The duke knows a lot more than you know. I found out the hard way last fall when Keever, Amerlyn, and I tried to go through the south gate to hunt jakars at night.”
Torin shifted from foot to foot, his small dark eyes widening. “You did? They say Jakars can be fierce little creatures.”
Keever’s laugh was brief this time. “We never got to find out. The night in question prompted the real reason—as everyone knows—why Duchess Catarina whisked her daughter away to Surbo to be trained by the Circle of Light. The duchess was afraid some backwoods boy would seal her daughter’s interest.”
Casan’s face heated as he thumbed the stall latch. “You do not know that for certain; it is only a rumor, Keev. Come on, we need to get the horses prepared before my father sends someone to find out what is taking so long. By the way, Torin,” he added, “I wanted to ask you what you recall about growing up in Surbo, but not now, since you will want to wash soon.”
Torin’s shuffling ceased. “Do I have to get fancied up to report to the duke?”
Greeting Stealth, Casan stroked the mare’s long tan jawbone. “No, he is a soldier and a duke, after all. He only wears finery when the king or some such noble visits. It is just that you have been tromping in fresh horse dung.”
Keever guffawed.
Torin jumped backward a step, away from the offending clumps. Casan smiled.
Torin grinned also, though it was lopsided as he looked down at his feet. “I suppose I ought to get my boots brushed now,” he said, the tone of his voice mournful. “I will meet up with you guys when you come back.” The small boy left slowly, kicking some of the bigger, dried clusters of horse droppings to the side, his shoulders slumped with dejection.
Casan called after him. “Watch out for the duke, Torin. Whatever you do, do not let him draft you into service.”
Already at the stable’s threshold, Torin stiffened, but said nothing.
Looking left and right, he sprinted away.
Casan smiled to himself. Torin was a good lad, but he had much to learn. Much of his clumsiness came from his nervousness around anyone not from the streets. Eventually, he would come around.
Keever laughed uncontested for a long while as they finished with Carom and Stealth, then moved to the stalls permanently assigned to the Reeses. Working together, they soon had all five equines saddled.
At the rear of the stall, Keever reached underneath a wooden box masterfully crafted to resemble a hay bale and unclasped a locking latch. Pushing the hinged top back, Keever revealed a hollow, blanketed interior. Keever then lifted out an unadorned broadsword that he strapped on his familiar black stallion, Fleet One. His father’s large backup hammer came next. Made for durability, Bareck had forged the hammer plain, though it sported a brass half-moon pommel at the base of the long handle. Keever slid the hammer in the saddle ring at the back made specifically for the weapon.
From there, Casan led the whole procession back to the keep’s entrance where the others waited. Though Bareck had mentioned it, Casan still had some surprise when his father helped Arelya mount the big brown roan named Seventeen and a Half, where she settled in front of Keever’s father. His aunt, a senior contactor—who had the rare and only User ability accepted and respected in the valley—his aunt rarely left Durniss Keep.
Climbing upon Stealth, Casan glanced around, getting a feel for the mood of the party. Keever kept the lead reins of Black Foot, the white mare with one black foot, with him as he sat easily upon Fleet One. Keever grinned with excitement. Outings away from the keep were few for a blacksmith apprentice.
Casan’s father exchanged a few quiet, last-minute words with the duke, then mounted Carom and nodded farewell. Reining the big horse around, Casan’s father, the king’s tracker, led the small company of five through the west gate. Knowing his father had worked with the king was something new to Casan, which was odd and a source of consternation. Always before, he had believed his father had told all there was to know about his earlier life.
Casan leaned gently back in the saddle, and Stealth slowed, allowing him to take the rear spot. He glanced back. Standing forlornly, Duke Corval Durniss watched as they rode out of sight. Casan wondered where the two commanders had gotten off to. Perhaps the duke had ordered them to set up additional watches around the keep. Things are changing, he could not help thinking. And probably not for the best.
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Chapter ten








Product of a Dark Experiment


ONCE CLEAR OF DURNISS KEEP’S outer wall, Casan’s father kept the pace brisk. For nearly two bells, the early evening rays lanced into Casan’s vision as the sun made its slow drop to the western horizon. Squinting, he put a hand to his forehead, holding it palm down to shield some of the harsh glare as he looked ahead. The deepest ruts in the road held pooled water, puddles from the burst of rainfall that had befallen them a quarter league from Durniss Keep. The horses splashed through water muddied by the stamp of hooves, uncaring of the brown water dripping off their bellies and flanks. Perhaps such moisture was a welcome relief from the normal dustiness of the journey. 
After riding past the way guardhouse—a sure sign they were getting close to Kell—his father slowed, letting the others ride past. “Let them gain a little distance,” his father said, his quiet voice drifting down from his two-hand-higher perch. “I know you would speak with me.”
Casan leaned back in his saddle, and Stealth obediently slowed without him lifting the reins.
Keever looked back and arched an eyebrow but rode on, following Bareck, who made Seventeen and a Half look small.
Arelya announced her capability of riding solo not long before the rain fell, and she rode past, her hair and light blue tunic looking clean and dry. Only a few brown stains coated the long legs of the white mare. The horse had a graceful step, even in muddy conditions, it seemed. Casan imagined his aunt, and her horse, would look much the same if she had walked. Dust, dirt, and mud—all things gritty and slimy—seemed to be repelled by her. As his aunt rode out of hearing, Casan said, “I do have questions. So many, I do not know where to start.”
As unperturbed as ever, his father’s features were stoic. “I thought as much. I will answer those I can.”
“Last week, when we left for Durniss Keep and we came to Eland’s Clearing, you stopped the wagon and looked at the exact place where something struck at me. You seemed to know it had happened. Do you know what it was?” Casan asked. He expected little reply, but that night with Nuri still bothered him. How had they survived?
His father nodded, pursing his lips slightly with appreciation. “A good question, and excellent observation skills. There was still a trace of residue of the foul thing and a sense of your Using left over. A soul eater attacked you. Such malevolence is something we of the Green Writhe—or the Circle of Light—know little about. I will tell you this: there are few Light Users who possess the strength to withstand one, let alone destroy it.”
Casan stared at his father, his mind a jumble. He had gotten far more of an answer than he expected, which added enquiries to those he had revolving in his mind.
His father pointed at an area below Stealth’s hooves. “Let me ask you something, now. When you look below, what do you see?”
Casan gaped at his father.
His father gazed back, his dark blue eyes inexpressive. Wondering what he was looking for, Casan glanced at the ground.
If there were unusual tracks or anything out of the ordinary on the road, he would have seen it by now. Soupy light brown mud, a rock half covered in dirt that was upturned by the weight of a wagon’s wheel or a horse’s hoof, and wagon ruts, shallow and deep, mixed with boot prints. On one side, a cattle trail ran parallel to the road, beaten smooth from seasons of use. Sprouts of green grasses peeked through the moist earth in many spots, all the usual sights he had seen countless times. Casan frowned at his father. “There is nothing out of the ordinary. What are we doing?”
“Look harder, concentrate on the ground. Focus on the spot you have chosen. Open yourself to that which flows underneath.”
Though he felt foolish, Casan did as asked, wondering if he missed something obvious. His father, an expert tracker, had instilled the skills of a deep woodsman in him early on, so they came nearly instinctively to him now. Even as they rode, he scanned the ground ahead and to the sides while taking in the country. He had seen where deer and elk crossed, where a few sheep and many cattle had returned to familiar fields protected by a herder, and where a large brown bear had come to the road and then veered away. He saw all of it almost automatically. What had he missed?
He concentrated on a little pool of muddy water, something he had already scanned and dismissed as inconsequential, for it would have washed tracks away. Any marks left behind in the surrounding mud, however, would be clear to anyone. Yet the only markings at the edges were those of twigs and fallen leaves.
Shifting his attention to a large oval pool of muddy water, Casan wondered at its depth. Focusing on it, he willed himself to look through its murky depth, to see the bottom, what may lie underneath. The clouded surface was too dense. The brown water only reflected dark shapes. Or was it a reflection? Did something exist beneath the surface? Casan pushed harder.
The brown water melted away, cleared to transparency. A frothing river of white flowed soundlessly underneath, but visually loud. Flashes of light illuminated the froths, adding wondrous colors wherever he looked, as if a storm of colors flowed beneath him, raging in a constant flux. Amazed, he looked at his father, who watched him, his dark blue eyes shining with an odd glint, more brilliant than Casan had ever seen. Or perhaps the color was just more vibrant than before.
Gathering Carom’s reins in one hand, his father extended the other toward the ground, palm facing downward. “Excellent. You found your inner sight. I was uncertain you would have the ability, but now you see beyond the drab gray world of most people. Describe it to me,” he said, the tone of his voice stronger, deeper, and more pronounced.
Stealth sidestepped. Casan barely noticed as he reached down and calmed her. His father’s hand had vanished behind a ball of the same white radiance as the river. A clear tube sprang from the ball and penetrated the ground, which melted away beneath horse and rider, becoming as transparent as the pool of water. The soundless, raging, frothy substance filled the tube.
“Is that the Flow of power? Are you Using?” Casan asked, his voice cracking at the end. He forced himself to swallow a lump in his dry throat.
His father smiled with little mirth as the tube vanished, his hand returning to normal. “Yes, it is the Flow, but I cannot Use. I can only feed the Flow to those who can Use.”
“So you are an Interrupter.”
“Yes.”
“Does that mean I will have the ability to interrupt the Flow?” 
“No, I do not believe your destiny shall go that way,” his father said softly. His eyes dulled with sadness—or regret, Casan could not tell which—as he continued. “However, the connection to the Flow is now a part of you until you are called to Onan’s realm.”
“Why? Is it because you are a User? Is Mother one too?”
His father’s serious face grew solemn. “I shall have to speak at some length. Are you prepared to listen and accept my words?”
Though intrigued, the question seemed odd coming from his father and filled him with dread. Casan gave him his full attention, nodding for him to continue.
His father started with his characteristic bluntness, not mincing words. “Pursued, your mother and I fled for many seasons,” he said, again watching Casan closely. “Your mother is a User who wields the blue- white color of the Flow after full saturation—a rarity in this world. There is only one other close in ability, but lacking in strength, that I am aware of. Many desire using this ability for their own ends. I am sought for my Interrupter skill and as a ranking member of the Green Writhe. We both had won acceptance within the Circle of Light when we met. There, after we had sworn our oaths of binding sealed with the Flow, I discovered that the Circle—working with the Green Writhe—had intended such a union from the start. They wished to use us for our offspring. Disillusioned, your mother slipped away from the Circle, and I with her. For seasons, the Circle of Light’s council sent many a warrior and User after us—some to convince us to return, but most to capture. Those in power were desperate for our return to Surbo.”
His father grew quiet as he looked after those who had gone ahead. He nudged Carom into a walk with his knees and continued speaking, completely at home on the big equine whether the horse stood still or was in motion. “Traveling only at night, resting only in remote areas, we stayed ahead of our pursuers. Believing ourselves safe when no pursuit came after several months, we grew lax and strayed too close to Virun. As we neared the town of Brown Recluse, our capture came easy for the enemy. They took us in our sleep,” his father said, growing quiet at the end.
Shifting his weight in the saddle, Casan steered Stealth around a mud bog in the road, awed by the narrative. The way he presented the story reminded Casan of the old orators, those few who stopped in the town square on rare occasions to regale the townsfolk with strange tales for coin or ale. The stories they told now took on new meaning with the revelation that his parents were Users, that he was a User. What would he do now? Would Keever want to stay friends? Would Nuri still like him?
The rest of their little party had stopped a half league down the road, waiting for them. Nearly within earshot of the group and getting close to town, his father brought Carom to a halt beside a small outgrowth of bushes struggling for sunlight under a great falun tree that had spread its massive branches outward in a large circle. The tree provided a welcome shade from the heat of the afternoon sunlight.
His father continued as if there had been no interruption. “I awoke to a throbbing migraine from a hard blow to my head. Stripped naked, and chains bound me to a wall,” he said. The tone of his voice had dropped quieter still, as if reluctant to speak.
Casan tensed, gripping the reins tight. Who would dare treat his father so? Stealth swung her head from side to side, searching for danger. Casan took a deep breath, instilling calmness throughout his body. At least, he hoped so.
His father’s jaw tightened; his features solemn as he went on. “Hearing a moan from your mother, I discovered her bound naked to a table by thick leather straps with her ankles tied in such a way that kept her knees raised. Her moans were the only sign she lived. Rage overcame me; I tore at my bonds. A man with strange golden eyes shaped as an hourglass strode into the room then. The man spoke with a glib tongue, which still rings through my mind, shining as bright as his silver armbands. ‘As Alina’s lifeheart, you shall witness my greatest experiment—the seeding of the rarest pure blue,’ the dark cowled man said. What happened next, I will not elaborate on, ever.” Laran grew quiet.
Which suited Casan. He did not want him to go on. Not another word. His father had said enough, too much. Casan struggled with the idea of his conception. His mother had endured a seed implanted against her will. He did not have to ask if her defilement had happened nineteen seasons ago. He knew for certain, feeling the truth of it through his entire being.
An image flashed over and over in Casan’s mind; his mother strapped on a table as a shadowy figure with two golden eyes stirred a beaker in the background. “So. I am the product of a dark experiment,” he said, quietly.
“Do not think of it that way,” his father said. “Son, listen, I—” Casan could not keep his voice from rising. “I am not your son, am I, Laran?”
“No, Casan! You are my son in every—”
A green shape sprang from a branch of the falun tree, sailing toward Casan.
Laran knocked Casan from the saddle and slipped from Carom’s back.
Casan landed on his back on the soft earth under the tree.
The creature overshot its mark and thudded to the ground, well beyond the horse. Landing rough, the creature’s front legs folded back as its long lizard snout dug into the ground.
But not for long. Shaking the dirt from its muzzle, the creature whipped its elongated body around. Odd reptilian eyes that glowed with smoky blackness fixed on Casan. He could only stare as the creature advanced.
Laran’s great sword flashed downward before it had taken over two steps, slicing the creature in two behind the front shoulders. As the two parts thumped to the ground, a dark shadow flowed out from each side, coalesced into a single wisp, and then sank into the sprouting meadow grass. The grass rustled as something moved away.
Stunned by the suddenness of the attack, Casan gaped at the creature as he pulled himself to his feet. Most animals and reptiles avoided humans. Not so with this reptile.
Casan did not know what it was; he had seen nothing like it in all his eighteen seasons. Scaly, reptilian skin the color of the falun tree’s leaves covered its oblong shape. Six short limbs—the same brown tone and texture as tree bark—supported its three-toed, hooked claws. Small, sharp teeth had locked in a death snarl along the creature’s wide mouth and long snout. Casan leaned closer. What he first took for blood was blacker and denser, much the same color as the smoke it had vented, and it oozed from the neck with the consistency of heated candle wax.
He reached for it.
Laran spoke quickly. “Tree dragons are poisonous. A few drops of its blood are lethal.”
Casan snatched his hand back.
The horses snorted. They stood together under the great falun tree’s umbrella-like branches, behind a birch-sized root. Laran strode to them and gathered their reins, tying them to a bush as he scrutinized the tree’s upper branches.
Casan was ashamed he had not thought to check for more of the creatures, but only for a moment. Perhaps it would be better for the product of a dark experiment to be destroyed. What was I created for? Am I as dangerous as this thing? He wondered.
Their companions rode up. They guided their horses underneath the falun tree when Laran waved them on, indicating the area was clear of added threats. Keever and Bareck could not help a glance or two upward as they tied their horses. Then Bareck strode to Arelya, looking at the boughs more than once.
Letting Black Foot’s reins fall for Bareck to tie, Arelya unthreaded the broad strap of interlocked leather that secured her bow to the saddle horn. Clasping the bow’s grip, she swung her legs to one side and bounded from the saddle, the quiver of arrows banging against her back with every stride toward them. “What is a tree dragon doing this far north? The normal habitat for such a thing is the southern forests; the winters here slow down their metabolism, making them lethargic at best, killing them at worst.”
Keever hurried beside Casan. He bent over. “Wow, I have never seen anything like it,” he said, reaching for the tree dragon.
“Apparently, a single touch can kill you,” Casan said quickly, feigning a casualness he did not feel. Not in the slightest.
His hand halfway there, Keever froze. He straightened. “For real?” 
“Quiet, please,” Casan said, ignoring the reproachful look from his friend. “I want to listen.”
Laran spoke to Arelya. “Agreed. This is highly irregular. Will you scan our surroundings for something out of the ordinary?”
Arelya gave Laran a sharp look, the red of her right eye making it even more pointed. “I am uncertain how much I would accomplish,” she said. “My skills with the Flow remain limited. My sister inherited the greater proficiency, but I shall attempt it.” With her last word, Arelya’s lime eyes glowed brightly, then dimmed to a pale white.
Fascinated, Casan watched her closely; he had not seen someone Use. He opened his awareness to the Flow. Shockingly, he felt a light touch blanket his mind, much like a mischievous draft of wind would tousle hair. The breeze moved on, taking a part of him with it. Expanding in an ever-widening circle like ripples on a pond, his sense of the surroundings flowed outward in all directions from where he stood.
He did not go alone. Pulling him along, Arelya’s familiar warmth—he could almost smell the scent of her—manipulated the errant breeze. Her assertive presence blew past trees, shrubs, bushes, rocks, streams. She flitted through all, leaving no mark, expanding outward, taking him with her.
As brief and as gentle as a tiny draft of wind, Arelya touched upon the base instincts of squirrels—with their ever watchful, one-track, cluttered minds—then came birds having joyous, constant thoughts of flight. They breezed past fish in a nearby stream, their contented lethargic thoughts flowing steadily past, always so, unless disturbed or hungry. He knew this from Arelya’s presence, her thoughts overflowing into his. Curious, she had listened in to the minds of many living creatures at a time.
Casan’s perception dabbed at the frightened minds of those forest mammals cowering on the ground, always on the brink of running away in fear while trying to feed on enough for survival. Then, moving faster, they swept past bushes large and small, sprouts of plants and full-grown fern flora, moving down roads into cleared fields on one edge of the ring and into a dark forest on the other, the same one the road had cut through.
The breeze thinned. Casan’s awareness of his surroundings snapped back into place. His senses reeled and then adjusted. He found himself staring into Arelya’s wide green eye and the prominent still-red one.
Arelya looked away to Laran. “The tree dragon was the only one from here to Kell, only the usual flora and fauna.”
A low whistle came from Bareck. “All the way to Kell? Your abilities have grown substantially.”
Arelya cast a quick glance at Casan. “I had help.”
Laran and Bareck cast sharp looks at Casan. Bareck’s bushy brown eyebrow rose slightly, though neither one said anything.
Keever poked him in the ribs. A little too hard. “What’s she talking about?” he asked, a little too loud.
Still caught up in what he had just experienced, Casan rubbed at his side absently. “We will talk later,” he said.
Bareck lifted the flap on one of the bottom pockets of his shirt and removed a pair of kell gauntlets. “We ought to dispose of the tree dragon’s carcass. Leaving it out in the open is bound to cause something a painful death,” he said as he pulled the well-fitting leather over his hands one at a time.
Laran plucked a falun leaf off the ground and rolled it into the shape of a funnel. “For certain, Bareck. But we cannot bury the carcass and leave it for a scavenger to dig up. Scavengers have a place in the world’s scheme. Burning is the safest. Before we do, I will want to collect some of its poison for Arelya’s arrow tips, and perhaps our weapons. Arelya, please retrieve the black flask from my saddlebags? Sadly, we will have to finish the Rallan Red—it has the best stopper of all the glass I carry. Be extra careful, here, both of you. I do not want an accident to occur. A single large drop of dragon’s blood upon exposed skin is enough to kill a man.”
Arelya smiled as she turned toward the horses. Bareck did too.
Probably from the mention of having to empty the flask, Casan decided. Not caring to stand around finding out if he had it right, he backed away from such a dangerous animal, venomous even in death. Suddenly, the weight of everything that he had seen and experienced since Eland’s Clearing came crashing in, pressing down upon him with the reality of creatures he had never heard of in these parts attacking. And magic Use. Some of it his own, though he still did not know how he did it. Now, nothing would ever be the same.
Laran glanced at Casan, his manner as solemn as usual. “Do you boys want to ride ahead? Stop at the festival if you would like, see some of your friends. Come to the cabin one bell after darkness has fallen, however. No later.”
Keever’s grin showed his even white teeth, and his eyes sparkled with mischief. “I would like to, Casan. And I am certain there is someone at the spring festival waiting impatiently to see you.”
Keever looked at his father. “Perhaps we can stay the night at Wil Longhollow’s? I have not spoken with him for some time.”
Bareck exchanged a look with Laran. “I suppose no harm can come from it if you mind your manners. Starlin Longhollow will certainly remind you should you forget.”
Going to the line of horses, Laran untied Stealth and brought the mare forward. “I expect you back at the cabin for the morning meal, if not sooner,” he said quietly. Laran made no move to leave, standing tall but slightly tense, as if he waited for something more from Casan.
Fighting back an urge to demand an explanation for every moment of the previous eighteen seasons of his life, Casan took the reins and turned his back on the man he had thought of as his father. He did not feel festive, not in the least bit, but going to a cabin that seemed less like a home and more like a place to hide someone like him was not appealing, either.
Mounting, Casan followed Keever, feeling as wooden as the falun tree they rode away from, hating the thought that kept reverberating throughout his mind. I am no longer just a simple woodsman. The sad part was, it was all he had ever wanted to be.
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Chapter eleven








Discomfort


FROWNING, NURI STOOD AT THE entrance to the food tent with her hands on her hips. She wore a dark green dress made from kell that wrapped around her slight frame, adding an allure Casan appreciated even though she was obviously upset about something. Most likely, it was the fact that he’d hadn’t been around for a week and had failed to let her know about it. Though not planned, she would still hold it against him for not sending word. Perhaps he should have; there were always travelers going back and forth from Kell to the keep. 
After Nuri deemed her glares enough, she stormed to the log bench Casan sat on, stopping in front of him. Keever had taken a seat farther along it, leaving enough space for someone to sit between them. Cropped with perfect precision, Nuri’s light red hair cascaded down both sides of her small, firm chin and ended at the bottom, another part of her appealing style Casan admired. Her short locks swished slightly beyond the curve of her round face and then fell back into place when she included Keever with a quick glare.
Choosing the seat close to Casan but away from Keever, Nuri sat down. “You arrived later than you promised,” she said. “I have waited nearly a bell at this blasted festival thinking you had found a servant girl or handmaiden at Durniss Keep and forgotten all about me. Believe me when I tell you that a half bell longer and I would have mounted Sable to catch you at it, even if I had to ride into the dark of night.”
Not in any mood to explain the delay, Casan looked into Nuri’s gray eyes in silence. He liked the way her eyes shifted from gray to light blue and back again when she was upset, such as now. He even liked how she tapped one foot on the ground with constant impatience as she sat so close to him. Every little thing about her appealed to him, more so lately. He was glad she had been safely waiting for him at the Snow Melt Festival when the tree dragon creature attacked. If anything had happened to her, he would never forgive himself.
Putting her hands beside her thighs, Nuri shifted in her seat, moving away a little. “What is wrong? You do not seem so happy to see me.”
Keever rubbed his boot on the ground, gouging small trenches. “Perhaps he will let you know, our illustrious friend has kept his jaws clenched for two weeks. I cannot get a word out of him about what is bothering him.” 
Nuri ceased tapping. Leaning closer, she gripped him by the arm. “Well? What’s going on?” she asked, trying to get him to look into her eyes as she gazed into his.
Casan shot Keever a look of annoyance. Why could not the two of them just leave him alone for a while? “Please, let us not talk about it.”
Nuri sprang to her feet. Her hands returned to her hips as she rounded on him. “I waited, worrying if you were okay, wondering if something had happened to you. You are almost never late. Now you do not want to talk about it?” she asked, raising a fine, dark eyebrow.
Casan stood facing her. “Nuri, please, you do not understand.”
Nuri’s full lips compressed to a thin line. “Tell me what you have been doing. What are you hiding?”
Casan’s face heated. “What you do not know may keep you safe,” he said more loudly than he intended. Her questions raised his ire.
Nuri scowled. Her mouth opened and then closed with an audible click.
Keever had somehow slipped in front of Nuri. He leaned closer to Casan. “Nuri is only wanting to help. We both are. Besides, look around, you two are drawing a crowd.” Keever gestured to one side and then moved away.
Casan looked where Keever had indicated, and the heat within his face deepened. Three gathered beside the food tent he knew, too well. Bayne Loftner, Glade Eland, and Bock Suth. Coming from trader families, they were well off. Between them, they had a stake in half the town of Kell and the whole of the Black Wolf Valley. Casan almost groaned. All three strode straight for them.
With the spring festival funded in a large part by the Loftners’ mill every season, Bayne wore his usual smirk. He lorded over the entire area as if he owned everything and everyone who came to the festivities. Bayne’s beady eyes looked past Casan, dismissing him with a glance, and fell upon Nuri.
Since Nuri’s father operated a successful business as owner of the Silver River Inn, Bayne believed she deserved better than a backwoodsman, someone like himself. Stockier than he was tall, Bayne’s muscles bulged against the suppleness of the kell-leather tunic and pants, each dyed black, as he sauntered up to Nuri. Bending beside her, he whispered into her ear.
Nuri jerked away, taking a step to the side. Then she pursed her lips and looked at Casan for a long while before finally giving a delicate shake of her head.
Bayne’s leer vanished, his blue eyes flaring with anger. “I do not get what you see in this backwoods nobody. I will be around if you come to your senses.”
His smirk reappeared when he looked at Casan. “I shall see you around too, Backwoods, As’wall. Your girl-who-is-just-a-friend has a surprise for you,” he said. Laughing, he gestured to his friends and sauntered back toward the tents. The tents’ owners, Bayne’s family, had the flaps pulled up and tied to let the heat out and the cool spring air inside. Casan watched the three of them push to the front of the lines, shouldering past women and children alike.
Keever started after them too. “I have had it with that one,” he said, the tone of his voice a growl. From the many summer seasons staying in Kell or at Casan’s with his father as Bareck did various blacksmithing tasks, Keever was all too familiar with Bayne’s antics.
Casan gripped his companion by one shoulder. “No, my friend. That is what he wants. A single commotion will get the two of us thrown out of here, but not them. We will deal with him soon enough.” Turning Keever around, Casan steered him back to where Nuri stood.
Nuri looked pensive. One palm lay under her chin, and her slender fingers rose along her jawline, as if to help support the weight of her thoughts. Another familiar aspect of Nuri that Casan liked. “Come on. You guys are right about something poking at my thoughts. There are things happening, things I am not at all sure of. We should go where the three of us can talk, though you might not want to hear it.” Casan offered his arm to Nuri, and she wrapped hers around it without hesitation or comment.
Casan gave a quick glance over his shoulder as they strode off.
Bayne’s dark scowl replaced his smirk.
Casan led them past the booths selling fine lace, silks, and jewelry. He slowed when moving past the furniture maker’s booth, giving old Maury Todd a friendly nod. Maury smiled, looking comical with so many nails clenched in his mouth that it made his teeth look jagged with some gaps, which caused them all to smile back in unison. Nuri even giggled.
Giving the crowd a wide berth, Casan halted at the bonfire, behind a pile of wood stacked in a rough pyramid for the night’s dancing and storytelling. The wrist pole was in place, planted in the ground a few paces from the bonfire. Glancing up at the rings out of habit as he walked by, he saw one that he recognized. Casan stopped in his tracks and looked at Nuri’s wrist. Her wrist was bare. Casan was stunned. So that’s what Bayne meant, he thought.
Nuri’s face reddened. She looked away. Casan could only stare at the side of her head. Finally, Nuri squared her shoulders and eyed him, as if daring him to say something.
Casan did not know what to say. He had expected her to wait one more season, counted on it, in fact.
Keever laughed, a wide grin on his face.
Nuri’s gray-eyed gaze shifted to Keever. “You stay out of this, Keever Rees, or I will tell Sirraline you want her to offer her wrist ring on the pole, do you hear?”
Keever’s smile vanished. He looked as if something he swallowed had soured.
Casan held back a smile for his friend’s discomfort. Sirraline was too young for Keever, yet it did not seem to matter to her. The girl followed him whenever she got the chance, threatening to put her wrist ring on the pole if he did not trade rings with her.
Thinking of it reminded him of what Nuri’s ring on the wrist pole signified. Impatient for Casan to ask her to trade wrist rings, she had delivered an ultimatum by offering hers to compete. If he wanted it now, he would have to climb the pole and to get it first … before any other boy interested in her.
Like his friend, Casan had a sour taste in his throat, a discomfort he could have done without. Nuri’s wrist ring was about the last thing he wanted to deal with right now.
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Chapter twelve








Recesses of His Mind


THOUGH CASAN HAD EXPECTED IT, when Bayne Loftner swaggered up to the wrist pole, his anger spiked. “Blast him! I knew he would come for Nuri’s ring.” 
Raising a hand, Keever shielded his eyes from the bright, late afternoon sun as Casan had. “Not just him. His two fawners are skulking about in the background.”
Bock and Glade stood in the shadows of one of the larger evergreen pine trees that ringed the area. Bayne joined them there. Gathering his cohorts close with a motion, he spoke quickly, his arms waving. Not looking away, the other two listened to what he had to say with rapt attention.
Casan gazed up at Nuri’s ring. Tied near the top of the pole with a red ribbon—Nuri’s favorite color—her sparkling ring hung amid several other copper and silver ones. Nuri’s had reworked hers. Or, more likely, her father had purchased the fashioning from an expert craftsman. The once plain but shiny gold wrist ring now had a beautiful black-coated etching of her family crest, the great falun tree, visible even from where he stood as it snaked around the wide band. Embedded in place of some leaves on the tree, emeralds glittered. The crest left no doubt who owned the ring.
Casan made up his mind to compete for the wrist ring for the promise of bonding with Nuri. They were good together in an odd sort of way, though he really did not know what she saw in a backwoodsman like him. Neither could anyone else in town, it seemed. Except Keever. His friend never judged, only supported.
Casan looked at the pole carefully, choosing a route.
Buried deep in the ground and surrounded by a muddy mound at the base, the pole—or rather, a tree stripped of bark and every branch deemed too weak to hold the weight of a heavy boy or small man—looked to have no easy way to the top tangle of branches where the rings were. Hewn from the deadwood of a tree that had grown at a sharp angle southward two-thirds of the way up, this season’s pole made for a hard climb, a greater challenge than many of the past ones.
Casan studied the odd shape of the tree pole. The lower branches of the west side staggered a reachable distance from each other. It was the best route until coming to the big bend. Then he would shift to the south, where additional branches would make the climb faster while putting him directly under the ring. Though still a hard route to climb, he could see no better way.
Nuri nudged him with her shoulder. “Stop staring. Jed is about to start.”
Keever came up and stood beside Nuri. “You have marked the path you will go for in your mind? Good,” he said, answering his own question. “Now stick with it, but watch for the boot or fist of another climber.”
Taking Casan by the hand, Nuri led him to a shallow trench gouged out of the humid earth where several others already stood—the starting line. There, Nuri’s soft hand released his as she stood back a step or two, leaving him right beside Bayne. Casan briefly wondered at Nuri’s motive; there were many empty places along the row of participants available. Only eight others had shown up to compete, and no one else stood near the two of them, not even Bayne’s two followers, who stood together farther down the line. Casan watched as Bock said something to Glade, who laughed.
Bayne’s usual smirk had vanished. He stared at Nuri, ignoring Casan, as if he could not see someone who stood taller than he. “I’m going to enjoy our bonding promise and our first dance, Nuri. You will not want me to let go once I have had you for the full season of exclusive courtship. You shall want to become my lifeheart and mate with me repeatedly,” Bayne said, closing his eyes to mere slits and looking down his long nose with an exaggerated leer.
Nuri cheeks pinked at the edges of her sharp cheekbones.
Bayne grinned at her discomfiture and went on, glancing sidelong at Casan. “If you are exceptionally nice, I might even grant you a deep kiss.”
Casan stepped in front of Nuri, blocking Bayne’s view. “You are forgetting something important. You must get by me first.”
Nuri smiled at Bayne. “Lighten up, Cas. Bayne’s just having fun.”
Casan glanced at Nuri, biting down a sharp retort. What was she playing at? He did not know what she wanted, which made him wonder why he had ever agreed to compete for her wrist ring. After all, he had more pressing things to mull over. Such as figuring out exactly who and what he really was. Nuri would be better off with someone else, even Bayne. As a User, an untrained one at that, he was too dangerous to be around.
Mother Astal walked in front of the line handing out the colored ribbons used for the wrist ring competition. Getting to the ring was only the first part. Once reached, he would have to tie a ribbon around it before removing it from the branch, which meant he had to get there a second or two before Bayne or anyone else interested in Nuri.
Mother Astal handed him a blue ribbon, his favorite color, which she likely knew from having instructed him for five seasons. “Good luck,” she said. “You shall need it for this adventure.”
Casan liked her. “Thank you, but I think I can handle this rabble.” Smiling, Mother Astal gave a quick wink of her long right eyelash.
Stopping in front of Bayne, the matronly woman fished a black ribbon from the bottom of the remaining ribbons clasped in her hand and tossed it at the shorter boy. Bayne reached out with his right hand and snatched the ribbon out of the air, his familiar grin of insolence appearing with the catch.
Watching his mentor go, Casan gauged the line of boys standing in the muddy trench. Besides Bayne and his lackeys, Wil and Mack Longhollow—two cousins—were the only other climbers who may have an interest in Nuri’s wrist ring. The rest likely had some other girl in mind. As long as he stayed ahead of the snickering trio, he had a chance. Mack and Wil would require looking after as well.
Gray-haired Jed Lyan strode to Casan’s side, carrying the white starting flag. Jed looked at Casan as he walked, and his gray eyes shone with a companionable glint like Mother Astal’s. “Good to see you. I think she just might be worth the climb,” he said, speaking barely above a whisper.
Casan grinned. The wiry old woodcutter had always treated him well.
Jed halted within a pace of where Jed had wet the soil for the competition. Slowly, he raised the flag high. “Everyone! Prepare to start!”
Without warning, Jed snapped the flag toward the ground.
Casan scrambled up the muddy slope, making for the west side where the low-lying branch hung. Though he slipped a lot, he stayed on his feet. Scrambling up the mound, he neared his destination. Suddenly, a blunt force at his back pitched him forward violently. He fell, landing facedown in the mud.
A heavy weight thudded between his shoulder blades.
Laughing, Bayne pressed down, pushing him deeper in the mud while using him as a step to climb on the tree pole. There he stopped, gripping the branch above. “You really are a backwoods nobody, a worm stuck in the mud,” he said, laughing again. “Wait there where you belong until I get back with my new girl’s wrist ring.” Reaching for the branch above, Bayne pulled himself upward easily.
Casan reached for the branch and then fell back into the sludge. Something gripped his legs, pulling him downslope. Squirming with the strength of desperation, he rolled onto his back. Bock had a grip on both of his ankles, dragging him downward.
Jed came up behind Bock, stopping the boy’s momentum with the side of his body. “Consider yourself ejected from the competition for unfair play. Let him go.”
Bock laughed and dropped Casan’s legs. Stomping away, he took his guffaws with him.
Jed looked at the tree pole. “Better hurry, lad.”
Rolling over again, not bothering to stand, Casan splashed through the mud on his hands and knees. A glob splashed into his eyes, forcing him to stop and wipe them clear with the pit of an elbow. Finally, he made it to the branch and pulled himself upon it. From there, he climbed to another, and then another, moving upward as fast as possible while keeping his balance.
Halfway up, Bayne pulled at Wil Longhollow’s long red hair with one hand as he tried to loosen the younger boy’s grip on a branch with the other. Casan afforded the battle only a glance, glad for the distraction, which gave him a chance to catch up.
He concentrated on moving upward. Climbing hand over hand, he stretched for the next branch above as he pulled his feet up to the one below. With the pole smeared with animal fat, he nearly lost his grip more than once. He passed Glade on the east side of the narrowing trunk of the pole just as the muscular boy jumped from a slightly higher branch onto Mack Longhollow’s back. Mack lost his hold, and both fell away. Casan kept going, not looking down. He hoped Mack fared well—while not a friend, the farm boy had not mistreated him.
The next branch would put him at the northern curve of the tree’s trunk. He shimmied up the trunk to it and gained a precarious hold on the down-grown fork of wood with his right hand. He pulled himself up, using all his strength. Finally, he stood atop the branch.
“Well, well, the backwoods boy has nearly caught up. Faster than I expected, too. But not enough to win,” Bayne said from higher up, standing on a thick branch fourteen hands above. The next branch up would put him within reach of Nuri’s wrist ring. Wil Longhollow was already on the one that held the rings. “Do not worry about Wil,” Bayne said, following where Casan looked. “We have an agreement.”
Wil shrugged. “You know I have always liked Bethany, As’wall.” Wil’s statement was simple, but true. Had Casan noticed Bethany’s family crest on the wrist ring beside Nuri’s, he might have foreseen such an outcome. Now it was too late.
Wil knotted his green ribbon on the ring and then put it over his wrist. Though the banded bronze ring was too small and only clamped partway around, Wil seemed satisfied it would not come off and started back down. Dropping to the branch Bayne occupied, he wasted little time climbing past. Pausing at the next lower fork of deadwood, he sighed with relief.
Bayne laughed. “I told you, Longhollow. Bethany is safe if Nuri is mine,” he said with a smirk. Then, grabbing the branch above the wrist rings, Bayne hoisted his stocky frame easily onto the branch Wil had vacated. Moving underneath Nuri’s gold ring, he pulled the black ribbon from the leather strap encircling his waist. Instead of reaching for the ring, he looked down. “How does it feel to be a loser, As’wall?” Bayne’s smirk widened with each word.
Even as his heart sank, Casan’s anger grew. “Why are you doing this? Nuri has no interest in you, nor will she. Ever.”
Bayne’s broad face darkened with a scowl. “We shall see about that. But it truly does not matter in the slightest. Your girlfriend, your previous girlfriend, has no choice now. She will do want I want, when I want her to. And the best part is, no backwoods nobody can do a blasted thing to stop it.”
“No!”
Bayne laughed. “You are such a loser, As’wall. Watch and weep.” With exaggerated slowness, Bayne lifted the hand holding the ribbon toward the ring.
The branch Casan stood on shook.
Not far away, Wil flashed a hesitant smile.
Casan had no desire to smile back. Unlike his cousin Mack, Casan had always considered Wil his friend.
The soft whomps of flapping wings came as the only warning. Wil vanished, hidden from view by a winged creature as it flew away from the pole tree. Though larger than most men, the man-shaped creature banked and flew back toward Casan, carrying someone in its arms. Wil!
Halting just beyond the deadwood boughs of the tree, the creature hovered in place. Two shining silver octagon eyes bulged at the top of its forehead, fixed on Casan. The flyer clamped a crablike claw it had in place of a right arm around Wil’s throat. Kicking, Wil pried on the crustacean-like pincer with both hands, trying to pull it apart, slicing open his palms and fingers. Blood flowed down his arms, darkening the wrist ring and green ribbon.
Casan’s seasons of conditioning in the deep forests took in details of the creature: large leather-like membrane wings, hardened carapace skin, three-toed feet, and a large, hooked beak.
The beak opened a crack, as if it grinned, and then it casually squeezed its claw closed.
Wil’s torn body dropped away.
NO! Casan screamed into the farthest recesses of his mind.
The creature raised the pincer claw to its beak. The mandible opened wide. A row of pointed teeth lined the bottom and top. A spotted purple-red tongue flicked out of it, licking the blood clean from the claw. Snapping the hooked bill closed with an audible click, the creature flew around the curved part of the pole to where it was wide enough for it to come close. Hovering in place, the creature reached for Casan with its humanlike left hand.
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Chapter thirteen








Strained Silence


AT THE FRONT PORCH OF her cabin, Alina gave Arelya a quick hug, and then pushed her back out to arm’s length. “As always, it is good to see you, sister. But you are not well. Something has drained you, and you need my healing.” 
Arelya smiled faintly, as if she had known her sister would pick up on her depleted energy. “During a contacting to Durandas, a Dark User—or Dark Users, perhaps—attacked. The violence was strong, even though the link was severed quickly this time around. Heal away, my sister. You shall again have my utmost gratitude.”
“No, sister, you have mine. I agreed with my husband a contacting was because of the head of our order before he left for the keep,” Alina said as she fixed her right palm toward the ground and put her other hand on the side of her sister’s head. Closing her eyes, she concentrated. “I am partially to blame for your present need.” Healing had always been the most difficult for Alina. The white and blue splendor of the Flow raged below, the color of her affinity, the hue of her saturation with volatile power, the same tint found in the flecks of her green eyes if one looked close enough.
With extreme care, Alina drew a single strand, then two, into her palm. Then carefully, concentrating the power of the Flow into the hand she held to her sister’s head, Alina infused Arelya’s internal makeup with fresh energy, gauging with a critical eye when enough had filled her neuro system. An over infusion now could cause the cells to leak fluids into her body.
Satisfied with the amount, Alina made a fist and dropped her arm to her side, severing the link to the Flow. “What I can do is done,” she said, feeling slightly drained herself.
Arelya laughed with delight. “You have grown strong, my sister. I feel almost young again.”
Alina beamed. “You are younger, in a way. I have slowed the natural aging process of your body’s cells down by two to three seasons. Such Use of the Flow takes much from me. Rest is the only cure. Unfortunately, we do not know the long-term effects yet. If we are right, Laran and I shall age the same. But there is the real danger of my misjudging how much to give back and losing too much of the longevity the Flow provides.”
Arelya gaped at her.
Alina laughed. “Seeing your face makes the risk worthwhile.”
Bareck walked around the side of the cabin and climbed the steps to the porch. His booted feet thumped softly on the rough wooden planks. The blacksmith stopped near Arelya, giving Alina a nod of greeting.
Alina acknowledged the nod with a smile. “I should have known you would be in the company of this brute sister of mine,” she said.
The blacksmith looked sheepish and delighted at the same time.
Arelya flashed a small, coy smile, saying nothing.
Alina smiled at the both of them. “Come in. Our cabin is yours. We have much to discuss, and my honey cakes have cooled.” Glancing toward the bottom steps and the person who had just arrived there. “This includes you, my husband,” she said to Laran. “I particularly wish to have words with you.”
Laran’s smile was brief. “Yes, my lifeheart, there is much to speak of.”
Leading the way, Alina passed through the mudroom and strode into the sitting room to where the polished oak table and chairs that Laran had cut from a single fallen tree seasons ago. She had arranged them for the best view as soon as one entered. Having spent many hours working the wood with her husband until it met her satisfaction, Alina was proud of the magnificent pieces, along with most everything in the cabin. Though her most prized possession was the home itself.
The sprawling log home had started with a single unadorned room she and Laran built together upon first arriving at the Black Wolf Valley, while living at Durniss Keep when Casan had not reached three seasons of age.
Casan had helped with some additions when he had grown enough. Alina found she missed those days—the time spent close beside each other after finally finding a safe place where they no longer had to pack up and flee. As a family, they were stronger and safer together, but Casan had reached the time in his life where he was gone from the house longer and longer, something she would have to address soon.
Seating herself in her customary place beside Laran, Alina served tea with the honey cakes, filling the four cups from her porcelain teakettle. Fired with skill, the kettle and cups depicted the great falun trees in exquisite detail, a prized acquisition from her youth when she had lived in Surbo. “Please, Bareck, do not refrain from sampling my baking; I am certain you can eat several cakes,” Alina said when no one made a move for the sweet cakes.
Smiling broadly, Bareck reached toward the heaping plate centered on the table. “Well, we would not want them to get hard, would we?” he asked, plucking the top cake from the pile.
Alina laughed. “Agreed. Such a thing would be catastrophic.” As Arelya plucked a cake from the serving plate, Alina looked at her husband, raising an eyebrow. “I imagine Casan and Keever are at the festival?”
Laran added a honey cake to the dish beside his cup and saucer. “Yes, at my suggestion,” he said. “Afterward, they are staying the night at Jin and Starlin Longhollow’s, Keever’s request,” he added.
Her husband’s vivid blue eyes darkened as he spoke, a sign of wariness in him. The uneasiness that had plagued her for most of the day grew. With a conscious effort, she kept the tone of her voice casual as she asked, “Has something occurred beside the Dark User attack on my sister’s contacting?”
After taking a small sip of tea, Laran gave a brief nod. Setting the cup down, he brushed his long brown bangs from his eyes with both hands. “Something significant has happened and now I have a journey ahead of me,” he said with a softness that belied the firmness of his tone of voice, his resolve. “I am to take Casan to Four Bridges and then perhaps Surbo. Durandas believes he needs training, as do I. Arelya is coming along for her communication abilities, Bareck as rear guard to back me up in case of trouble, and Keever as a companion for Casan. As the town healer, they need you here. I am sorry to leave you for such a length of time with the homestead duties, my lifeheart, but I see no other way. The boy needs training. At least two full seasons are required if he is to save us all. We have known this time would come. We all have.”
Now Alina knew a big part of the reason for her trepidation. Without a second thought, she put on her most disarming smile. “Absolutely out of the question, lifeheart of mine. I will train him myself, something I had prepared to do as soon as he reached his eighteenth season, only a season from now. I shall start tomorrow morning. Durandas will have to wait,” she said, smiling her widest at the two people sitting across from her.
Laran leaned forward and fixed her with his most serious stare. “A flicker ambushed our son before we left for the keep.”
Alina’s stomach lurched. Her smile faded. “He received no injury or I would know by now.”
“No, he saved himself,” Laran said quickly. “There is other disturbing news from the keep. One of duke Durniss’s commanders had a run-in with a maimwright. As I mentioned to you a while ago, I have seen Virun’s denizens’ tracks on Wind Roar Bluffs. Though, as you recall, I had hoped it was only a single one passing through. Now we know this is not the case. Worse, swordhound packs have invaded the valley and are on the hunt.”
Alina remembered Laran telling her of the maimwright tracks—who would not recall a sign of such a vile creature? Taking a moment to absorb it all, she raised her cup to her lips but did not drink. A question occurred to her as she looked at her sister. “Why have you not contacted me about these things happening at the keep? I am quite certain you know the importance of this information.”
Arelya sat back in her chair, a slight frown marring her fine eyebrows. “Neither the duke nor his commanders saw it prudent to inform me.”
Taking another quick sip of her tea, Alina put down her cup, not apologizing for the abruptness of her words. There was too much at stake. They all knew it. Putting her fingers and both hands together on the table, she regarded the biggest man sitting at it. “And you, Bareck? Durniss would have asked you to ride with his commanders to investigate issues like these. He relies much on you and your hammer. Why have you not sent word?”
Halfway through a second honey cake, Bareck’s chewing slowed. He swallowed a large lump, forcing it down with a grimace. “Aye, but I have. The disappearance of a man and his workhorse is not something to take lightly. This happened only last week. Those before occurred in the deep snow. You know how bad last winter hit us; the road has only become passable recently.”
Alina flattened her palms on the table. “I suppose I shall have to accept the winter roadblock part of your words. You could have involved Arelya and sent word some time ago. I am disappointed that you did not.”
Bareck kept quiet.
Laran picked the cake from his plate and took a large bite out of it, washing it down with a swallow of tea. “There is more you should know,” he said, between bites.
Alina let go her perusal of Bareck and focused on her husband. Tilting her head slightly, she allowed her long hair to hang toward the table. “Please, continue.”
Laran finished the cake and drank his tea. Only then did he go on. “Today, as we neared the outskirts of town, a tree dragon attacked us. A creature I have not known of leaving the Tangled Forest to travel this far north. The Black Wolf Valley is no longer the haven it once was, I’m afraid. Consider this: something we’ve taken for granted, all of us. We have enjoyed a long respite away from the politics and magic Use from those both Dark and Light. But no longer, I fear. Those that seek us have found us. We have but two options. We can stay here and try to protect Casan while you train him. Eventually those the enemy sends will get through our defenses. Or, we can take him to Durandas and then get him to go to the Circle of Light with all the might of Surbo to hold back the dark wave. You know which option we must choose.”
Alina picked up her tea and sipped slowly. “Yes. You have to go,” she said. “And I am going with you. How would I ever protect our son from the enemy when I am not there? Did you not think of that, lifeheart of mine?”
A strained silence descended on the room.
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Chapter fourteen








No One Safe


CASAN SMELLED THE FETID STENCH of the creature with each flap of its wings as it reached for him. His eyes locked on the sharp pincer, the claw that had severed Wil’s head. He shrank away from it until the hardwood of the pole pressed against his back, stopping movement. There was nowhere to go. 
The human hand of the creature lashed out and grabbed him by the throat, squeezing with startling strength. Casan’s vision dimmed.
Something landed between the creature’s wings, ripping the hand from his throat and dropping the beast from sight. Gulping air, Casan looked down upon a scene that caused his heart to race. A few branches below, the creature flapped its wings furiously, regaining altitude slowly from the added weight of Bayne Loftner.
Bayne’s left hand gripped one spike on the exoskeleton between the shoulders, but his other arm had not fared as well. The tip of a spike protruded through his right wrist. Crying out with pain, he tried to hold on with his free hand and take the weight off.
Ponderously, the creature flapped its massive wings, gaining height inches at a time. Bayne tried to pull his arm over the spike several times, but the weight of his body kept dragging him down, causing him to yell in pain at each failure. Giving up, he gripped the spike tighter with his left hand and resorted to attempting to pull himself up. If he could get his torso higher than the spike, he might lift it free.
Once level with Casan, the creature gazed at him balefully, ignoring the struggling boy on its back for several flaps of its wings. Casan gaped. How many of the creature’s multifaceted insectoid eyes looked upon him as something to be butchered, to be chopped into pieces? Hundreds? Thousands? How many did it have?
Then, with a shocking casualness, the creature bent at the neck and bit through Bayne’s right wrist behind where the spike impaled it. Shrieking, Bayne fell away.
Without the weight, the creature sprang higher, its three-toed feet coming into view. Sharp talons grew from the tips of each toe, which put a real-life image to the footprints he had seen before on Wind Roar Bluffs. His father had called it a maimwright.
The maimwright dropped, falling back into its previous hover. The hooked beak opened, and bits of bone and flesh fell away as it reached for him again with the humanlike hand. Shuffling backward, Casan fell. Falling over the branch below on his stomach, his precious oxygenated air left his lungs with a whoosh. Hanging there as if he were wet clothing thrown over a line, Casan watched the creature adjust to his new position easily as it dropped beside him. Again it lashed out, again it clamped the hand on his throat, and once again it squeezed, closing off his ability to breathe.
An insistent tug rippled through Casan. Below, at the mound of dirt at the tree pole’s base, the ground dissolved away. The great frothing river of power appeared, flowing from nowhere out of the east. Raging to the west, it flowed from sight. Like an upside down storm, blue lightning bolts came from out of the depths. Striking in random places, the lightning lit the azure-tinted river with a radiant glow and a breathtaking beauty more vivid than anything he could recall.
The power within it pulled at him like a hook as sharp as the maimwright’s claw. Casan drew upon it, tugging a large tendril from the turmoil raging below, pulling it to him and letting it flow inside. Raw power roared past his ears, blinding him with the sweetness of its strength, filling him with enormous vibrancy. Power, vast and unlimited, flowed. His for the taking. His to command!
The Flow coursed in into his brain and thundered into his thoughts. Power like nothing he could imagine! His body ached with power, and he found it hard to form a thought. He could not see. He could not breathe. There was no thinking of anything beyond the roar of power within his mind.
But there was a feeling.
Pain.
Too much!
Casan cut the tie, severed the flow from the river.
The roaring vanished. The power remained. Casan’s vision returned with a blue haze that coated all. The azure tint permeated the ground, the tree pole, the sky, and the malevolent maimwright.
A memory surfaced of his mother cutting the hem on his kell shirt with her scissors when he had grown taller. Focusing on the Flow, Casan visualized scissors, his own pincer claw. The Flow responded. A blue radiance sprang around his right hand, glowing with a brilliant azure splendor. Spreading his index and forefinger parted the Flow as it followed the outline of his digits. Opening and closing his fingers produced the cutting effect he envisioned.
His first snip severed the maimwright’s claw arm at the elbow. His second sheared the remaining portion of the arm at the shoulder. A black substance oozed from the amputated shoulder. The creature shrieked. Frantically, it flapped its wings, attempting to fly away. Snipping clinically, calm in the blue haze of the Flow, Casan cut both of the maimwright’s legs off at the thigh.
Lighter from the loss of such heavy limbs, the creature sprang higher, leveling out at the top of the pole. Spinning in the air, the creature turned, flapping ponderously to fly away. Casan severed both wings, cutting them away with one large snip at its broad back. The creature screeched as it fell past.
Jumping from branch to branch downward, Casan climbed quickly down to the pole’s base, where Bayne lay unconscious, bleeding profusely from the severed limb. Still in the Flow’s thrall, Casan snipped away the jagged edges. Then, a memory of Keever’s white- hot forge switched the scissors to a hungry blue flame. He cauterized the wound with a brief touch. The move brought a rush of light-headedness into his brain. The ground spun beneath his feet. Reeling, he released the Flow.
Slowly, the ground stilled. Bayne lay in the mud at his feet, moaning softly. Gathered below the mound, a crowd of familiar faces gaped with widened eyes and differing expressions. Fear shone the darkest on most features, but disgust and even loathing were on some of the older faces. Casan could not blame them. I would probably think I was some kind of monster too, after what just happened, he thought.
Jed Lyan broke the menacing silence that permeated the air around the wrist pole. “Listen, all of you. There might be more of that foul creature’s kind around. Go home and gather your weapons, the ones you used to defend against the Tharg. Meet at the Silver River Inn in a half bell. Make haste, there’s little light left this day. Go now.”
The crowd dispersed slowly. Most walked away, murmuring among themselves in groups of three or four.
Mother Astal dashed up the mound, dropping to her knees beside Bayne, unmindful of the brown stains on her yellow dress. After checking for a pulse at his neck with her index and forefinger, she looked under his eyelids one at a time. Lifting the maimed arm a little, she inspected the wound. “You did a fine job with him, Casan. I think he shall live, though he will have a hard life ahead of him.”
Standing, she gazed up at Casan, searching his eyes. “Can you move? Perhaps you should go home and let your family know what has happened here. Your mother will know what to do, I suspect.”
Casan managed a weak smile as they moved down the mud slope.
Wil’s body lay on the other side of the pole, covered by someone’s coat.
Mother Astal stopped to stand by Jed, who stared as Casan passed by, a look of profound respect on his tanned old face. Casan gave him a nod and then waved off Keever and Nuri—they were coming to help him—when he stumbled on level ground after the slope of the mound. Instead, his friends fell in beside him, one on each side.
When Nuri’s fine eyebrows furrowed and she opened her mouth, Casan spoke quickly, hoping his voice wouldn’t fail. “I have to go. Please do not talk me out of it.”
Nuri stopped. “Go? Where?”
Keever halted, too. “I think he means we are going to his cabin where he is certain to tell us everything that is going on, right, Casan?”
Saying nothing, Casan kept going without looking back. His friends would follow. Soon he came to where he had left Stealth tethered. The mare snorted once and shook her head, eager to be going. Casan gave her a quick pat on the neck, then untied the reins and mounted her. His stomach churned violently as he settled into the saddle. Why did I not save Wil? He choked down the bile that rose in his throat at the thought.
Nuri and Keever marched up as he backed the mare away from the other horses picketed there.
Nuri slipped a hand under Stealth’s bridle. Casan frowned. “Let go, Nuri.”
Nuri’s other hand held a clump of grass. “Only if you agree to let me ride behind you, Casan As’wall,” she said, feeding the horse the greenery. Stealth chomped noisily on the offered flora.
“No,” Casan immediately said. “It is too dangerous around me. You now know what I am.”
Keever snorted. “Nuri does not bloody care that you are a User, and neither do I, now that I know. Where you go, I go.”
Casan looked from one to the other and then sighed. “I do not know where I am to go, but I know I must leave. Do you two not understand? That thing came after me. You saw what it did to Wil and Bayne. No one will be safe as long as I am here.” Casan’s voice cracked at the mentioned of Wil. His friends had to know he was right.
“But—” Nuri began.
Casan held up a hand. “I have to leave,” he repeated softly. “Forget about me. Take care of Bayne.” Leaning forward in his saddle, he pulled her fingers from the bridle.
Nuri did not resist.
Facing Stealth east, Casan urged the mare into a canter.
“At least tell me where you are going!” Nuri shouted after him. Glancing back, Casan’s stomach churned again, this time with sadness. Looking frightened, lovely, and forlorn, Nuri folded her arms at her waist. He hoped it would not be the last image he had of her, though he feared it so.
Keever’s anxiety spooked his horse as he fought to untie Fleet One’s reins.
Encouraging Stealth into a gallop, Casan hoped he would get no one else killed.
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Chapter fifteen








Dark Breed


LARAN GAZED HELPLESSLY AT HIS lifeheart. 
Alina’s delicate hands were firm on her small hips, and her vivid green eyes shone with uncompromising irritation. “You shall have to find another pack horse. One is not enough for my things. I cannot possibly make do, as you so ineloquently put it.” The tone of her voice was low and mild, but succinct.
Tightening his grip on Carom’s reins, Laran sighed. He made a silent pact with himself to not use the words “make do” together in a sentence again whenever he spoke to his love. He looked at Bareck. “Can you carry two more packs on Seventeen and a Half? I can manage another on Carom. Black Foot will carry the women until we get another horse.”
“Aye,” Bareck said. “As soon as Arelya brings the beast here. I am trying to get him used to her. There may come a time when I am not around to solve these minor issues.”
Alina’s demeanor brightened when she flashed a quick smile. “Mother Astura forbid that ever happens, and thank you both. There are necessities beyond clothes one has to have while traveling. Perhaps you love to eat bland food and look like the road dust stirred up by your passing?”
Bareck coughed, the slight natural pink color of his face darkening. “Well, uh, glad I could be of service.”
Laran felt his face heat a little, too. He had failed to consider the aspects of a prolonged journey with the opposite gender, but should have. “Casan and Keever will probably have some space in their saddlebags when they arrive, as well.”
Arelya charged around the corner of the cabin, the reins of Bareck’s steed gripped behind her in one hand. The big stallion trotted behind her. “Prepare!” she said, loudly. “A dark breed of swordhounds and shadowstalkers are coming!”
Alina ripped Carom’s reins painfully from Laran’s hand. Pulling her belt knife free from the sheath at her waist, she sliced the packhorse’s reins free of the hitching post and then slapped all the leather straps into her sister’s hand. “Take them inside. Hurry! We cannot lose any.” Without waiting to make certain her command followed, Alina turned to meet the threat.
Briefly, concern for his lifeheart churned Laran’s insides; Alina had not Used in battle for seasons. Did she need time to work into it again? And just as bad, what if his interruptions of the Flow had slowed? What would they do then? No! Such thinking brought only hesitation when the enemy would give no quarter. This was not the time to wonder, only to act.
Reaching over his shoulder, Laran drew the greatsword from his back scabbard and moved a few paces away from the cabin’s porch; he waited at the cleared area between the stables and the homestead.
One of the dark breeds, a swordhound, raced around the corner of the stables, sliding slightly in the soft mud from its great speed. As tall as a warden, the wolflike border guardians who patrolled the borderland between Virun and the White Lands, the furless, skinless creature was all black muscles, sinew, and bone.
Its radiant almond-shaped black eyes glowed with raving madness. Jagged rows of gnarled teeth snapped at the air, biting at nothing with its wide and flat triangle-shaped jaws. With its powerful canine legs pumping, the swordhound gained momentum and leaped from twenty-five paces away.
Laran jumped to one side and chopped downward, slicing through half its thick neck behind the ring of sharp bone spikes that protruded outward. Sinking into the heavy exoskeleton of the spine, Laran nearly lost his hold on the greatsword from the weight of the dark beast as it collapsed to the ground, flat triangle snout first.
Laran followed the hound’s body to the ground, hanging on to the sword’s grip as the hound slid to its last stop. Using his booted foot to pry his weapon free, he kept well away from the dagger-sharp tines poking out of the short black fur along its backbone. A foul black ichor quickly pooled around the beast’s head, the heat of it steaming the ground and giving off a fine black mist that rose into the air and quickly dispersed.
Sword in hand, he whirled.
The rest of the pack thundered around the corner, nine strong. Growling and slavering at the jaws, they fixed radiant black eyes berserk with violence upon him. Spurred onward with a target in sight, their furless muscular front and back haunches raked large, long-clawed paws into the moist ground as they scrambled for purchase, kicking up thick chunks of mud.
Behind them, two shadowstalkers—the pack masters—loped into view. The black apparitions, wolflike shapes that flickered in and out of substantial view in the midday sunlight, goaded the swordhounds on. Grossly elongated snouts, much longer than the hounds, snapped at the heels of the slowest beasts, which glinted brightly in the midmorning sun now and then from the many rows of needle- sharp teeth of the shadowstalkers as they flitted in and out of sight behind the pack. Running back and forth behind the charging hounds, their crocodilelike mouths urged the hounds onward.
Laran braced for the impact of the leading two swordhounds who ran together. Red spittle foamed from two pairs of jaws that snarled and nipped at one another as each raced to get to him first. One beast bent its powerful back haunches and launched into a leap; the other kept its headlong charge.
Sword raised, Laran waited for the precise moment. Two paces away, the leaping swordhound’s great head and neck exploded in bright red blood, splattering vertically in front of him. The rest of its body stopped cold, sliding to the ground and leaving a wide blood streak in the air before him. The one charging met the same fate, only lower to the ground. For a moment, Laran was confused.
Then he understood. Alina had cast a physical barrier around him. The hounds came not from the Flow, nor were they dark creations; instead, their master bred and trained them to seek and destroy whatever he desired. As living creatures, the hounds could not pass through a physical barrier. Not so with the dark creations he knew as the shadowstalkers. Created with the Flow, the dark things would have no trouble tearing apart those foolishly believed safe behind a barrier meant to repel physical attacks.
The shield dissipated as the pack came on.
Alina moved beside him and clasped her hand in his. Sheathing his sword, he opened a conduit to the Flow and drew upon the power, transferring it to his lifeheart as soon as the tube filled.
Alina drank hungrily, drawing greater and greater quantities, forcing him to interrupt the Flow of power again and again. The white-blue glow of her color sprang to life, surrounding them. His lifeheart had set an additional barrier, a wall that half-circled outward toward the pack. Interrupting yet again, Laran smiled into the face of danger. His wife, his lifeheart, had a long disused reservoir to fill. He was happy to provide the raw power she required, and it had been a long time since he had given it to her.
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Chapter sixteen








What She Feared


THE FLOW RACED THROUGH ALINA at a nearly uncontrollable rate, heating her blood with power. Drawing deeper still, imbibing the richness of the silent crackling sensation that was the great river of energy, Alina reveled in the heady feeling of immense  power. Unlimited energy at its rawest, purest, and deadliest. Oh, how she had missed it. Deep in the throes of unadulterated, limitless power was where a woman like her belonged. 
Giddy with the bittersweet, tingly ache of the Flow coursing within and demanding a release, Alina allowed those swordhounds remaining in the pack to come closer. Though the power within her burned for a release and grew more insistent with every strand drawn, she could not stop. Would not. Not yet.
Their foul job completed by working the hounds into a charging frenzy, the shadowstalkers crept toward the safety of the barn where they could blend in with the shadows, where their power would be far greater. No! Alina could not allow that. Dissolving the physical barrier, Alina released a Flow hurricane.
The white-blue wall of radiance that sprang from her hands stretched the width of the cabin and blew forth at a high rate of speed. Shredding the wooden tie rails in front of the cabin, the glowing gale of wind swept shards of wood, soil, and bits of rock into the dark breed. The shards of debris ripped into the hounds as the gale carried them into the shadowstalkers, lifting everything in its path and hurling it all toward the side of the barn even as the debris tore through them. Slamming into the wall in one enormous ball, the dark creatures exploded, spotting the thick wood like rancid splashes of humid mud.
Without the shadows, their forms were fully corporeal.
Alina dropped her hand, severing the sweet surge of the Flow with difficulty. Blood splotches were all that remained of the hounds; the shadowstalkers had left dark smears. That was too easy. Whoever sent them should have known Laran and I could handle such a small pack, and only two shadowstalkers, Alina thought. “Something is not right. I do not recall them charging when we fought them before Casan was born.”
“Nor do I,” Laran said. “They circled back behind us then, looking for the weakest point.”
Bareck strode to the south end of the front sundeck, glancing around as he spoke. “Then why come barreling at us like that? What did they want so badly?”
Fear flowed into the pit of Alina’s stomach. “Casan! They must believe he is home! Arelya, we need those horses now!” Alina screamed, running for the cabin.
A thunderous crash came from the back of the cabin, followed by the horses’ whinnies of fear. Alina jumped onto the sundeck.
Afraid for her sister, Alina sent a ball of white flame into the ironbound entrance that blocked her way inside. Exploding inward, the door swung back on its hinges, the wood disintegrating wherever there was no black iron band to hold it together. Not slowing, Alina jumped over the bottom band, ducked under the top one, and raced through the kitchen, coming to a sliding stop in the front room.
What she had feared for many seasons was now in full bloom. Dark Users were in her home.
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Child of Darkness


EAGER TO TELL ALINA HOW Casan took off after killing a monstrosity and how he possibly saved the town of Kell, Nuri ran breathlessly into a scene straight from one of old Fargas’s stories—and slid to a halt at the surreal enormity of it all. White and blue lightning erupted from  inside the As’wall cabin through a gaping hole in the roof. The sizzling bright lightning lanced into winged shapes, knocking the shapes from the darkening sky. The jagged edges of the hole burned with a red radiance as large billows of smoke drifted into the moonlit night air.
Black- and red-robed figures hurled luminescent red and black cones of power at the cabin. The funnels started out small and then widened as they flew, detonating against the cabin and blasting away chunks of the sturdy logs making up its walls. Other black- cloaked and hooded figures sent glowing black blades spinning toward all visible windows. Though the glass shattered, a barrier of some sort dispersed the whirling blades, breaking them into wisps of smoke that curled skyward.
Interspersed with those standing, men and women wearing robes of red or brown kneeled beside some of those garbed in the black. Their bared heads provided a rest for a black-robed hand, though it was much more than that. Nuri recalled details of the stories. Those kneeling, Interrupters all, had established a link to the Flow for the dark-robed Users.
Another jagged bolt of lightning ripped through the hole, lighting
up a creature above the cabin of the same species that had attacked Casan at the wrist ring pole. The creature hugged a bundle to its foul chest, refusing to let go even though it lost altitude. As the thing sank past the brighter luminescence of a hole in the roof, Nuri got a good look at its burden. Her breath escaped her. The creature carried a child.
As the thing spiraled downward, the damage to its wings and body grew apparent—the wings burned with a blue flame along the edges, black fluid flowed from large tears in its thighs and punctured waist. The next downward spiral brought a better view of the child kicking and squirming under the creature’s clutches. Long wisps of lighter- colored hair trailed out from under a black hood. The child was in grave danger.
Thudding to the ground nearby, the creature staggered to a halt. Though teetering from side to side, it stayed upright. It tilted back its nightmarish, beaked head and released an ear-piercing screech.
The rancid smell of burning wings gusted though Nuri as she plucked the child from under the creature’s arms. She fled toward the cabin.
Ahead, two Dark Users pummeled the As’wall cabin’s front entrance with black spears and spinning blades of power that exploded on impact. Behind them and to the left, a red-robed female User kneeled, interrupting the Flow for a nearby Dark User. Much of the entrance lay scattered about, blasted away. Only the wood above the top and bottom iron bands remained intact.
Frantic, Nuri wrapped her arms tighter around the child, sped up, and slammed into the kneeling red robe, careening the woman into the black robe and knocking them both to the side. Nuri leaped to the other side, out of the way of the rotating blades the black robe had just released. Roaring from increased velocity, the whirling blades ripped into the red- and black-robed Dark Users, cutting them down from behind.
Bypassing the cabin’s blazing steps, Nuri jumped upon the decking, making it up the front porch. The child was oddly light as a newborn infant in her arms. Though obscured, as if she looked at them through the bottom of a stained-glass bowl, people moved about the cabin.
Avoiding the many places of splintered wood sticking upward from dark jagged holes, Nuri leaped over the bottom band of the door, ducking her head to clear the top. Mid leap, something smooth and unyielding slammed into her head and shoulder, knocking her to the decking on her back. Stunned, she lay still, her head throbbing in pain and her shoulder protesting in agony.
The child stirred in her arms. Nuri sat up. The child climbed from her lap, turning to face her. As her thoughts screamed of the need for them to run, to get away from the cabin inaccessible to the two of them, the child reached up with both hands and drew back the hood. Nuri blinked, her mind refusing to believe what her eyes viewed.
Baleful and gray, the face that met her uncomprehending vision grinned with an unimaginable wickedness, showing long pointed teeth. The child had no eyes, only darkness gaping from the sockets. They were characteristics old Fargas had described with graphic detail. As the old storyteller looked down at her, his gray eyes bright, he had ended his story with a two-sentence declaration every single time. His raspy words rang through her mind, even now: “Pray to Onan, the Green Mother, or whatever deity you follow that you never meet a dark child remnant. Though rare, their kind is an abomination of wickedness too powerful for this world from which they are not.”
What old Fargas had failed to mention was the raw, insatiable hunger Nuri sensed from the thing under the cloak, the voracious desire that emanated from the tendrils of blackness flicking out of the darkness within the child’s eyes. For a moment, her brain refused to comprehend such terrible hunger. Then Nuri recalled she had sensed such raw need once before within another creature of darkness. A dark bush-like thing Casan fought weeks ago at Eland’s Clearing.
Horror bloomed deep within her. Casan was not here to protect her this time.
A scream gurgled in Nuri’s throat and then broke off as the tendrils touched her.
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Flow of Her Tears


THE SUDDEN CEASE OF ENERGY attacks brought about a quietness that was ominous, though a welcome respite to Alina. Maintaining the dome of protection inside the cabin had drained her both physically and mentally. After a long while, when no other outbreak seemed forthcoming, Laran closed his conduit to the Flow and Alina let go of his hand. Her husband’s paler skin tone and the darkening lines under his blue eyes showed a red tint, likely mirroring her own Flow fatigue, but she could not release the power. Not all of it. Not yet. 
Alina drew from the Flow she still kept within her. She had learned long ago to expend the strands of power her lifeheart interrupted first. Now she reinforced the shield dome covering the bulk of her home, except for the wide hole at the top she left open for physical retaliation against flyers. Bareck’s suggestion to do so had been nothing short of brilliant. Instead of having to huddle under her bubble and hope she was stronger than the dark horde’s concerted attack, she and her companions had a way of fighting back. One that had taken the Dark Users by surprise and ended the heavy aerial assaults.
“Thank the Great Mother!” Arelya said. “You may release your barrier now, my sister. The Dark Users opened a gateway. They are gone.”
Alina let the shield drop but strengthened the bands of Flow binding the eight black robes to her. She may still have need of the power siphoned from them and the boost it gave her. After glancing at the eight youths, now old men, she decided she need not have bothered with the reinforcement. Sixteen deep-sunken glazed eyes, in as many sockets, met her gaze from inside the circle of white-blue she had created to siphon the Flow out from them after they failed to ambush her and everyone inside her home last night.
The horses inside the cabin had taken the dark robes by surprise and alerted Alina to the Dark Users creeping through the back door. Thankfully, they were all inexperienced; a quick wrap of the Flow at proximity had bound their ability to Use only to her. A second wrap had tied them to each other in a circle, a formation that boosted the Flow output from the eight into her when Laran installed a conduit to her from them.
Alina turned away from the eight young-old boy-men, sadness and regret warring within her for the way it had come out, for the way it had had to be. Through the feverish battle, she had siphoned too much of the Flow from the bound Dark Users. With so many enemies bombarding her barrier with energy attacks, the Flow expenditure required to keep the protection bubble had been great, not to mention fending off the flyers with precision fire. Having little choice, Alina drained all their pooled and collective essence without knowing it. After such a relentless siphon, there was nothing left to power the motor faculties necessary to keep a person alive, such as filling one’s lungs with air.
Again, remorse for the necessity of taking a human life gripped Alina, but she shunted the emotion aside. The Dark Users had broken into her home—crept through the back door, which left little doubt of the murderous intent of each one. Releasing the protection bubble and the binding link with it, she dropped the eight bodies to the floor. Watching each black robe to make certain that sixteen lungs failed to rise, she thought about how close it had come for them, even with the added power at her disposal.
Though Bareck had defended the ruined rear entrance with his axes, piling the dead ten high in several places around him, and Arelya had made use of her bow effectively against many flyers and Users charging the dome with physical weapons, they had barely held back the score of maimwrights. Then the dark childlike creation had arrived, carried by one of the winged monsters.
Even away from darkness, in the full light of early morning, where the dreadful creature’s malevolence was far weaker, a shudder of revulsion passed through Alina. As something she had only heard about, the dark child, a Dark User creation—and not one of the alien ones—had proved a formidable foe, unleashing a dark storm of fear that ravaged everyone within the cabin. They had nearly succumbed to it, almost became a gibbering mess as all of them, including the eight bound Dark Users who had stopped resisting her, cowered in fright. No one, not even Laran, had the concentration to interrupt the Flow.
On the verge of absolute terror, with the madness of fright threatening to blow away all sensibilities, Laran had pulled her back from the edge by offering her a thread to grasp at a lifeline to save them all. His desperate shout to target the maimwright’s wings with her power had pulled her from the brink by giving her a greater fear. The concern for the safety of someone Alina loved dearly, her lifeheart.
Taking away the dreadful winged creature’s flight capability had ended the dark child’s ability to send its magic through the hole left in the barrier, a limitation of its powerful magic they stumbled upon. Alina would take any insight into an enemy, however she could get it. The dark child had to see its target to direct the fright, it seemed, for no more terror attacks assaulted them.
As the others worked at packing, Alina took stock of the damage done to the cabin. Her shield had protected them from the magical violence but had done nothing for the physical attacks from the outside. The Dark Users’ hacking with hammers, axes, and even swords left gaping, splintered holes that dotted every wall. The windowsills had piles of shattered glass. Only one shutter had made it through, but it hung to one side by a single hinge.
With the protection of the dome, the inside fared better, though only temporarily. With all the holes in the exterior, the natural elements of the northern country would see to that. The hot sting of tears blurred Alina’s vision.
For many seasons Alina had been happy with the little cabin in the woods as they nurtured Casan here, guiding him toward the wonderful man he was fast becoming. Both she and her lifeheart had cherished every moment. A sudden thought dried her eyes and her mouth. “Laran! Arelya and I are going after the boys. What if this entire night of keeping us here was only a ruse to get to Casan? I am going to the Longbottom ranch.”
Laran dropped the string of the herb bag he was tying as if it had suddenly bitten him. “I am coming too!”
Alina quickly removed a pair of nondescript floorboards beside her husband and lifted out the bulging kell-leather bag they had kept carefully hidden there, then slung it over her shoulder. “No, dear one. We need supplies. We will not be returning. Take only the most critical items and do not forget to pack one bag for Casan. Meet us at the Silver River Inn in one and a half bells.
“One other thing, my lifeheart. We know of no gateways ever attuned to this valley, which made it easy to choose this place. The natural defenses, along with the many expert woodsmen around to sound an alert, make it highly unlikely that so many Dark Users along with the creatures of the dark could hold such a concerted attack without our getting advance word. They must have used a portable gateway. Someone, possibly more than one, had to carry the gateway to safety. I do not believe they would chance flying something that important away with a maimwright, though I cannot be certain. They had to have some stealthy way of entering the valley, though I cannot fathom how. You may look for signs of it carried overland for half a bell only.”
Though he said nothing, Laran’s jaw set as he walked away toward the kitchen and the food larder there. A certain sign of his displeasure. Alina turned her back on him, facing her sister. “We ride, Arelya. Black Foot should handle both of us.”
Behind Arelya, Bareck paused at the doorway to the kitchen. A pair of saddlebags strung over his shoulders slapped softly against his broad back. “Is it safe for the two of you to go off alone?”
Arelya tossed the small pile of clothes she had sorted and folded into a bag. Tying the bag, she gave it a fleeting look of noble sacrifice for the room still left inside. “Kell is not far, and neither is the Longhollow ranch. Not to worry, blacksmith, I shall scan ahead the entire ride if it will ease your worry.”
Bareck’s face flushed slightly behind his beard. “Please, see that you do.”
Working quickly, Alina tied the three bags behind Black Foot’s saddle.
Laran strode through the kitchen’s doorway and halted beside her. “Meet us at the inn at one and a quarter bells. Ride with care, both of you,” he said.
Alina smiled. “Do I not always, my husband?”
Laran’s return smile was brief. “I will have an answer to that at the Silver River Inn in one bell. Get to the boys as soon as you can, bring us all back together. We are stronger together as one.”
Arelya urged Black Foot forward, coaxing the big stallion over the rubble and through the gaping hole that used to be the dining room wall, climbing into the saddle when the danger of a head impalement from splintered roof joists had passed. Guiding the horse down the two steps, Arelya halted the stallion alongside the decking, making it an easier mount for Alina.
Alina hopped over the wall and mounted behind her sister. As they rode away from her little cabin in the woods, Alina kept her eyes forward. A glance back at the wreckage of the best seasons of her life would release the flow of her tears again.
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Chapter nineteen








Great Menace


THE EARLY MORNING LIGHT SLIPPED over the top of the snow-covered mountains and then cascaded downslope, lancing Casan full in the face with its bright silver-white luminance. Putting his free hand to his forehead to block the heaviest rays, he searched impatiently for the best path upward that avoided the larger and slicker ridges of the frozen mud that glistened on the steep mountain trail leading to Pass Wannabe. Once the light touched the path he and Keever chose during last night’s precarious ascent by the light of the moon, the ride thus far would seem mild and uneventful. As the sunrays strengthened and melted the frozen earth, their horses would slip worse in the softer mud, dangerously so. Casan hoped they would top out before then, but it was going to be close. Having one animal break a leg, throw a rider, or both, would be catastrophic and deadly. 
Loose shale rock replaced the mud, another dangerous obstacle, but thankfully, it was not a thick vein. Pressing the shale into dirt underneath, Stealth’s powerful rear haunches provided the muscle for the mare’s hooves to dig for purchase while her front feet pawed and clattered through the thin gray rock and the last few yards of sharp incline. At the top, a frigid canyon wind blowing from both sides of the ridge chilled the back of Casan’s neck and face at the same time.
With Keever and Fleet One close behind, Stealth trotted over the narrow ridge top of Pass Wannabe, a name muttered by merchants making the journey from Four Bridges long ago that had stuck. Even now, most traders considered the pass as nothing more than a dangerous trail one had to traverse to hawk wares. The eastern rise of the sun glared white, ringed with an angry red flare that he should have expected as they rode on. Shielding his eyes again, Casan squinted, looking at what lay ahead. The mare lowered her head a little, allowing the appendages on the top edge of her irises, the equine version of sunshades, to function as a partial sun shield. Sure-footed now, Stealth and Fleet One trotted down the gentle slope of the east side at a faster pace without prompting. The horses seemed to want to put the trials of the steep slope behind them as much as they did.
The fierce, icy wind stung exposed skin as it gusted upward from the bottom of the eastern slope, but it soon slowed and the bright glare waned as they went down into the shadowed shelter of the big ridge. Putting his free hand inside the sleeve of his coat to warm, the events of the evening before replayed in his mind with vivid starkness, a chilling memory that refused to dim or lessen as the sun and wind had.
Wil dead. Bayne maimed for life. Casan had destroyed the creature, overcome it by using the Flow. He, Casan As’wall, was a User. One of those blasted magic Users who everyone he knew and grew up with spoke of with fright and revulsion for all of his eighteen seasons. Now he was one of those to fear and revile.
Even worse, as a product of a dark experiment, they had engineered him to become one. Was he destined to become one of those arrogant tyrants one who murdered without remorse for the sake of growing stronger? Would he ultimately commit atrocities for gathering the almighty power all Users seemed to think solely about? Casan’s stomach churned.
Flashes of images sorted into memories—his frigid gallop in the snow. Stealth slowing of her own accord halfway to Durniss Keep. Keever riding up as the evening twilight darkened to night. The darkness of the keep looming upon the nocturnal landscape. There, they had slipped past the keep’s eastern guardhouse, though Casan had expected to be hailed by those on watch at any moment.
Keever’s claimed knowledge of the sentries’ habits had proven valid, and they’d had no trouble raiding the Rees residence for supplies. Keever then insisted on taking most all the coins tucked away within the smithy, a substantial sum of silver and gold. How would they ever pay it all back?
Then the nightmarish narrow escapes climbing the steep hanging cliff side trail of Pass Wannabe, leading the horses when the trail was hard to see, where a single mishap would’ve ended the journey—a foolish undertaking seen now in the light of day.
Casan shunted the memories away and rode on, glad for the distraction of the lush green scenery of the mountain blooming outward before him, and for the chance to be alone with his thoughts. Keever seemed to sense it. He made no move to ride beside him and talk. In the distance far below, the great lake of Lake Everclear grew steadily larger. Then he focused on the trail ahead.
As the day gave way to the first dregs of evening, the sky darkened and the scent of rain grew strong in the air. Had he a choice, Casan would much prefer snow. A downpour of rain lowered the body’s temperature much faster than snow. Things could get uncomfortable quite fast. Casan slowed, letting Keever ride up beside him. “The chance of making it to Four Bridges without getting wet is not good. The horses are tired.”
Keever glanced around, raising his head toward the sky last. “There is no help for it. I do not see shelter nearby. Trying to get through a chilly night huddled under a tree as those clouds pour a river on us holds little appeal to me. We have less than a bell before that happens.”
Casan nodded, having come to the same conclusions. “Let’s see if Stealth and Fleet One have a little left in them to make it to Four Bridges before nightfall.”
Keever looked to the east at the gathering storm. “I was hoping you’d say that. Come on, I know the fastest trail down from here.” Urging Fleet One forward with gentle pressure from his knees on the horse’s ribs, he jumped ahead.
Casan followed close behind. Stealth seemed to want to keep up, moving into a fast trot, even though her sides bellowed for air. The not-so-distant booms reverberating broadly within the darkening eastern sky had likely given the mare a second wind.
The trot proved short-lived. After only half a bell, rain fell with the sudden ferocity and frigidness only new spring had, falling upon them in slanting torrents from two sides, both east and west. The path grew slippery, the footing treacherous, made worse by the exhausted horses. Storm or not, there was no choice but to slow to a walk.
Before long, Casan laid the reins over the saddle horn and slipped his frozen hands under his arms. Though the risk of falling from the slick saddle was a concern, heat retention had become a larger one. The path widened, becoming two that ran parallel to each other, a wagon trail. Half filled with pooled water, the ruts in the trail reflected the shadowy pine trees on both sides as the riders passed through in the deepening twilight.
Blocked somewhat from the pines, the rain slowed to a drizzle. Then, suddenly—to Casan’s relief—the lights of Four Bridges twinkled not far below, flickering like wind teasing at a candle’s flame.
Fleet One clomped through a fast-moving rivulet, splashing water as high as his belly. Keever cursed. “Blast it! That did not look that deep. Where do you want to hole up?”
“Find the nearest inn.”
“Aye, Captain Casan,” Keever said. “Have you thought about where we’re going after Four Bridges?”
“No, not yet. We’ll talk about it when we get something to eat and warm up some.”
They slogged along a boggy street toward the dark silhouette of housing. Veering to the right, Keever rode to a well-lit, two-story structure that loomed large, like a wooden palace at the end of the street. A wooden sign tacked beside a two-shuttered window depicted a plain, though travel-stained, one-horse wagon. The words: The Muddy Wagon Inn and Tavern, hand painted with vibrant colors and bold letters, rose in an arch above the wagon.
Casan almost suggested they go some place else, but he had told his friend to find the nearest one. He’d heard, mostly from his father, from Laran, that the inn had a reputation as a favorite layover for wayfarers and ruffians where fighting broke out often. The last thing he wanted was an altercation right now. Laran had been right in many things, so he would trust him now, but there was no escaping the fact of the man he’d always thought his father had kept secrets from him. Big secrets. Perhaps from his mother too.
An adjoining large-roofed building with wide double doors had the look of stables. Dismounting, Casan pushed the left door open and led Stealth through, stopping in front of a broad-faced, muscular man standing with his arms folded at his wide chest. Leading his horse also, Keever came up beside him.
The man perused them both, his dark eyes lingering on Casan. “I am the master of this fine stable; what service do you seek?” he asked, the tone of his voice mild and the pitch higher than one would expect for a man his size.
Casan thought it obvious, but he replied to the stable master’s question, anyway. “Our horses need stabled.”
The man’s eyes flickered with annoyance. “Yes, I expected as much. Will they require grooming? Feeding of oats or hay, or both? Lodging for a night or more? Each service is an additional cost.”
“Oh, right,” Casan said. “The works, please, for one night. Should we require more than one, I’ll get word to you.”
Keever glanced at Casan sidelong. “Are you certain that is truly needed and wise? What price for ‘the works’?” he asked the stable master.
The stable master kept his passive brown eyes locked on Casan. “Five coppers a horse.”
Keever winced. “Too much,” he said. “That is half a silver piece.”
Casan held out the reins. “Ten coppers is fair, agreed. They need the extra care. The journey so far has tested their endurance.”
Gathering the reins, the stable master’s face frowned slightly as he took the thin leather straps from Keever. “Your horses will carry you for many seasons. Treat them as a loyal companion whose sole care depends on you.” He turned back to Casan. “Are you staying at the tavern?”
Casan caressed Stealth’s long cheek. Though he knew the mare would be in expert hands for the night, he couldn’t help worrying a little that something might happen. “Yes,” he said. “But first, I wish to brush Stealth myself, though I shall still pay for the service. Which stable is for them? I will follow you.”
The stable master’s features cleared. “Leave them to me. I shall groom them at no cost. The rest of the services you shall find tallied to the tavern’s tab.” He nodded toward a short foyer with a sturdy wooden door painted green. “Access to the Muddy Wagon is through there,” he said. Without another word, he led the horses deeper within.
At the end of the foyer, another door awaited, this one painted brown. Hinged to swing both directions, it was a common design of larger taverns meant to keep the pungent fragrance of the stables within the stables.
Keever pushed through, holding the brown door open with his tall frame. Thick smoke and raucous voices washed over Casan. Stepping past his friend, he stopped to get his bearings, looking for the inn’s keeper. The door banged closed behind him with a finality he found disturbing.
Stunningly quick and with a strength that staggered him, an image of a symbol flashed through his mind.
Black on one side, white on the other, and octagonal, the symbol’s inner pinwheel pattern, drawn with thin, sticklike lines, formed a myriad of intricate wheels tipped with round spikes. The symbol emanated a menace he could not quite grasp, a profound danger to any that stood within its path. So why was it facing him?
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Chapter twenty








One Thought


THE EARLY MORNING TWILIGHT DID not yet produce sufficient light and did little to warm the crisp air, not nearly as much as Alina would have liked. Though her blood ran hot from the anger of losing her home, the coldness of fear and worry for her family won over. She shivered.  I am coming, my son. Please, Great Onan, let him be safe. Casan had already been away from her for a night. Who knew what manner of creatures may have attacked the boy in the dark bells of early morning.
Alina squeezed her arms around her younger sister’s waist as Arelya coaxed Black Foot into a trot. Eland’s Clearing and the bridge over the Silver River were soon behind them. The town of Kell, her settlement for the last fourteen seasons—half of her lifespan—came into view. Alina could recall every single soul who dwelled there by name, knew of their source of sustainment, and what many of their concerns were. They were her people.
Arelya reined Black Foot in at the edge of the town square where a large crowd had gathered. From the direction they had been going, Arelya had intended to travel north past the Snow Melt Festival grounds to the Longhollow ranch, but this obstacle now stood in the way. She wondered at their meeting in the square with the festival underway. Some grouped in the square were those who supported festival events—Jed Lyan, the Loftners, even the Lelunns stood at the front.
Nuri stood at the back on the left side, her lithe form recognizable by the costly dark green dress she wore. As headman of Kell and owner of a popular inn, Blane Lelunn spared little expense on his only daughter. Though soiled with mud and twigs, as if the girl had already been out hiking in the woods, the dress still added an elegance that stood out within a town full of attire tailored for hardiness. “Nuri is there,” Alina said, pointing. “The Lelunn girl may know something about where the boy has gone.”
With only a soft touch of the reins, Arelya guided Fleet One over to where Nuri stood.
Alina spoke as soon as they came within hearing. “Nuri, is Casan still at the Longhollow cabin?”
Instead of looking up, Nuri turned her back to them, gazing toward the Silver River Inn and Tavern, her home. “I have not seen him today.”
“Has anyone?”
Nuri started off down the northern wagon trail. “No one I know of. I must go,” she added, the words hanging in the air behind her.
With some consternation, Alina watched her go. Perhaps they had an argument, she thought. Then, impatient with her need to get to Casan, Alina slid off the horse’s rump and went to the square’s center, parting those standing in her way with a firm hand on the sides of their shoulders. This was not the time for a town meet.
Bayne Loftner stood upon the three-foot-high raised dais, the base of the statue for the oversized black wolf that Blane Lelunn had forged at Durniss Keep seasons ago, the valley’s namesake. Those who wished to be seen and heard above others often used the statue’s base as a staging area to organize a gathering.
Alina took a quick glance around as she moved forward. Most of the people gathered carried weapons, some of them grabbed from a toolshed, such as a shovel, wheat scythe, double-headed hammer, or pitchfork. Many of them should have been at the festival. Alina’s anxiety rose. Where was her Casan?
“Let me start out by saying you have all heard by now what happened to Wil Longfellow,” Bayne said loudly. With his arms placed behind his back, his small beady eyes scanned the crowd. “No one is safe in this valley, not anymore. I tell you, we all need to prepare! We must fight back!”
Many of those within the gathering raised a fist or makeshift weapon and shouted: “The boy is right! We fight! Protect your family!”
Alina pushed her way through the last of the crowd and hopped up on the base of the statue. “What happened to the Longhollow boy? Which one? My son was supposed to be with them. Has anyone seen him?”
The crowd grew silent, more so with each of her questions. No one spoke. “What do you fight? Someone answer me!” Alina asked, trying and failing not to raise her voice.
Gazing above her and to the left, Bayne’s beady eyes widened. “That, among other evils!” he said, pointing with his left arm, which ended hallway to the wrist. With his right, he drew a sword.
Alina tore her eyes away from the angry red stump, scabbed darkly with healing, and looked where the maimed limb indicated. A maimwright dropped into the northwest crowd.
As tall and as thick as a fountain, blood sprayed upward from within the group of people.
One person fell, others screamed. Townspeople and friends.
As Alina reached for the Flow, Mother Astal vanished into the feet of the crowd amid a fountain of dark splattering blood that coated all those nearby. There were so many surrounding the wright, Alina dared not use her most powerful attacks for fear of harming one her own. But there was a target, a small one. Towering over all the townsfolk, the maimwright’s head and shoulders were clearly visible. Alina wrapped a blinding ribbon of light around the beast’s head, blocking its eyesight.
The men and women of the Kell seized their chance and fought back. Hammers pounded on the wings at its back, pitchforks poked at it, and shovel blades bounced off its arms. No one fled.
Flailing around like a blindfolded seer in the throes of a fitful vision, the maimwright’s scissor claw clicked around instinctively. Someone—Alina could not see who—pounded on the creature’s head with a hammer and lost the arm holding it with a sharp audible snip.
Alina glanced to where she had dismounted, to the horse and rider there. “Arelya! Shoot it in the head!” Alina screamed. Still on horseback, her sister had already nocked an arrow, letting it fly as the last word left Alina’s mouth.
An arrow protruded from both the right and left eye of the wright. For a moment Alina grew confused until she spotted Mack Longhollow with an arrow nocked, and the bowstring pulled back to his cheek, opposite Arelya at the crowd’s edge. Mack released the arrow and drew another from the quiver slung over his right shoulder. As Alina looked, two arrows thudded beside those sticking in the maimwright’s right and left eye sockets. Her blindfold of light winked out, and the creature fell to the ground on its back. Behind where it lay on its wings, three swordhounds raced around the corner of the old mill house.
With only a few seconds to react, Alina drew from the Flow, pulling a blue-white wall of light out of the ground before the hounds. The two leading charged headlong into the light and disseminated. The remaining one leaped into the air and sailed over it before she could raise it higher. With three bounds, the swordhound tore into the outer edge of the gathering. Its razor-sharp teeth and the serrated bone edges around its neck and along its backbone ripped through several townspeople, and it tossed them like children’s toys made of straw.
When the beast cleared a small area, as it slid on the carnage of its slavering run, Alina took a chance. She released a blazing ball of light five times the size of her hand, and the light sphere slammed into the square under the hound and detonated. Tossed into the air, crumpled and bleeding, the swordhound sailed for yards before landing in a heap off to the side.
Alina lifted a light wall from the ground halfway along the old mill house, changing it translucent with another deep draw. “Everyone get behind me,” she said. “More might come!”
As a mark of their hardiness, those grouped by the old mill retreated to where she stood at the base of the black wolf. Though some were bleeding, no one whimpered or cried out. Tense moments passed as all eyes scanned the surroundings. Nothing moved. Only the hoarse sound of someone’s labored breathing broke the silence.
Finally, Alina released the Flow, the wall fading away. “I think that is the last of them. For now.”
The crowd parted. The Headman Blane Lelunn and his lifeheart, Grayce, came to Alina supporting a pale-skinned Jed Lyan between them. “You are a User,” Blane said matter-of-factly. “Can you heal?”
Jed had a deep, jagged horizontal gash on his upper thigh. Bright red blood gushed from the wound. Though his kell-leather pants repelled much of the fluid, it still soaked through at his knee.
“Are you certain of this, my Blane?” Grayce asked. “I shall clean and wrap Jed’s injury. We have had no need of a User.”
“We have not fought creatures such as these,” Blane said without looking away from Alina. “Some injuries inflicted may run deeper than we can see.”
Alina raised an appraising eyebrow. “You are right, though I suspect you know this,” she said. Then she raised her voice loud enough for many to hear. “The swordhounds’ teeth have a paralyzing agent which is toxic to organs. Some of the fouler Dark User creatures secrete a worse toxin out of their corpses upon death. Lay Jed down and stand aside.” The crowd that encircled those who had fallen, and the creatures moved away from them.
Alina glanced at Bayne. “Keep them vigilant. Tell them to take out those with wings the same as we have done.” Jumping from the platform, she kneeled beside Jed.
“Keep aware, look to the sky and all around you, but stay back from the ones with wings! Do you want to look like this?” Bayne said, holding up his maimed arm for all to see. “Shoot them with your arrows! Aim for the eyes!”
Alina stuck out her left hand. “Give me your shawl, Grayce.”
Without hesitation, the woman removed the soft-fabric cloth from around her wide neck, handing it over with promptness. “Has he lost too much blood?”
Putting the cloth over the wound in Jed’s side with her left hand, Alina drew from the Flow with her right, trickling it through her and into the hand that held pressure on the injury. Her left hand glowed white for ten, twenty heartbeats, all that she dared give and not drain herself. She had expected to expend more—the wound caused by the neck or spine spikes and not the poisonous saliva. Though Jed remained unconscious, the pallor of his skin darkened perceptively. “He will live if he has bedrest for two weeks, minimum.”
Blane glanced at his plump lifeheart, who nodded. “We shall provide the place for him.”
“Bock, Glade, go with the Lelunns. Help them with Jed,” Bayne said. Gazing out at the crowd, his beady eyes narrowed, and his square jaw tightened as he went on. “We all go. All of you meet at the tavern in half a bell. There we shall decide our next defense.”
As Bock and Glade, both hardy boys, came forward, Alina again spoke, letting her anxiety and irritation escape. “Bayne has the right of it. Before anyone except Jed and those helping him go anywhere, someone tell me where my son is!”
No one spoke.
June and Randal Reardon turned their back to her, looking at the western edge of the square.
Alone, and standing back a yard from the gathering, Mack Longhollow stood there, tears streaming down his cheekbones. “What are you all waiting for?” he asked. “Somebody let her know what Casan did.”
Many in the crowd glanced at each other. Alina was familiar with them all. She knew their full names, could describe their mannerisms, family status, what function they supplied for the town. Her mind sifted through all of it, everything she knew about them as she waited, watching the boy’s tears flow out of his brown, watery eyes. The boy whose cabin Casan had stayed in last night.
But no one spoke.
Her anxiety grew. Then Bayne, Bock, and Glade started relating the events centered on the wrist ring pole.
Alina’s anxiety grew even more.










…
THE QUARRY LARAN AND BARECK followed left plenty of sign of their passing. For two leagues, the wide path of churned mud and packed- down snow ran due south. Though those who had ruined the cabin while trying to kill his family seemed to take the easiest and straightest pathway to the Tangled Forest, Laran kept the horses at a walk. Galloping into an ambush for the sake of catching up to a superior enemy fighting force was not a risk he cared to take. He slowed even more when they topped a small earthen rise, motioning for Bareck to swing right as he guided Carom to the left. The mashed grass and mud tracks of the Dark Users and their creations marred the landscape, where the entire regiment had continued onward over the top. Keeping away from the peak, he slipped around the western rim. Halting the big stallion a few yards from the backside of the grassy ridge, he dismounted. Slipping his bow out from under the clasp at his saddle’s back rim, Laran crept forward to a rocky overlook ahead.
The crag overlooked the steeper backside of the rise that sloped down toward a wide, but gentle-sloped ravine. Though empty, tracks covered the bottom of the gulch. The enemy had stopped and milled around for a time. A wide set of tracks had climbed the southerly slope, continuing toward the Tangled Forest. A smaller, but still wide, set of marks stayed with the gulley going north. Laran returned to Carom and rode down to the bottom. Bareck came into view riding Seventeen and a Half down the ridge side not far behind him, his gigantic form making his big horse seem average. Waiting on one side of the beaten trail for his companion to come alongside, Laran studied the ground below. He soon found what he sought.
The soft clop of a hoof upon gravel and dirt announced Bareck’s arrival. “Do we split up? Want me to go after those heading for the forest?” he asked, his voice a soft rumble.
Laran thought but a couple of moments. “No, my friend. I care not what happens to those foolish enough to venture into that twisted realm. Besides, those we track went north less than a bell ago.”
“The gateway is with those? How can you tell?”
“Two of those wear supple kell-leather shoes, which indicates they are human and not soldiers. Those prints sink as deep as the boot prints from the soldiers who wear heavy armor.”
Stroking his brown beard, Bareck gazed at the ground. “They are sharing a load? Passing it to one another as they go?”
Laran nodded as he looked to the north. “Yes. And most of the swordhounds and other beasts head for the Tangled Forest—likely from whence they were called. A beast would have no use for a gateway. A User would. Come, we have gained on them.”
With a gentle flick of the reins and a slight forward lean, Laran had Carom move into an easy gallop. For half a bell they rode hard, and then the tracks took an abrupt turn to the east, climbing out of the ravine at a smooth animal trail.
From there, the trail tore through a large meadow. As did something else, meeting on the far side. Laran slid Carom to a stop. Chunks of soft, overturned muddy earth came from a southern direction.
Plowing furrows in the moist earth, Seventeen and a Half came to a stop beside Carom. “Are those the same tracks that were headed for the Tangled Forest?” Bareck asked.
Laran gazed east. “Yes. They circled back. The Dark Users must have called them. They know we are behind or suspect it. The wagon trail to Durniss Keep lies close to here.”
“But that means—” Bareck said.
“The beasts that attacked us at the cabin have a new objective to attack, Kell,” Laran finished.
Bareck looked east and then at Laran. “What do we do?”
For an answer, Laran turned Carom west and snapped the reins. Charging across the meadow, one thought screamed the loudest in his head: Let me get there in time!
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Chapter twenty-one








Looming Darkness


ARELYA INTERRUPTED THE FLOW. DRAWING only the minute strands she could handle after twenty-eight seasons of careful practice that began with her second season of life. Just enough of the raw energy of the river of power that either of her two abilities required and not a single bit more. This time she Used the Flow strands for her second ability, which lately seemed to be called for more than a contacting. Though Alina disliked the chance that Arelya may contract a mind worm, her sister would command such a contacting if the situation required it. Right now, they needed to know what else might lurk around ready to harm the good men, women, and children of Kell. 
Concentrating on a single strand of the Flow, letting its raw energy boost her ability, Arelya pushed her awareness outward in an expanding ring. At first, the sense of human instincts flowed through her own senses—some familiar, like her sister’s steadfast warmth and those in town who were friendly to her at the keep, though most of those had changed, becoming distant.
Beyond the humans, her awareness brushed the nonhuman. Field mice scurried throughout the town in search of food. Pigs and goats in pens or bound to ropes snuffled the ground. Farther out, equines content within stables mingled with the instincts of humans within structures. Some few townspeople had not attended the gathering.
Drawing in a strand of energy, and then another, letting them fill her until she felt ready to burst open with raw power, Arelya tripled the size of the flow ring, pushing her awareness well past her previous outer limits. The ring rippled beyond the outskirts of town. Even pushing her limits, the ring of her will now was not even close to what it had been when Casan stowed his will away with hers yesterday. Before then, Arelya had not experienced such a thing, though the Circle of Light had sometimes practiced a dual awareness ring when she studied there, but never with over two and only briefly, for reasons known only to them.
Beyond Kell, Arelya expected to feel a wide range of animal instincts such as roosting birds, resting squirrels, hunting owls and bats, perhaps wolves or a wild boar or two, but tonight there was nothing. No animal instinct touched upon her awareness. Not a single rodent. An odd stillness surrounded the town.
Then abruptly, dark instincts, ferocious and guttural, slammed into her ring with a savageness that knocked her awareness reeling back into herself. Arelya swayed in the saddle. Gripping the pommel tight, she fought to get her bearings. Thankfully, Fleet One remained complacent as the light-headedness and nausea passed within a few thumps of her accelerated heartbeat.
Gripping the reins tight, Arelya charged into the gathering. Her shouts of “Make way!” every other step opened a path to her older sister.
Alina stood beside the comatose form of the Jed. The two boys, Bock and Glade, had put the woodcutter onto a pair of wide boards and then hoisted him waist high. “What is it?” her sister asked as she brought Fleet One to a standstill.
Arelya looked at those nearby, but decided there was no choice but to blurt it out. Hopefully, the townspeople would not fall into an immediate panic. “Darkness comes for us. Shadowstalkers, swordhounds, and others I cannot name race toward us.”
Alina hopped on the statue’s base, giving commands, almost before Arelya finished speaking. “You two boys make for the Silver River Inn as quickly as you can and as gently as possible. Arelya, keep me informed of evil’s progress as I mount Fleet One behind you. The rest of you,” she said, raising her voice, “run to the inn quickly! Set up a defense there. Prepare for more attacks!”
Bock and Glade took off at a quick march, moving as fast as they could with their burden. Arelya coaxed Fleet One closer to the black wolf statue and Alina dropped into the saddle behind her. No one else moved.
“You heard the lady!” Bayne said. “Get going! Run before they are upon us.”
As if belted on their backsides by some colossal unseen force, the gathering dispersed as one, dashing down the cobblestone street in the same direction Nuri Lelunn had taken.
Again Arelya drew from the Flow. Pushing her ring outward, she encountered the black frenzy crossing the outskirts from three sides. Beyond them, something dark and large loomed. Try as she might, she could not push past it.
“That means you too, Bayne,” Alina was saying. “My sister and I intend to slow them down on horseback.”
Bayne faced the corpses lying around the wright and hound. “What of those?”
“Leave them! Go to the inn; it is our best chance!” Arelya said as she got her horse moving. “Run!”
Bayne ran. The young one-and-a-half-armed man nearly caught up to the straggler townspeople after sprinting past only a half dozen homes and shops.
Arelya slackened the horse’s pace, letting the boy put some distance between them as she pulled in the Flow and sent her awareness outward. The first wave had slowed as the beasts searched dwellings. Arelya sucked in a breath; those townsfolk and animals found they tore apart. Nothing living survived the savagery. Beyond them, the looming darkness waited. “They come from the east, west, and south,” Arelya said. “There is time for your Light traps if you think it prudent.”
“I do,” Alina said. “But you will have to stop. Unlike your ability, I cannot set them while moving.”
Though it went against her urge to get away from what came behind, Arelya halted the black stallion and swung him around so her sister would have a better view without having to twist her body.
Alina appreciated the move with a gentle squeeze and then drew from the Flow, her left hand vanishing within a blue-white radiance. Then, several yards in front of them, two squiggly lines of the same color appeared, running the full width of the street a few yards from each other. A moment later, they faded away.
“Why two lines?” Arelya asked as she backed Fleet One down the road.
“As you know, Light traps erupt along the entire line with first contact. The hounds always leap over those fallen and continue on. The second one should catch some of those.”
Arelya stopped. “I had not thought of that,” Arelya said. “Can you put one on the front entrances and perhaps on the bigger dwelling windows?”
“I could. Why?”
“House by house, they are clearing them.”
Alina’s breathing quickened. “I see. Perhaps we should clear them ourselves first,” she said as the squiggly lines appeared on a door and window of a home nearby.
Arelya brought Fleet One around once more. “There are none here. Those that remained inside or out in the fields were mostly in the south, east, and west where the enemy started from. I shall halt twice again for your traps but dare not risk more.”
True to her word, Arelya halted only long enough for the Light traps to be installed. Then, after she urged the big black horse into a trot, the tavern came into view less than a quarter bell later at the end of the street. Four townspeople, Mack Longhollow included, had positioned themselves on the front porch with bows.
“Not there, go to the roof!” Alina called as they rode up.
Mack nodded, motioning with his longbow for the others to follow him as he vanished inside.
Dismounting, Alina looked up at her. “How long do I have?”
Drawing from the Flow, Arelya concentrated, sending her awareness ring outward. She found the enemy waiting in rows at the town square and east and west of it to the outer limits. Beyond them, the looming darkness hastened forward.
Returning, Arelya looked at her sister. “One-half to three-quarters of a bell. No more.”
“Then it shall have to do. Fleet One should go to the stables in back.”
“With half the town around here, I doubt there will be room.”
“I will clear a space, even if we must tether one or two plow horses outside. Your horse comes first. We cannot afford to lose him.”
Arelya smiled grimly. Dismounting, she followed her sister to the inn’s stable, wondering if any of them—horses included—would survive until nightfall.
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Chapter twenty-two








Commands


THE SILVER RIVER INN AND Tavern supported ten rooms available for rent, large for a town the size of Kell. Yet all but two had occupants. 
“A merchant caravan arrived from Four Bridges yesterday to trade for leather and furs after first stopping at Durniss Keep,” Blane Lelunn said as he shepherded the two boys who carried Jed on the makeshift carrier to the back of the upper floor where the only unoccupied rooms were. Turning the latch, the rotund innkeeper stepped inside and held the door open for those with the human load.
Alina followed the boys into the sparse room, one of two sometimes given to servants when the need for temporary extra help called for it. “Set him on the floor beside the bed,” she said.
Bock, who was the taller and stockier of the two, walked backward across the room until his backside encountered the wall at the head of the bed. He nodded to Glade. Then both boys lowered the boards, one in each hand, gently down to the floor.
“Very good, boys,” Alina said. “Now, using the same care, Bock, slide your hands under Jed’s shoulders where his arms meet. Glade, grab him by the ankles. When I say ‘lift,’ swing him onto the bed. Ready?” Both boys gave a quick nod, their plain faces serious from the gravity of the situation.
“Lift,” Alina said.
Nearly in unison, Jed’s upper torso and lower half rose slightly higher than the twin bed and then shifted to the center. He groaned once, then stilled as the boys removed their hands out from under him.
Alina smiled at the two. “Excellent work. I shall see to him and then join you downstairs. My sister informs me we have a few minutes.” They had done well transporting him here, but now she needed the space.
Glade stayed where he stood at the foot of the bed. “Thank you, my lady, Alina. We are happy to do what we can for Jed.”
Bock also made no move to go. “After what Casan did for Bayne, for all of us, it is the least we can do. We owe him.”
Alina kneeled beside the bed, putting her wrist on Jed’s forehead. The old woodcutter’s skin was warm to the touch, with no fever. So far, he seemed to be on the mend. Good. Now, if they all survived what was coming, better. He may yet live. Her thoughts switched to the matter at hand. “You told me how my son destroyed the maimwright and cauterized Bayne’s hand—thank you for that—but it does not mean you have a debt to him.”
Beside Alina, Bock leaned against the wall and then pushed away from it. He shifted from one large foot to the other. “I am afraid I do. Glade and Bayne too. We have not treated Casan as well as he deserves.”
Glancing sharply at Bock, Alina stood. His pale blue eyes, sunken somewhat into his plain white face, looked worried. Or scared. Perhaps she was the cause because of her Using. Or all that had happened, was happening to them, to her family, to the town, had frightened him. “What matters most is what you do now. Kell needs your courage,” she said, looking around the room. “All of you.”
Bock stiffened as if struck. “Then Kell shall have it.” 
“Aye,” Glade said.
Innkeeper Blane removed a brown kell-leather apron that hung on a hook behind the door. He slipped the bib’s strap over his head, then tied it around his round waist. “Will Jed survive?” he asked as he shifted the sturdy but supple leather into place.
Alina gazed at Jed’s careworn face. He seemed peaceful in his unconsciousness. She sighed. “I have done what I can with my healing and herbs. He needs the natural curative of rest.”
Blane opened the door wide. “We should go, then. Time is shorter than any of us cares to think about.”
Downstairs, the large common room of the tavern seemed crowded with townsfolk and the caravan patrons even though they had poled all the tables and chairs against the windows as she had instructed. Blane pushed his way through to the bar, his bulk providing the muscle. Grayce Lelunn served drinks behind it. Even amid coming violence—or perhaps because of it—some gulped down ale.
Alina followed in Blane’s wake to where Arelya stood beside the one empty place, where tavern maidens usually waited to fill orders. The faint yellow tint within her light green eyes and the fact her sister gazed at nothing, communicated that she accessed the Flow—to those who knew what to what to look for. Which likely would only be herself within the entire inn. No other User, Light or Dark, came to mind.
When Arelya’s eyes cleared, Alina said, “Report.”
“They sprung your Light traps. Each performed as well as we could have hoped, taking out many. Now the rest come at us in a frenzy. Prepare. We have a quarter of a bell, no more. There is something else. Something dark directs them, I know not what, but it sends a foulness behind the first attack.”
Alina stared at her sister for a moment. When nothing else was forthcoming, she climbed up on the bar. As if she had shouted for silence, an uneasy quietness fell across the room. Ignoring the frightened faces, Alina took a moment to gauge the strengths and weaknesses of those before her. The time of truth had arrived. “Many of you know me. Some of you may even know I and my sister are Users. What you are not aware of is that we have unique abilities. With Arelya’s help, we now know there will be at least two waves of attacks. With the first, your weapons will be effective against the dark beasts. Make them count. Every single swing. The second wave will require my abilities. Is there anyone else who can Use, however small?” she asked, gazing at the light-haired merchant whose roots were graying.
“Nay, my lady,” the merchant said. His waxed blond mustache pulled down past the corners of his mouth and waggled as he spoke. “My guards and I have some little combat knowledge and will aid your people with that. Your Using shall have to suffice. For what comes for us, let us hope your power is great.”
Alina gazed at the merchant man sharply, wondering what he hinted at, though the time for discussion had passed. Garbed in the expensive kell-leather dyed a shiny black, his tunic, pants, and prominent shin-length boots glistened as if dipped in fresh polish. “Very well, merchant man. Can you command the bows?”
The merchant gave a quick nod, which made the topknot of his long hair jiggle. “I can direct whatever area of warfare you wish. I am called Thon, Thon Greeves, my lady.”
“Please proceed to the roof, Thon Greeves, and unify the longbows there. Have their arrows released when the enemy is within range. The more that perish before converging on us, the better.”
“Aye, my lady. And I shall put my captain and men at your service,” the merchant said, pointing to a tall swarthy man whose golden skin gleamed. The man’s dark black eyes seemed to reflect the room back at her from where he stood beside a window. “Captain Jonah and his men shall follow your commands through this, right, Captain?”
Jonah nodded. The gray shroudin wrapped around his neck and those of the men he commanded, nine all together, marked them as sand peoples. “Aye. Let us destroy this evil here and now.”
“We are about to,” Alina said, though she felt little bravado. This time there would be no Dark User interrupters to draw the Flow through, nor no lifeheart with the ability to boost her power. Should they not make it through the coming battle, which seemed more than likely judging from Arelya’s report, she took comfort from the fact Casan had escaped the valley by now.
Alina severed her despair with many brutal, calculated thoughts of how to inflict the most damage on the enemy, then shouted commands out to the entire room. One after another. Her final one comprised having someone retrieve anyone in the stables rather than bring the animals inside, like back at the cabin. With them and the townspeople as bait, the horses had a better possibility of surviving.
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Chapter twenty-three








Blackness


UNDER THE UMBRELLA OF A spruce tree, flat on his stomach, Laran gazed at the Silver River Inn and Tavern, trying to gauge how it fared against the onslaught. As near as he could tell, they held their own. The bowmen still fired at the dark forms of maimwrights flying around the roof, a scarce few dropping unceremoniously to the ground with an arrow to the eye. Openings in the lower ranks appeared here and there as his lifeheart’s occasional radiant white bar cut through ten or more of the frenzied swordhounds and the gray wailers, a term he just came up with, as no one he knew had ever encountered them before. Hovering four feet from the ground, the child-sized opaque bits of grayness vanished and reappeared ten yards away with each nerve-grating wail. With the gray wailers’ screeching and the swordhounds’ raging growls, the tavern’s south entrance was a cacophony of frightful sounds, broken only by the screams of the dying. Laran had to get to them intact somehow and bring them out. Being overrun as soon as they got started would help those at the tavern little. 
Coming from the west, the only partially safe direction left to them, Bareck slipped under the tree. “Though risky, there is a way in if we go through the small bedroom window next to the stables.”
Laran glanced at his old friend. “Are you certain?”
Pursing his lower lip and raising his eyebrows, Bareck gave his approximation of a shrug, a quick hunch of a broad shoulder. “Nothing is ever certain, but it is all we’ve got. Arelya’s in there, and I mean to get to her before the moving darkness, those shadowstalkers came out from get here.”
Laran nodded. “Or we shall perish with the attempt. Come. Let us find out.”
Crawling back the way Bareck had come, Laran stood. Moving back into the forest a way, he carefully pulled his greatsword from the sheath on his back, the faint green glow of it telling of its master infusion with a flawless glimmer shard. He did not have to look behind to know Bareck drew his war hammer from the ring at his waist. Heading north, Laran soon judged they were near the western side of the sprawling tavern. Slipping slowly to the cleared edge of the forest, he found a clear view of the stables directly across from him.
The bedroom they were after would be farther north. As he moved on, a shadowed area caused by the stable roof’s overhang wailed. A gray spot flitted into existence ten yards from it beside the northern corner, the direction he was making for. Moving slowly, the child-sized shape rounded the corner and vanished.
“Where did it go?” Bareck asked, his voice a soft rumble even as he whispered.
“Right where we are going,” Laran said quietly. “Come on.” “But—how do we kill it?”
Laran did not bother to reply. The thing was in the way. With luck, infused steel would have a fatal effect on it. Moving from spruce to spruce, Laran got as close to the tavern as he could without exposing himself to enemy eyes. That time had passed.
He glanced over his shoulder. The grim set of Bareck’s broad chin and compressed lips told of his readiness. The hammer he gripped in his big right hand pulsed with a faint ginger sheen and then faded. As if it, too, anticipated action. “You have the south watch,” Laran said.
Checking three directions—south, north, and then east—Laran started across the yard, keeping the northern corner of the tavern before him as he kept watch on the north. He trusted Bareck to warn him of south danger.
Halfway there, a swordhound and a gray wailer charged and flitted around the north corner, even as Bareck rumbled a soft warning. “Incoming from the south!”
Laran had no opportunity to glance behind and see how many — the swordhound had leaped. Not knowing where Bareck stood, he had little choice but to slice the head from the beast, taking the full brunt of the hound’s body to his arms and chest. The momentum and the weight of the creature pushed him, sliding backward even though he had expected it. Somehow, he kept his footing and flipped the body to one side with his elbow.
Preceded by a piercing screech, a gray wailer appeared near where he had been. Stabbing out of the hovering opaqueness, a half dozen stiletto-long claws swiped the air so close to his face he could feel the breeze the slash created. Laran thrust his greatsword into the blur. Meeting resistance, he twisted the broad blade.
Eerily silent, the opaque gray area, vaguely human, dropped to the ground with a plop and then broke apart. A slime- textured substance—black in the center with gray surrounding it—oozed outward and then soaked into the ground like some macabre giant egg had cracked open. Another wail alerted him to the proximity of another one.
Laran darted to the side, slashing the air where he just was. The gray wailer dropped and plopped before it could get its claws fully extended. “Keep moving,” Laran said, glancing over his shoulder. Bareck dispatched a charging swordhound with a sickening crunch when his hammer slammed into the side of its broad head. The beast crumpled to one side. “Do not stay in one place too long!”
Bareck was already moving as the shriek of a wailer preceded its popping into where he had just stood. Laran ended it with a single thrust, then moved as a piercing wail rent the air ten yards away. Bareck grunted and swung at the space Laran had just vacated, dropping the gray wailer to the soil.
They rounded the corner of the tavern, glancing warily around. No growls or shrieks sounded nearby. The frenzied creatures must have moved off to other areas of the sprawling structure. Moving quickly before the ebb of battle changed, Laran dashed to the rear door of the inn and tried the latch. Locked, as he expected. He moved out of the way. “Break through, my friend, we have no choice.”
Snapping the hammer backward with only a half backswing, Bareck thumped the wood close beside the iron latch with an almost casual flair. The door burst inward, the wood splintering at the frame. Laran stepped inside. Nuri sat with her back to him at a vanity.
Lowering her head, she pulled the hood of a green cloak over her head. For a moment, he glimpsed something golden—perhaps face paint—from her reflection.
Nuri stood, turning around. “Please close and latch that behind you,” she said, her soft voice trailing out from under the hood. “There are bad things out there.”
Bareck set his hammer down and gripped the edges of a heavy oak dresser drawer. “I got this. Go see where we will have the most damage impact. I will find you.”
Laran put a hand on Nuri’s shoulder. “Come—” he started to say.
Nuri twisted away. “Do not touch me,” she said. The tone of her voice, though soft, sounded older and huskier than it had. “I am so cold.”
Laran agreed. He had felt it through her cloak. Pulling the bedroom door open, he looked down an empty hall, which led beyond the main bedroom to the small-windowed doorway of the kitchen. “Come, it is no longer safe here.”
“You will return if you wish to leave,” Nuri said.
Laran had no time to argue about the cryptic remark. Bareck would insist they stay together, even if his big companion had to throw the stubborn girl over his shoulder and carry her to safety.
Looking through the oval glass window, Laran saw townsfolk grouped inside. Pushing open one half of the double-swing door constructed for retaining some of the cooking scents, he kept it between him and a sword slash that cut into the hardwood frame. “Hold!” he shouted. “I am a friend!”
Most of the people inside wore makeshift bandages or were lying unconscious on the floor or on a table cleared for holding them. The scent of blood was strong. Though nearly all familiar townspeople, none greeted him. Most looked shocked or in pain. Or both.
The tall warrior worked at pulling his scimitar from the door’s left frame. His brown eyes showed no fear of his predicament. “If what you claim is true, it is advisable to announce it first.”
“He is who he says he is,” Bock said. He stood by a second set of swinging doors that provided access to the common room, looking out. The boy, nearly a young man, held his hand upon three ugly gashes at his side to stop the bleeding.
“Where is Alina?” Laran asked.
With a last tug, the deep-desert warrior—judging by the shroudin tied at his neck—wrenched his weapon free and used it as a pointer. “Battling from behind the bench that dispenses jovial liquid.”
Laran stepped over those lying on the floor, joining the boy-man at the doorway, and looked through the small window. The common room crackled with white lightning that jumped from swordhounds to maimwrights and an occasional wailer. Alina crouched behind the bar with the innkeepers, Blane and Grayce, Bayne Loftner, and two deep-sand warriors. Her face blank with the trance, Arelya sat beside Alina.
Working together as a wailer appeared above or beside the bar, one or both warriors dispatched it with a thrust. Grayce Lelunn handed kitchen knives to Blane, who threw them at those creatures farthest away, scoring a hit more often than not. Even with all the concerted effort, a wailer popped in behind the bar. Bayne ended it with a right-handed thrust, since half his left arm was missing.
Four deep-sand warriors holding double scimitars, one in each hand, intermixed with the local townspeople, who held various makeshift weapons. Stationed about the room near the shattered windows, they stood in readiness as four snarling and slavering hounds leaped through the four largest windows at the same time in a surprisingly concerted attack. With a series of jabs, cuts, and hacks, they dispatched the hounds with brutal efficiency. The beasts fell into a growing pile around the windows.
Slicing through a gray wailer, Laran strode to his lifeheart, stopping only when the bar blocked his way forward.
Alina flashed a tired smile at him. “I knew you would find a way to me, light of my life. But now I fear that you should have stayed away.”
Before Laran could reply, Arelya came out of a trance state.
Abruptly standing, she gazed north, transfixed. “Darkness is already here. How did it hide from me?”
Someone, one of the townspeople, moaned with terror.
“When will it end?” Dayne Jervor, one of the kell tenders, asked no one in particular. His question changed to a shriek of terror that cut off mid shout as black tendrils reached from the shadows of the northwest wall and pulled him inside it.
Several other screams came simultaneously from those near shadows on the north and west walls, and wails preceded the sudden appearance of wailers, some popping inside the common room right in front of a local or warrior. Swordhounds and maimwrights charged through windows. Those that stood on the north half of the tavern fought desperately, some getting in a thrust or two. But all—men, women, and warriors—went down in a flurry of claws, jaws, pincers, or tendrils. Many from more than one source.
The room grew slick with blood.
As he thrust his sword into another gray wailer, Laran opened a conduit to Alina. His lifeheart latched on immediately, drawing from the Flow at an incredible rate, drinking it in as if she had just discovered an oasis of life water within the Shimmering Sands after days of wandering in blazing heat.
On the verge of blacking out from the drain, Laran sank to his knees.
Dimly he noticed a man he did not know who gripped a sword in his hand and swept past him, trailed by a lad walking backward and firing arrow after arrow up the stairs. “We lost the roof!” the man bellowed.
At the man’s shout, Alina stopped her fierce draw with an abruptness that stung Laran to the core, leaving him gasping with pain.
Then, arching her back, his lifeheart raised her beautiful head toward the ceiling. Turbulent strands of raging white-blue energy fountained from her eyes as high as the main roof truss. Emitting a piercing scream, Alina collapsed as she released a circle of power that expanded outward.
The concussive ring slammed into Laran and threw him into an overturned table. The room dimmed. Then faded into blackness.
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Chapter twenty-four








Disquiet


LOWERING HIS BROAD HEAD COVERED with fine brown hair and stepping under the doorframe into the hallway. The blacksmith had only glanced back once to confirm Nuri followed. She trailed the overgrown blacksmith deeper into her parent’s establishment not because Bareck told her she had better come along for her own safety, but simply because the Offspring wanted it. The wave of power that had knocked her and Keever’s dad onto their backsides had disconcerted it. Over one-third of the Offspring’s controlled creatures had ended with the blast. The humans who had fought back in the tavern had also ended nearly as many of those the Offspring had collected and controlled within the Tangled Forest for hundreds of seasons. Losing additional creatures was unacceptable and inadvisable for the long-range directive. For now, the Offspring commanded them to return to the Tangled Forest. 
Keeping with the longest passage that bypassed the kitchen on the right, Bareck marched past the indoor piping rooms into the common area. Pausing just inside the large room, the blacksmith gripped the bloodied double-headed hammer tighter in his right hand, raising it slightly as he gazed around. Much of the battle had raged here, and it showed. Many of the Offspring’s hounds dispatched, and two of the dark krakens were mere shadows now and would never return to protect the forest home. The Offspring again knew unsettlement, which baffled it. Uneasiness was nowhere in its long history. Even the parent, the One Mind’s ancient memory, held no record of such agitation until it had turned the Offspring loose. Yet the Offspring could not deny the sensation was now within it, attached there like one of the low intelligences’ memories of when the entity had used its parasitical makeup to exist. As the One Mind had consumed it.
Nuri was afraid of the Offspring’s innate memories of the powerful One Mind, the parent of the Offspring. Its will was so dominating. And looking around, she found all the blood and the carnage of the human remains troubling, not just for some of those she had known, but for the fact the One Mind would hold the loss of its oldest controlled entities against the Offspring. Perhaps even consume them, absorb both the Offspring and Nuri into the Over Mind for it to feed upon later.
Cuffing barstools to the side with both hands, Bareck stomped over to Casan’s father. Or was he? Nuri seemed to recall Casan’s turmoil when he found out the man might not be who he had claimed to be for the last eighteen seasons. Laran—Casan’s not-father—lay slumped on the wooden flooring beneath the bar’s bench. Kneeling beside the woodsman, Bareck touched two fingers to his neck, then gently shook the unconscious man.
Laran moaned.
Relieved, the blacksmith stood.
Laran sat up abruptly, blinking rapidly. “Alina!”
“Look for her and Arelya when you are able, Laran. I go to check on the enemy.”
“Nothing moving is out there,” Nuri said. “We must go from here.” Both men glanced briefly at her, but neither spoke.
Watching where he stepped, Bareck moved away carefully, going to one of the large shattered windows. He paused briefly to inspect the tendrils of the Offspring’s dark kraken wrapped around a man partially implanted in the wall of a shadowed corner. The creature had been absorbing food into its ethereal substance when the blast destroyed it. One of the Offspring’s stronger controlled that it would now never have use of again. Then Bareck stepped over the corpses of the Offspring’s hounds and moved away, keeping close to the tavern.
Putting a hand on his temple beside his long brown hair, Laran’s clean-shaven and tanned face grimaced with pain as he stood, swaying slightly until regaining his balance. “Are you well?” he asked her.
Unsure of what he wanted to know, Nuri gazed at him without answering.
Laran walked slowly to the bar. “Will you go look for survivors nearby?” Without waiting for a reply, he flipped the behind-the-bar access door open. Alina—Casan’s not-mother—lay unmoving there. Laran bent over her as those still alive started coming around. Near her, Mack Longhollow and a graying warrior with a topknot she did not know rolled over and sat up.
Bayne Loftner and Arelya came slowly to their feet, where they had also lain unconscious behind the bar. Bayne took longer with only one arm with which to pull himself up. On an instruction given from the One Mind, the Offspring had sent the maimwright that had severed the arm; Nuri knew that now. Many of the Offspring’s memories were becoming transparent to her.
Or were her recollections the Offspring’s and no longer her own? The thought of it troubled Nuri. What decision came from her? Or it? She and the parasitical entity within her were becoming more ingrained with every bell that passed. As it was, the hood she wore barely hid her altered eyes. What if her skin transformed into something different? What then?
Mack and the unknown man climbed to their feet just as another warrior with a topknot and a gray cloth tied at the neck pushed through the swinging doors of the kitchen. He, too, was unfamiliar. Nor had the Offspring seen either.
“Will my sister live?” Arelya asked hesitantly.
Placing a half stack of clean rags on the bar, Laran lifted his lifeheart onto it, cradling her neck and head with the cloth. “Alina has a pulse, but the blast of power drained her life essence dangerously low,” he said, looking up at Nuri as if she had asked a question. His blue eyes were dark with fear. “I can only hope she left enough power inside her to see to her body’s requirements,” he added, his voice cracking at the end.
Her face pale, Arelya looked around the room, going paler still at noticing the dark kraken and human molded into the wall. “What can we do?”
“Alina requires rest and warmth. Will someone get a blanket?”
Bayne was already moving. “Allow me.”
Nuri’s parent spoke as the human woman got to her feet. “There is one on our bed, Bayne,” Grace Lelunn said. Reaching down, she offered a hand to Nuri’s other parent, Blane, and assisted him with standing.
“We cannot stay here. More will come,” Nuri said and then realized she spoke true. The Offspring had called the wrights back. Both kinds. The One Mind demanded it.
Casan’s not father and aunt looked to Nuri. So did her parents.
Bareck tromped back through a window, the southern one this time, kicking the corpse of the Offspring’s hounds out of the way. “I have seen no sign of that. They have withdrawn south, making straight for the Tangled Forest.”
Arelya’s green eyes filmed with an opaqueness the Offspring had no knowledge of; the woman accessed the river of energy that had almost destroyed the great One Mind eons ago. Again, the Offspring knew disquiet. The human female’s hand did not globe with a trace of the river, but there was no mistaking the opaqueness that cleared from her eyes a moment later. Without direction from the parent, the Offspring now considered the two human females a threat. Even though one of them was comatose.
Arelya’s dark green eyes had a speculative gleam as she looked at Nuri. “The girl is right; we cannot remain here. The darkness has reversed its course and is returning. We have less than a bell.”
Bayne returned with the soft white wool blanket Grayce had offered.
Accepting it, Laran covered his lifeheart from feet to neck and then reached under it and clasped her hand. “Blast it all! I do not think it wise to move her, not until she has regained consciousness,” he said, gazing down upon Alina.
Bareck moved beside Arelya. “We have little choice, my friend. I am sorry. But you know, Arelya is never wrong. I shall assist you, and we will do our best to be as gentle as we can.”
Bayne strode out from behind the bar. “What about Jed Lyan? Are we to carry him?”
“Is Jed alive, Thon?” Arelya asked.
The topknot man, Thon, was already shaking his head. “I doubt such dark vermin left him alone,” he said, “but I will check.” He sprinted for the stairs.
“Go with him, Mack, will you? I do not want anyone running around alone from this point on,” Laran said.
“Aye,” Mack said. Picking up his bow, he soon vanished at the top of the stairs.
“And Bock?” Bayne said. “He was with the wounded the last I saw. What about them? How are we to get them away?”
The deep-desert warrior who had come out from the kitchen spoke. “There are but three who survive. Most did not live through the power blast, which was a mercy. The shrieking creatures were popping inside then, and I could not dispatch them all. I believe your companion is one of the three. Two of them are my men.”
“No Glade?” Bayne asked, then dashed into the kitchen without waiting for an answer.
“You there,” Laran said, indicating with his stare the man with the topknot. “What are you called?”
“My clan designation is Jonah Atwater,” he said.
Laran looked to the west as if he could see through the wall. “Your reference to clan makes you of the desert people who are trustworthy in times of peril. Right now, the most critical thing we need to know is how many horses have survived and how quickly their travel readiness.”
Jonah’s brown eyes widened. “I had not considered that. An unforgivable error.”
“Forgiven. Bareck and Arelya go with him. The faster we are ready to move, the better, but only when we are ready. I will not move her until then.”
“Grayce and I will help too,” Blane said.
“Of course we shall,” Grayce said. “If Arelya says we leave, we go.”
Nuri found herself alone in the room with Casan’s not-father as his piercing blue-eyed gaze took her in.
“Tell me, Nuri, how did you know those things would come back for us?”
Nuri shrugged, lowering her hood slightly. The last thing she needed was for him to see her eyes after such a pointed question. “I had a feeling.”
Laran frowned. “What? You guessed?”
“Yes. They gave up easily when they seemed intent on destroying everyone.”
If her answer appeased him, she could not tell. Thon returned, trailed by Mack. The blood-soaked boards each of them carried told the story.
Thon leaned the board on the bar below Alina’s feet. “The boys used these to carry the townsman here. Thought you might need them.”
Mack laid his board beside Thon’s, his eyes wide as he swiveled his back and forth, trying to look everywhere at once. “There was so much blood, but no body. I hope he suffered but little,” he mumbled, as if talking to no one in particular.
Laran removed his hand from under the blanket and pulled the fabric tighter around her neck, even though it made little difference. “I will, Thon, thank you.”
Bareck returned as Bayne came back through the swinging doors, holding Bock upright by his right shoulder. “We have had some luck. One of Thon’s covered merchant wagons, one with a bed, and seven horses are fit for travel, including Arelya’s Fleet One. The dark creatures seemed intent on murdering us only. With the two horses you and I have, that makes nine.”
Laran nodded at the big blacksmith, grateful for the count. “How long until we can ride?”
“Not more than a quarter of a bell.”
Laran looked to his lifeheart. “A wagon bed will help. Bareck and Thon, will you help me roll her onto the boards?”
Nuri tried and failed to think of a way to stall without raising suspicion for the nearly quarter of bell it took to load the wagon and mount the horses. She knew the road to Durniss Keep was the best way out of Kell, and they were some distance ahead of the Offspring’s creatures. As the lay of the land went, there would not be an opportunity to intercept. The Offspring’s creatures would now have to catch up.
The parent would not be pleased.
For the third time in less than a bell, the Offspring knew disquiet.
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Chapter twenty-five








Intended to Kill


TRENTON GLARED AT DURANDAS, A man he’d once thought murdered, a man he would now murder himself, given a chance. After discovering the blood-strewn walls of the man’s own bedchamber—the great stone bed broken completely in half—Trenton had discovered that Durandas himself had set up the whole pretense in order to steal the crimson orb from Trenton. And now he stood in the same bathing room in front of the same topaz gateway where he had left the lovely healer Daramay behind in search of Durandas’s murderer and the crimson orb. Though the ruse had failed only because Khiminay had returned the orb to Trenton, it  had created hardships and trials, and had kept him from his home world for far too long. Many people depended on him on Terra. Countless would certainly die there—if they hadn’t already—without his retriever, a transport ship, piloting them all higher to safety. Things, dark things, were coming out of the radiation storms and attacking Low Realm. Yes, he would not feel too much remorse killing Durandas if the chance should arise.
Durandas, the First Light on the Circle of Light, the ruling assembly of Light Users for the city of Surbo, showed no sign he even remembered Trenton or what he had done to him. The white-bearded, white-haired, white-robed Durandas spoke only to the Dark User Malkor even though the discreet back room hewn under the great marble dome inside Surbo’s walls was not large. Though Malkor often boasted of his prowess with using the great river of power underlying the land, Trenton suspected Durandas also used and was likely stronger going by the way the weasel-mannered Malkor acted around him.
Though Malkor had led Trenton to a gateway, which had then whisked both of them away from the battle raging at the Dark Citadel, Trenton had as strong a desire to kill the Dark User as he did Durandas. Malkor had likely saved his hide, but Trenton despised him. In truth, Trenton didn’t much care for most Users in this world, even though he had some ability himself with manipulating the Flow and that ability had the same crimson color affinity Malkor’s had. That made them both red Users, in all practicality.
The gateway Malkor had opened for them had transported them to Wind Break, the high-walled city built around the pit of the huge rock quarry. After a two-day layover in the city, during which Trenton had put up with the red User’s grossly inflated arrogance while cooped up in a tiny room within the seedier side of the city, they finally trudged through the constant winds of the Great Plains for over a week to reach the capital city of Surbo. Malkor’s nasal commands had grated against Trenton’s every nerve, every step of the long way. The red User had treated Trenton as one would a petulant child—promising to return the crimson orb to his keeping and provide a gateway to Terra soon, provided he did as the red-robed man commanded. Malkor always used the word ‘soon’ as the apple to keep Trenton moving. Yet getting back to the home world had still not come about. Malkor’s excuses, followed by an oily promise of deliverance, grew stale long ago.
Trenton chafed at each delay. Katy needed him, all of Terra needed him. He had to complete the mission and provide a transport capable of flying Pall Tech’s great minds to the ozone. Why it was so important to reach space, Pall Tech hadn’t shared, only that the fate of humankind on Terra depended upon it. Great Father, please don’t let me be too late. If I am, allow me to return and destroy them all! The vehemence within the vow jolted him somewhat. Though deep down, he knew he meant every unspoken word.
The two Users had stopped conversing. Both men gazed at him. Malkor, whose eyes were brown where the whites of his beady eyes should have been. Now a startling dark red, they had narrowed to where only the glint of russet showed through his lids. The red robe had tilted his head back, as was his want, and looked down his nose at Trenton.
Not for the first time, Trenton wondered how Malkor had come by such a strenuous condition, which had to add a massive fragility to the man’s constitution. It was as if his blood veins had rerouted his circulatory system around the fluid in his brain, causing his lifeblood to leak from his eyes. Though, most likely, it had something to do with the oddly elongated shape of his head, which he concealed under the thick red hood of his robes.
Trenton’s earlier inquiries into the cause of the deformity had gotten nowhere. The man spouted a blatant change in subject. Or, most often, like the last time he’d asked, Malkor spat out a command to not speak of matters that did not concern him. But how could Trenton curb his curiosity over something so prominent whenever he looked at the man? And why should he? He deserved to know if some handicap the man had might prove dangerous to his own health.
“We travel to the northwest from here, outlander,” Malkor said. The red darkness surrounding his brown orbs added to the malevolence of Malkor’s dark nature, but the nasal tone of his voice spoiled much of the effect. “There is a gateway stored there.”
Durandas spoke, speaking to Trenton for the first time since their arrival almost a bell ago. “This gateway has an attunement to your home world. I know this, for the vessel and anomaly carried it from there. Does this information give you pleasure, outlander?”
Such news excited Trenton, though he kept it to himself. Malkor, and others, had promised more than once since he’d stumbled through the sapphire gateway that had brought him to Astura from Terra. Over two weeks ago. And every so-called opportunity had been a ruse to get him to do something not of his concern. Though he did not know what Durandas meant by “vessel” and “anomaly,” he straightened, holding his head higher. “Very much. As long as it’s understood, the orb goes with me,” he said.
A scowl marred the cleft between Malkor’s fine brown eyebrows, then vanished. “We have discussed this. The crimson orb is one of the rare, greater artifacts. The ruby crystal belongs in this world.”
Shifting a step closer to the Dark User, Trenton frowned as he fingered the laser cutter Pall Tech, the secretive hi-tech underworld corporation on his home world of Terra, had mechanically grafted onto the middle finger of his right hand. He had but to activate it and he could burn the life from the red-robed User before the man would know what had killed him. Provided the power cell had sufficient charge remaining. “As I told you then, I say again now: That’s something I will not agree to, ever. I brought the orb here from Terra, and it goes back with me, like it or not.” Trenton kept his tone of voice even, but failed to control his growing rage. His lips pulled back into a snarl. Almost of their own accord. Forcing them together, he clamped his jaws tight with an audible click, keeping them together with difficulty. He’d heard too often the red-robed man’s same blasted weak justification for not giving him back what was rightfully his.
Durandas’s smooth voice sliced into the conversation with an abruptness that came from one used to snapping commands. “The fate of the artifact shall be determined soon enough, perhaps at Four Bridges. Leave it at that for now. There are far more concerning matters to attend to, and time is shorter than you both believe.”
Malkor glowered at the white-robed man. “What have you not mentioned?”
Durandas strode along the end of the pool, moving close to Malkor. The bottom hem of his long white robe made no sound as it brushed the white stone flooring. “The Blue One’s provocation has begun, the flicker and the maimwright destroyed. One of my order established a contacting with me and informed me of this. On an impulse, I added a burst of power into the link as I broke contact, which should have made it look as if you Dark Users broke into it. They had demanded answers instead of providing them.”
Malkor’s features cleared. “My plan worked?”
Durandas permitted a half smile to cross his smooth face. “Indeed,” he said. “He has Used.”
Malkor frowned, his fine brown eyebrows drawing together. “Wait! You said maimwright. I sent no maimwright, only the flicker.”
Durandas frowned. “Then someone or something else wishes to make use of the Blue One or hopes to destroy him before he gets stronger. I … we … shall not allow that to happen.”
Trenton’s impatience grew. “What are you two talking about? What does this plan for whoever this Blue One is have to do with the orb and my going back to my home world? Malkor agreed to do this when I helped him at the Dark Citadel.”
Durandas looked at him, his ice-blue eyes unreadable. “You shall can go to your world, perhaps within a week’s time, should you still wish it. Know this, however: there are events happening that shall affect both our worlds, which may waver your resolve.”
Never! Trenton screamed into the silence of his mind. His body heated with the rise of his anger, and the climate-control suit he wore under his robes adjusted, the fine rectangular plates cooling his skin. His body temperature returned to normal quickly.
Durandas turned away, still speaking. An abrupt dismissal of the subject. “I have need of something Malkor informs me you carry. Consider it a small token of your regard for me. That small piece of cloth you have brought with you from Terra. Give it to me,” Durandas said.
Trenton fished the fabric that he had originally wrapped the crimson orb in out of the front pocket of the gray robe Daramay had given him the last time he’d been to Surbo. “This one?” Trenton asked, holding the burlap-textured remnant up in front of him. “What could you possibly want with it?”
With surprising speed for one of his seasons, Durandas reached out and snatched the ragged material from Trenton’s hand. “This will do, albeit barely. As for it, you shall be involved in what we have in mind. Your strength shall add to Malkor’s and my own. In return, you shall gain experience with using the Flow. When the preparations are complete, I shall send an acolyte to escort you to the light room of my choosing. For now, you are free to pursue your own devices. Daramay is in attendance. I have knowledge the two of you held each other in high regard the last time you were here. Ask anyone of those who serve here; they shall know where to find her.”
Though the mention of Daramay—one of the few people on Astura who knew of the suit he wore—brought a thrill along with the burning anger of betrayal, he kept quiet. Trenton wanted the Light User to believe he considered the shallow promise of returning to Terra a promise that would come at a high price, a price he believed he knew. Servitude. Subjection to a man Trenton despised as much as Malkor.
Let them both think he was interested and placated for now. His chance to hold the orb once more would come. Then all would serve him if he wished it.
But cooperating with these two men meant another interruption. A week or more would pass before he could return and complete his mission. A long enough delay that might mean the end of a world. All of Terra needed him now, right now. Not for the first time since he’d abandoned those who’d helped him escape captivity within the Dark Citadel, Trenton wondered if he had made the right choice by following a man he intended to kill. Two men, Trenton corrected himself as he looked at Durandas and recalled the white robe’s dismissive manner, an arrogance that seemed to insinuate Trenton should be grateful for the opportunity to serve one of Astura’s most powerful Light Users. Never!
Leaving the two Users to their evil plans, Trenton left the room to plan his own. And perhaps to track down the woman he’d once cared deeply for, to see her beautiful, loving, betraying face.
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Chapter twenty-six








Shadowy Form


SUREEN, COMMANDER OF THE GREEN Writhe guardians, Light User, holder of the white crystal greater artifact staff, and mother to Jade and Crystalyn Creek blinked rapidly as the new morning’s light replaced the darkness of hood and blindfold. Foliage sprang into view, matching the scents and sounds she had smelled and heard for some time from horseback. Teal ferns grew near fallen logs clumped with lime-green moss. Thick roots of the great falun trees dived under a wagon trail cultivated long ago, their massive trunks rising beyond sight on both sides of it as they creaked, swaying now and then from a light breeze. Ahead, an arched wooden bridge spanned the Even Flow River, one of four crossings accessing the town of Four Bridges. Her captors had brought her to a place she had visited only rarely, mostly because of its proximity to the Black Wolf Valley. Lingering in the town would have given Sureen a certain irresistible temptation to look in on what she had given away. Even now, thinking about it brought the desire to head that way once she escaped. Perhaps she would, at that. She needed to know how he fared, risky or not. 
The grizzled Captain Bronaham rode past as he moved to the front of the line, six horses away. He had stopped to remove his leather cloak and hood now that the sun had heated the morning from cold to brisk.
Sitting her horse on Sureen’s left side, Kara Laurel gripped the appaloosa stallion’s reins in her left hand. Her right held Sureen’s white crystal staff and her roan mare’s reins. “You shall remain with your hands bound behind your back for a while longer, my dear. I would hate to have you lost in such a backwoods town.”
“Why are we here, Kara? What is it you wish of me?”
Kara Laurel smiled with the same sweet, radiant smile Sureen recalled from their youth, the one that lit her green eyes with an inner glow of vibrancy. “There is someone you need to meet, someone you shall befriend and bond with.”
Sureen shifted in the saddle, wiggling her hands and fingers behind the small of her back, trying to restore circulation. Though the cloth was tight, at least they had replaced the rope with it. That binding had rubbed against her wrists until they bled. Kara Laurel had since healed her wounds, though she had not asked for it. “Are you quite certain of that, Kara? I choose friends with much care.”
Kara Laurel’s laugh was a tinkle of tiny silver bells, as rich as her mood. “How well I know,” she said. “Come, we have little time left before darkness sets upon us.”
Coaxing the roan mare to move with a slight tap of the heels, Kara Laurel rode forward, following the black Shire warhorses. They strolled at an easy clop in single file ahead, ridden by half the company of dark-armored soldiers. The remaining half trailed behind, guarding the rear and any chance of Sureen escaping. Soon all the small group of captors, seventeen strong, thumped over the high arc of the bridge and then plodded onto the well-packed trail on the outskirts of the northern woodland town.
Pulled by a single horse, a wagon lined with straw rolled onto the bridge spanning the Even Flow. The sun-darkened farmer guiding the load gazed at her openly, his brown eyes bold with curiosity from under his wide-brimmed kell hat.
Sureen stared back, hoping he would ask the meaning of her binding and perhaps gain enough interest from the many riders and wagons trailing him to cause a scene, perhaps even get an outcry of inquiries. Instead, the man’s eyes shifted from her as soon as he noted her arms bound behind her, which denoted her as a User held under guard. Quickly, he looked to the road ahead, his body rigid as he rolled from sight.
Disappointed, Sureen tried the same boldness with several of those exiting the providence, her eyes imploring them to speak. Every eye slid past her, as most all noticed the reins Kara Laurel gripped led to more than one horse.
Sureen gave up and focused on her surroundings. The town of Four Bridges spread between the eastern side of Lake Ever Cold and the base of Pass Wannabe, the rambling wood-and-stone structures small beside and underneath the looming presences of the great natural wonders.
Four Bridges had a festive air about it; townspeople and visitors flocked about, going through some sort of new spring event. Colored ribbons and banners hung from nearly every storefront. Young men and women chased after each other dressed in garb, gaudier than even the most flamboyant merchants wore.
Reining sharply to the left, Captain Bronaham swung into a side alley filled with refuse. Guiding his warhorse around the larger piles, he halted beside a nondescript wooden door.
Dismounting, he stepped gingerly to where Kara Laurel had brought their horses to a halt and helped the woman dismount. Then Sureen found his powerful arms around her waist and she slid to the muck, wincing when it splashed wetly.
Kara Laurel handed the reins of the horses to the captain. “Meet us inside, after stabling the animals. The booth is at the back. Set your men up with drink, but limit the quantity and remind them of the need for discreetness.”
Captain Bronaham inclined his head. “Aye,” he said. Climbing into the saddle, he rode off, leading the two horses. His fifteen men followed in silence, now clad in leather—the dark armor of the Citadel long ago replaced.
Kara Laurel laid her delicate hand upon Sureen’s lower back, clasping her bound hands within it. “Come, dear, we are to go through the servant entrance to the Muddy Wagon Inn and Tavern. We must make haste. Those who wait have little patience.”
Sureen said nothing.
Thumbing the latch, Kara Laurel pushed her firmly inside. Still pressing on the small indent of her back, Sureen’s intimate friend from early adulthood channeled her through a kitchen, active with the meaty smells of broth and fresh vegetables. Cooks wearing splattered aprons worked at a frenzied elaborate dance, slicing at counters, stirring cast-iron pots, and flipping sizzling meats over a large flat-topped stove. No one glanced overly long at them.
Leaving the kitchen, they entered a smoky tavern filled with the drone of many raucous voices. The booth at the back proved to be the first one they came to, dimly lit and occupied by three shadowy forms.
Kara Laurel’s touch showed she should sit at the circular benched seating. Sureen did so, shuffling inward and making room for her captor. One shape across the round table leaned forward and adjusted the wick on the oil lamp centered on the table. The light flickered brighter.
A voice Sureen had heard many times spoke softly as a face she knew well leaned into the light, the hood of his white robe matching the color of his hair and full beard. “What have you told her?” Durandas asked Kara Laurel. “I am not entirely convinced your brash action against Sureen shall lead to the consequence you desire.”
Kara Laurel smiled her sweetest. “Only that there is someone coming to our little gathering she will want to meet.”
Sureen drew back into her seat when Malkor leaned into the light of the lamp, his red hood dark and stained from extended use without a wash. The red robe’s customary look of scorn marred his swarthy features, though it fit well with his close-cropped goatee. Sureen detested the man for his unearned and unrelenting arrogance.
As the candle lamp light flickered across Malkor’s narrow face, his eyes glowed red, nearly the color of his robe. “Which is more than anything revealed to me,” he said, the sneer of annoyance unmistakable in the tone of his silky voice.
The third person, a man Sureen had not yet met, pulled the hood of his gray robe back, revealing curly brown hair and a handsome, almost boyish face. At his neckline, she glimpsed a strange material she had not seen before. “I told you not to trust the white User. We are fools to do so,” the unknown man said.
Durandas’s dark blue eyes smoldered. “Your trust is not required, outlander Trenton. Only your power. We discussed this when we first met.”
Power? Sureen gaped like one without the ability for coherent thought. Trenton had no color flecks in his eyes that she could tell, something he should have if he had manipulated the Flow for any length of time. Though he was from off world. Was he like her daughter, Crystalyn? Did he use symbols? What in the name of blasted subterfuge were these people up to? Durandas desired power. That much she had identified as part of his nature long ago. But he had morals, limits he set upon himself for how far he would go to attain it. Yet now he spoke as if nothing else mattered. Again, she wondered, what foul scheme are these people hatching? People Sureen thought she knew. Except for Malkor. The man was a Dark User and had been a high ranking one at that. The Green Writhe had him marked as one with unknown loyalties and known associations with the hooded man and the late Darwin Darkwind. His presence at the table boded dark schemes in the making.
Durandas had gathered a small band of supreme Users at the tavern. There was enough power at the table to lay waste to the entire tavern, even without knowing what the outlander was capable of.
A thought flashed into Sureen’s mind—as it had on the week-long journey from the ravaged Vibrant Vale, where Kara Laurel had set in motion the destroying of the Flow, the source of most everyone’s power, including her own. When the Flow worms had multiplied enough to consume the river of raw energy underlying the land, as the Alchemist intended when he had created them, all the power would dry up. Cutting off every User in the land. What did they need from her if her magic would be gone? Her warrior abilities, perhaps? If so, too bad. She would not let them use her, not willingly. Certainly not now that they had revealed something foul growing in a dark nest of their constructing. Never, if she could help it.
Outside the light’s reach, a shadowy form outlined with a hooded cloak slipped into the booth.
Yellow-orange eyes gazed at Sureen from under the gray hood.
Questions formed in her mind but refused to pass her throat. How had a dark creation come to be here in Four Bridges so far away from the Dark Citadel? Why was such an obvious Dark User communication device here?
Kara Laurel spoke up. “You dare bring such a thing here? Around our place of meeting? Do you wish the dark lady of the Citadel to know our every move?”
Durandas’s blocky chin rose abruptly, causing his white hair to reflect blurry shadows from the lamp’s flickering light. “I had little choice after leaving the no-longer-Vibrant Vale over two weeks ago, Kara. As I told Malkor earlier, once the Flow weakens there, only the Dark Citadel shall have the power to create, and then only for a limited time. Virun, too, shall lose that Dark User ability, and the new order can begin. Know this: the creation is a presentation to the anomaly, the one factor our new order needs to control to have an advantage from the outset. This creation has an instruction set to befriend the Blue One, who shall deliver it, albeit unwittingly, to the anomaly. Three days and three nights of constant Use were required to reconstruct the remnant. A phenomenal effort, to say the least.”
Malkor’s wide hood rocked gently forward as he leaned inward. “Do not forget you had my knowledge and strength to draw from, and I still question whether the material was large enough for our purpose,” he said. Glancing around the table, his bloodshot eyes passed over Sureen, his lips curling with a sneer of dismissal. His glance lingered and narrowed when he came to the dark creation. “Such a small, tattered piece brought from off world seems inadequate for a precise replica.”
Kara Laurel clasped her hands together on the table, looking hard at Durandas. “So, it’s linked to you?”
Durandas’s long white beard and hair rustled when he nodded. “Yes. Bringing something inanimate to partial life takes much strength. Myself, Malkor, and the outlander were nearly not enough.”
Kara Laurel’s knuckles whitened as she tightened her grip on herself. “What of me? Do I not have the strength? Can we really trust you with a creation?”
Durandas seemed to grow, looming larger and more menacing than the booth seemed capable of holding. The whiteness of his features and the vivid white of his robe brightened, growing more divine the longer one stared. “One earns trust. Have I not sacrificed enough for you?” he asked.
Trenton’s gaze swung from Durandas to Malkor and back again to the First. “What are you people going on about?” he asked. “Each of you promised me a way off this planet for that grainy rag. Give me my orb and show me the gateway. I don’t care what plans you make or what trust you build after that.”
Like a larva pushing to break free of a cocoon, Malkor’s elongated head stretched his hood, making a grotesque shadow profile on the booth’s high seat behind him as he looked to the outlander. Sureen wondered when Malkor had become a Lore Master and how he had attained it all. The sniveling man had always fawned over dark lords, content to be of service and not one for command. Now the red robe commanded knowledge and power few others had on Astura. “As we pledged, you shall have passage to Terra. Though only when I have deemed the time and the circumstance appropriate,” Malkor said.
Leaning abruptly to the back of the booth seat, Trenton dropped his hands to his lap. “Now you spout this from your oily mouth? As I have said many times before, my world has a great need for me. Own up to your end of the agreement or face the consequences,” he said, the tone of his voice growing low at the end with ill-constrained violence.
Malkor slammed a bony fist on the table, bucking the table only slightly. Turning his skeletal hand over, he displayed a red crystal orb gleaming with an inner darkness. His long, thin fingers closed over it. “Do as I tell you. In return, as I have told you, use of this shall be yours.”
“Blast you!” Trenton cursed. “Must you keep reminding me? Give it back this moment, or I’ll do nothing else for you.”
Malkor’s bloodshot eyes flared brighter briefly. “Then you shall have no further use to me.”
“Nor I,” Durandas said. “Do you truly wish to die in a foreign land? What good would you do your world then? Cooperate, and you have my word. I shall personally open your gateway home.”
Trenton froze. A scowl marred his handsome face. He leaned back into the shadows of the booth seat.
“A wise decision, outlander. Serve me well and you shall reap rewards beyond all others,” Malkor said. His voice rang deep, gaining arrogance with the final word of the sentence. Abruptly, Malkor reached out with an emaciated hand and touched Durandas on the forehead with the red crystal.
The head of the order of the Green Writhe stiffened. Both eyes darkened, changing to an inky black. A maniacal laugh escaped him. Then, just as abruptly, the laughter cut off and his icy blue eyes faded to their normal shade, if they had ever shadowed. “The cabin is no more. There is no going back for him,” he said, giving a brief nod to Malkor. “Though we shall speak about how everyone in the bloodline survived.”
The whole thing had happened so fast, Sureen could not tell if she had actually seen Durandas’s eyes change or if it was an illusion caused by the flickering light. She wondered what he meant about the cabin and the mention of the bloodline, but had no opportunity to ask.
Durandas spoke to Kara Laurel as if there had been no interruption, picking up the conversation where it had left off. “My creation may or may not be dark. I created it for presentation to the anomaly. When known as Jade, the outlander befriended one. But first it will befriend the Blue One, who shall deliver it to the anomaly.”
Yellow-orange eyes glowed briefly within the shadowy form sitting across from Sureen, as if the dark creation knew it was the subject of the conversation. Perhaps it did.
For the first time since her capture, Sureen no longer thought of escape. The group holding her captive had a malevolent plan, a shadowy campaign long in the conspiring. Everything she had heard and seen tonight screamed of a black intention meant to draw in the unwitting and unwary. Something dark was coming to fruition, and Sureen intended to thwart it. Even if it cost her life.
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Chapter twenty-seven








Golden Light


ALONE, CRYSTALYN STRODE ALONG THE top of the dark gate, moving toward the grand arch of the wall. Though it seemed odd that no soldiers watched the canyon below or patrolled the wide path atop the gate, Crystalyn was glad for the sojourn around the Dark Citadel. The events of the last months were too raw in her mind, the vivid scenes of past battles too prominent for her to want company of any sort. Even Broth had respected her wishes and kept to their chambers with Hastel and Atoi. 
There were, however, soldiers stationed outside her quarters when she hurried from the rooms, something she would discuss with her dad and Jade. Crystalyn needed no protection inside or outside of her rooms. She’d recovered fully, except for her left hand. Even with all her healing ability focused on the burns from the inside out, she still had trouble straightening her fingers. The scars had healed too thick.
At the arc, Crystalyn gazed upon the great expanse of the Black Road. Rising minutely from the bottom of the dark gate, the road arose upward from the great canyon cut from an ancient waterway—the Molting River.
Having only ever used the topaz gateway to arrive in the Dark Citadel, Crystalyn knew next to nothing of the land beyond what she could see now. Once, when she and Darwin stood where she stood now, he had described the landscape past the expansive view as one followed the Black Road. Back then, Crystalyn has reveled in the warm closeness of his strong physical characteristics and charismatic ways, though her happiness was fleeting and rare. One of the few in her twenty-three seasons of life.
The flap of leathery wings alerted her to something wrong, just as a heavy object struck her underneath her right shoulder blade, flinging her out past the waist-high crenellated wall.
Flung into the air, Crystalyn twisted around and activated a symbol with a thought, willing it into existence, then tied it to her left wrist. Round, with one-hundred-and-eighty-degree curves flowing within the circumference, the symbol unraveled as it sped toward the top of the crenellation. A radiant brown line twisted out from the symbol and wrapped around the turret, tying together quickly as it came together at the front. Attached to her wrist, the brown cord pulled taut with her weight.
Jerked abruptly, Crystalyn slammed into the dark gray stone at the top of the wall, grunting from the pain. Burning pain flowed through her arm to her shoulder from the sudden stop.
Crystalyn’s link mate’s telepathic cry ripped through her mind with the stunning force of a psychic gale.
“Do’brieni, you have pain! I come! Atoi and Hastel come!”
Crystalyn nearly lost her hold on the line. “Tone it down, Broth! Please, I need to focus!” she sent, adding a sense of urgency by pushing her anxiety about dangling above such a high drop into the link. Her link mate, her Do’brieni, would see the image for what it was, a long plummet that would end ultimately with her death.
“Do not waver, Do’brieni! I come, we come!” came the response, just as forceful as before.
Crystalyn had no time for a second chastisement. A brown beast, a maimwright from the look of it, dropped toward her, its leathery wings flapping as fast as the heavy things would go. The single scissorlike claw on its arm clicked with anticipation.
Gripping the now green glowing cord with both arms, Crystalyn released one of her most aggressive symbols, a black one. Octagonal, with a snowflake-like design, the symbol had knots at every intersection like an exquisite masterwork net. As it sped upward, it unfolded, tripling in size. Spikes sprouted at the knots.
Coming for her, the beast dropped upon the symbol, its elongated three-toed feet contacted it first. The creature’s own weight pushed the symbol down in the center and folded the perimeter upward. The black spikes, as long and sharp as a double-edged sword, snapped inward, enveloping the maimwright.
Folding around the wings, the netting caught on the sharpened bone protruding from the creature’s membranes as its spikes impaled the rest of the creature’s grotesque body in countless places. The maimwright’s black blood streamed groundward. Screeching feebly with the pain of the dying, the creature plummeted past.
As her strength rapidly drained, Crystalyn wrapped her feet on the glowing cord, preparing to climb.
A second maimwright, a green nightmare, flew over the gate wall. The wide, thin-membraned wings flapped with greater efficiency than its brown counterpart. It hovered in place above.
The foul stench of rotting meat swirled past, making her gag.
The maimwright opened its beak and let out a predatory screech; its myriad flylike eyes gazed upon her under the foil screens that covered them.
Crystalyn prepared her golden cyclone symbol, though it would likely cost her the strength to climb to safety; the rope symbol’s radiance had already faded by half. Still, a falling end was preferable to having chunks of flesh sliced away, to being eaten alive by the monstrosity hovering above. A gust of wind rocked her, swinging her back and forth. Crystalyn dared not look down. Hundreds of feet lay between her and the ground.
The golden symbol appeared beside her head, hovering there with divine brightness, a beautiful sendoff, though it angered her she’d survived so much only to die like this. At least she would end the foul beast and prevent it from eating anyone from now on.
The head of the flying creature parted abruptly from its manlike neck and shoulders, spraying her with droplets of black ichor. The foil eyes stared at her coldly as the head dropped past her slightly slower than the heavy bone carapace of its monstrous body.
Sheathing the greatsword on his back, her dad grabbed her dimming lifeline and pulled. “Hang on, I’ve got you,” he said, drawing the lash upward with surprising strength. Soon, he gripped both her elbows.
Crystalyn let her golden symbol dissolve when her waist scraped against the crenellated edge. “I can take it from here,” she said, proud that her voice only cracked a little at the end.
Shifting to one side, her dad stayed within arm’s reach as she crawled over the battlement, then leaned back against the turret’s higher wall.
“The danger has passed, my Do’brieni.”
“We come,” Broth sent. Rage was clear within the link. He was a warden, one of a dying breed of border guardians, few of whom could bond psychically. He projected an image of his great wolflike head with his glaring, fiery red hourglass eyes pulled back as the skin around his long snout ridged upward with a snarl. Crystalyn lacked the will to argue. Broth, with his sleek oversized body of a mountain lion, would come rapidly no matter what she wished, and it sounded like he was bringing the others.
As her dad glanced at the sky, and over the battlement, his skin darkened with anger. “Have you lost your wits? What are you doing wandering around alone in a place as dangerous as this?”
“In case you haven’t had time to notice, I can take care of myself,” Crystalyn said, perhaps too briskly. He’d only checked on her the one time the entire week she’d spent healing after the battle beyond the dark gate, which irked her, but he had just saved her life. “Yes, I noticed, though hanging by a thread over three hundred stories high pushes the boundary of taking care of oneself,” he said dryly. His jaw clenched, thinning his lips. “Have you forgotten so soon how you led an invading force into this place? Though it may seem surprising, there are many here who now consider you an enemy, a great enemy. Particularly those who worshipped the Dark King, that powerful black spirit you destroyed.”
Crystalyn pushed away from the wall, making a conscious effort to not put her hands on her hips. “I am not their enemy. I brought my people, not a force, here to help you and Jade after the maimwright took her and you went after her and to stop Darwin Darkwind after I found out the Dark User had become deranged. They were never an army.”
With the slight loosening of his clenched jaw and the flash of an almost imperceptible smile, her dad’s features softened. “I know, but most of the Dark Citadel does not know that, nor would they believe me if I were to line them up and shout it at them every day. They despise you and know only hatred, perhaps some fear. In their long history, they have never experienced a successful invasion.” He gazed along the battlement, looking at the grand stairs. His voice grew quieter. “At least, none that they were aware of.”
Crystalyn followed his gaze but viewed nothing of merit. “What’s that supposed to mean? And another thing, why haven’t you and Jade visited more during my healing? Why won’t you let her get near me? I know you said Ruena Day kicked you through the sapphire gate to get here in the first place, and the Alchemist’s potions restored your physical attributes, but what hold does he have on you? Why did you not come and help Jade and I after Ruena forced you through the sapphire gateway? What happened to you?”
Fixing his eyes of deepest blue upon her, he stared at her. Love and affection and … something else flickered within him. Fear? No, it couldn’t be. Even surrounded by danger, her dad hadn’t shown the slightest hint of dread, not even back on Terra with a failing heart. Worry, perhaps, but nothing resembling terror.
His jaw softened more, making him look almost wistful, in a way. “Dad, what is it? Has something happened to Mom again?”
Instead of a reply, her dad strode away, crossing the arch toward the darkest part of the Citadel, the east wing. Carved out from under the great plateau through a vein of amethyst granite so dark that it appeared black, the stone had a brooding, forbidding feel to it. Crystalyn had only visited the eastern half once when Lord Charn had taken her and Jade there. The rock seemed as foreboding now as it did then. “Come,” he said over his shoulder. “I have something to show you.”
Surprised, Crystalyn scrambled to catch up. “Why do you avoid conversations about Mom?” she said, coming alongside him. With both of them nearly the same height, she matched his stride easily.
Slowing only a little from the effect of her words, her dad marched onward, his head constantly shifting in all directions as he glanced around, keeping vigilant for anything that may wish to harm them. “Recently, vague memories have sharpened, becoming clearer in my mind with every mention of your mother, my betrothed. There were … things we did many seasons ago, decisions we agreed upon that I’m uncertain now were the right ones,” he said softly. “I suppose I should tell you, though you will think less of me.”
Though surprised at the admission, Crystalyn kept up with the quick pace as he moved. “I would never do such a thing, Dad. You’re human, like the rest of us. You had your reasons,” she said quickly before he could protest. “I’ve always been able to talk to you. You and Jade, even if it created trouble for me. Nothing has changed.”
Glancing at her briefly, her dad returned to his wary perusal of their surroundings. “Hasn’t it? According to the flashes of imagery from my illustrious past, the elders believed no influences from the river of power underlying the land here on Astura would manifest in another world. Certainly not anywhere on Terra, not with the planet dying from hi-tech overuse, where radiation storms have become more and more frequent—but your mother could when she was there, though it was much weaker. Yet both you and your sister use powers this world and your own have never known. And, even more puzzling, not one of my flashbacks of the home world has recalled such an aberrant ability as Jade’s. Her ability to read the three images of futures that rotate around a person in their aura is supernaturally stronger and more valuable than she might think. The ramifications of those two facts alone have already altered everything we thought we knew,” he said, the tone of his voice rough with anger or bitterness.
Astounded, Crystalyn blurted questions. “Are you saying there are more like me that use symbols? Why haven’t I met them? I’m afraid I don’t understand.” Crystalyn hadn’t missed that he’d referred to Terra as her world, nor had it occurred to her until now that there were worlds beyond Terra and Astura. What had happened to her dad? He used to talk to her without reservations, holding nothing back.
“The elders of the Green Writhe are an elite group of druids and warriors, a select few who have superior skills and knowledge of many things. Most work with the prophecies. The elders, such as Durandas and the Lore Mother, claim to always have the future welfare of Astura in mind and endeavor toward the ‘greater good’ of the planet. Personally, I am wondering if the statement is but a way for them to justify their actions, good or bad,” her father said. Slowing slightly, he regarded a slack-postured guard stationed at the inside of the doorway they passed through. The dim light inside accounted for the deep shadows. “There are evils here, both subtle and bold, malevolences that follow an ancient tapestry of a destined outcome that is uncertain,” he said, walking past the man without a second glance.
Crystalyn also eyed the guard. Sporting a trimmed brown beard and matching mustache, the man would’ve been handsome if not for the grayish pallor of his skin. Too many soldiers she’d passed by had the same color. Hadn’t the Alchemist allowed his warriors any sunlight when he’d commanded the Citadel?
Now that such men were under Jade’s control, Crystalyn would bring it to her sister’s attention. Having the regiments perform training outside under the sun’s rays was just one of the countless details one had to consider when commanding an army. Jade could benefit from her experience. “I know a little of the Green Writhe. Jade’s friend, the druid that perished in the battle at the dark gate, was one of them. He was a prominent member who Jade respected. He saved her life several times. Did you know that?”
“No, but I am grateful. Losing one of my children is too much for me. I am not strong enough.”
Why wouldn’t Jade mention something so important? Don’t they talk? Crystalyn wondered. “Don’t you mean ‘if’ you lost one of your children, it would be too much?” Crystalyn asked.
Choosing a steep spiral stairway heading downward, her dad’s soft-spoken voice carried over his shoulder. “I am not at all certain of meanings these days, but I will do what must be done.”
Crystalyn wondered at his cryptic words, though something else he’d said occurred to her. “You just mentioned that Durandas and the Lore Mother are elders of the Green Writhe, yet Durandas is First Light, which is the highest seat within the Circle of Light, a ruling council that lives at the capital city of Surbo, within the White Lands. And the Lore Mother holds the second highest chair. Is it a good idea for them to hold two such esteemed positions?”
“You are as perceptive as always, daughter. There have been some, myself included, it seems, who’ve questioned that very thing with no answer forthcoming, certainly not from one of those two.”
Nearing the bottom of the stair, Crystalyn almost missed a step. “You keep mentioning the past as if you were there. What are you saying, Dad? Weren’t you birthed in Low Realm as you’ve always told Jade and me?”
At the bottom, her dad paused, waiting for her to catch up. “No. I wasn’t born on Terra at all. Neither was your mom. That polluted planet has never been our birth world,” he said, his voice soft.
This time, Crystalyn missed the last step, but her dad was there to catch her. The firmness of his grip testified to the strength of his new body. “Then where were you born?” she finally asked, but he was already striding away.
Crystalyn marveled anew at his new physique; he moved with the power and prowess of Broth as they entered a long hallway sloping sharply downward. After an interminable time, the slope ended at a wide doorway that led to a narrow walkway at the edge of an under- ground chasm, a black abyss that dropped away into a chilling, absolute darkness.
Above, a long slit of bright white light leaked down from the levels above, illuminating the way forward dimly. In a fervent way, Crystalyn was glad for the lack of view into the depths below. From the icy wind blowing up from the stark gash in the plateau and the utter immensity of it, Crystalyn recognized where her father had brought her, though she’d never come this far down into it.
Her dad had brought her into the Gap of Thundering Darkness.
Broth slipped beside Crystalyn as they made their way along the narrow walkway fastened by angled iron on the sheer southern wall of the Gap of Thundering Darkness, which meant her other two companions, Hastel and Atoi, wouldn’t be far behind. Dim lighting from small infused glimmer shards placed in netting atop posts on the rail at long intervals lit the way.
Broth’s dark fur blended well with the shadows, but his wondrous hourglass eyes gleamed in contrast. Two golden beacons of wisdom shining with the warmth of his entire lineage’s wisdom, psychic memories passed from generation to generation within the nobles of the White Fur clan, the border guardians, the race of wardens on this world. Such knowledge was nearly extinct, hunted by the Users who dwelled in this citadel, the very place Crystalyn had brought the warden to once again. What would she do if some foul User’s experimentation ambushed and then tortured her link mate to gain his telepathic ability? Crystalyn’s heart lurched at the thought. Perhaps she shouldn’t let him roam around the Dark Citadel unescorted. Ever.
“Are you unwell, Do’brieni? Your heart rate increased.”
“I’ve been thinking, my Broth. From now on, while we stay in this dark place, bring Atoi and Hastel with you wherever you go, unless I’m with you.”
“I travel beside you from this point forward. The dark creatures will discover the hard challenges of ambushing those linked with light.”
“Are you saying the ability to link your race to other races is an aspect of the Light Users?”
“Not Light Users, light. Has my Do’brieni ever heard of those who manipulate darkness becoming linked?”
“I can’t say I have, but I still don’t understand. Only those who manipulate the Flow, Light Users, is all that I know of.”
“Not all. You, my Do’brieni, do not Use the great river of power.”
Crystalyn was stunned. After all this time, she hadn’t thought of it that way. Broth was right. The Flow was inaccessible. The one time she’d tried to Use the Flow, attempted to manipulate its wondrous energy, she’d almost became a raging pillar of uncontrollable power, a fatality of naivete. She shuddered, thinking about it.
Ahead, her dad had halted. He stood with his arms folded at his chest in the middle of the dark iron walkway. Behind him, the darkness deepened. “As they are one of the newer evolutions, I know little of the wardens on Astura and even less of your companion. Is it male or female?”
“Broth is male.”
Her dad’s laugh was low and quick, a mirthless bark. “I meant no disrespect. Did you give him that name? Such a name for one that appears canine is as fitting as it is unique.”
Crystalyn patted Broth lightly and fondly on his left shoulder. “No, I didn’t give it to him; his clan gave a name upon him at birth, I assume, but it is quite long. Broth shortened his designation to something easily recalled since his full name would not translate well in our language, if at all.”
Unfolding his arms, her dad left them hanging by his hips. The grand hilt of the greatsword strapped to his broad back was prominent even in the shadows, an ominous rectangle nearly as tall as his shadowed head. “Is your companion able to communicate with other races? If so, from what distance?” he asked, the tone of his voice lowered, even more so than even his usual soft way of speaking.
“Your sire’s heart rate has increased slightly, my Do’brieni.” Crystalyn scratched gently behind Broth’s soft pointed ears, working on each interchangeably as the trustworthy knockback symbol’s star-shaped interior pattern formed in her thoughts. What is he doing? She wondered. If he thought to hurt Broth, that would not happen. “With other wardens, of course, he can, dad. With others, he understands most languages, but can’t speak with them. I’m the only one he can communicate with from a distance. If you’re asking for the limitation of it, we haven’t fully tested it, but it is a respectful distance.”
“Have I spoken truly, my Do’brieni?”
“Yes, mostly. There are a few exceptions, and I have knowledge when we are nearing our limit. The link shall weaken.”
Crystalyn wondered about the exceptions, but let it go.
“Then I speak to you both. The path that led here, the walkway where we stand, what we speak of next, everything seen, all must remain secret. This is a part of our tumultuous history that few would understand, nor wish to.” Though he spoke quietly, the tone of her dad’s voice was succinct.
Reaching into a vest pocket over his flat, ribbed stomach, he removed an object and then flipped aside the cloth covering it. A blinding golden light bloomed, daylighting a substantial area around them. Spinning on a heel, he turned around, holding it up high.
Shielding her eyes, Crystalyn gazed with wonder at the rare glimmer shard her dad held outstretched, but not for long. What he’d brought her to view loomed in the brightness. Tall and magnificent, a multicolored gateway protruded from the southern wall.
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Chapter twenty-eight








Compelled


THE ONE MIND FOCUSED ON the odd vision it had called up from the storage of the Over Mind, putting the myriad thoughts of those drifting through ethereal din in the background. Scampering low to the ground, the creature the One Mind controlled whipped the field of view upward, instinctively searching for a path to climb higher. 
The One Mind strengthened the compulsion, overriding the baser portions of the tiny mind, forcing it to go downward. Using the animal’s acute sense of smell for the scent of humans to follow the mark, the One Mind brought the host along behind with simple motor commands sent through the power of its compulsory neural link.
Commanding the host’s legs to walk where the One Mind directed created only a minute strain on its ability. Maintaining the tight control around the vexing bubble of compulsion protection the human host had installed was far more taxing.
The One Mind’s countless attempts to break through and consume the last vestige of the host’s humanity failed. Though the One Mind probed for a weakness at random and unexpected times, the bubble appeared impenetrable, but now its superior intellect had conceived of a way.
After the battle of the dark gate and with the host’s sibling’s arrival, the host had become more active, pushing against the compulsion with added strength and increasing frequency, which the One Mind found disturbing. Action was now required.
The One Mind would eliminate those the human known as Jade
Creek cared about. Such a move would weaken the host’s resolve, and then it would increase the attacks upon the bubble of protection. The One Mind gleaned such information from integrating some of the host’s memories caught outside the bubble of protection during the first infiltration of the human female’s mind.
The One Mind directed this world’s natural nocturnal creature—one not mutated by the Flow—to keep in the shadows where its limited depth perception made the least difference. Moving downward, traversing a spiraling stairway, the creature’s habit of bobbing its head up and down while in motion took some getting used to, but the One Mind soon mastered it. Such a technique increased the small creature’s meager depth perception threefold.
At the bottom of the stairwell, the One Mind slowed the tiny but agile creature to a stealthy walk while shifting the curiously long- ranged nose into the air. The scent of the mark grew strong. The mark and the host’s parental element moved along a metal walkway in an enormous cavern.
Spotting the two conversing, a blatant disregard for its command triggered rage within the One Mind toward the parental element. The fury within dissipated nearly as soon as it arose when the One Mind found its neural affluence, the ethereal substance of its true nature, adrift in the airy darkness. The rage it experienced had expelled it from the rodent. Without residing fully within a mind, or many, where brainwaves were at its disposal, the One Mind’s vision was now limited to the splotchy red of thermal heat sources only. The small red thermal dots that were the rodent scampered away. The One Mind allowed it. Stretching its wispy substance after the agile creature would require energy, it should not expend with the host nearby.
The larger red blotch of the host’s radiant signature faded from sight as the One Mind stretched its filmy substance throughout the human’s watery shell. Without consuming water, humans dried and died. Such an inferior corporeal dependency of hominids. The race, and all races on this planet, depended upon liquids inside and out.
At first, many of the controlled shriveled and terminated from lack of water before the One Mind created a neural command for the flesh walkers to replenish once daily from drinking pools within the Citadel. The motor faculties needed water and energy. Thus, the One Mind reduced the requirement for the controlled to consume sustenance to three-, even four-day intervals.
This host, however, presented a unique challenge. The One Mind’s neural wisps existed at a much lower temperature than a humanoid. The flesh walker’s core would eventually drop beyond what such a fragile system could withstand. Internal organs would then cease to function. The present host had withstood longer than those previous, likely accomplished because of the One Mind’s ongoing effort to raise the neural temperature in increments so slight, the host mind had no measurement for it. Part of the longevity may stem from the base instinct of survival inherent within inferior species, though it had not helped those earlier in this planet’s history. Saving the present host was paramount. Though the human’s foresight had already shown the way, much more would occur once certain events happened.
Yet the host’s mind was surprisingly intellectual in other ways, with abilities the One Mind had not encountered during its long existence, not here or in any other world. The host bubble, the tiny remnant of awareness left protected behind the neural shield the female humanoid installed around the last vestige of her coherent thought, had the prescient ability to sense some of the One Mind’s intent.
As disconcerting as such a power was, it had worked to the One Mind’s advantage. The bubble remnant helped keep the host alive, and the occasional conditional access to the host’s human body made for manipulative control of the parent commander.
This world had trapped the One Mind for eons, ensnared it with the same river of power that drew it to this planet from the cold confines of space. Even though the One Mind could not absorb the neural energy of the river or those saturated with its frothing, raging power, it could still feed and control those without the saturation and use them to destroy the rest. Perhaps leaving the parental element intact for manipulating the bubble of self-awareness inside the host had been in error. Though it could not absorb the parent with such a latent influx of the river of energy, termination was feasible.
The remnant stirred. A bubble detached from it, a gurgle with a high content of neural sustenance fear. As the white radiance sprang up around the mark and the parental element, the One Mind fed and was pleased.
The parental element commanded regiments of Users it could not absorb. Terminating the humanoid was not feasible. Not yet. Still, the parental element would face severe discipline. 
Though it was against the baser instincts of the creature, the One Mind compelled the host toward the light.
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Chapter twenty-nine








Long Passed from Living


SLOW AND DELIBERATE, CRYSTALYN CLOSED her mouth as she stared at the great gateway, a torrent of speculation flowing through her mind. “This  is a gateway, but can we activate it?”
Her dad lowered the golden glimmer shard. “You are perceptive, my daughter. The Grandfather disabled it, or so my caregivers have claimed throughout the seasons leading to my adulthood.”
“Then this is your birth world, here in Astura? Mom, too?”
“Yes, though now I question if our ancestors were born here. I have memory fragments of the Grandfather opening it from the other side. However, there is no timeline to reference for when that occurred or even if it is my memory; it feels like a memory of someone’s memory, but possibly not mine.”
Crystalyn wondered how someone could have a memory of someone else’s memory but gave up thinking about it. There was much to absorb. “Who is this grandfather? Yours, Dad? Mom’s? What do you mean by fragments?”
Leaving the great gateway shrouded in darkness, he lowered the light. “Alas, I cannot say if the Grandfather is from my bloodline, your mother’s, or even a relation to either of us. I strain to recall, but there are gaps, black holes scattered throughout my memory. These memories tease at my mind. They plague me with flashes of vibrant greenery as I fall through dark gaps inside my head. These black holes, these dark smudges on my memory are human created, I’m now certain. I don’t doubt this has to do with the choice your mother and I faced twenty-four seasons ago.”
“Something happened one season before my birth? What, Dad?”
Adding a sense of the surreal as the glimmer shard’s light flooded the surrounding space, he turned to her, bringing the brightness of daylight with him. A large rat scampered into the darkness beyond the golden radiance.
“There is much agony raging within your clan’s alpha, Do’brieni.”
The glinting sadness in her dad’s blue eyes accounted for the slump of his broad shoulders, though the cause had not fully revealed. There was more to the tale. The stark pain he held made her heart lurch. Or was it self-recrimination? Crystalyn’s anxiety rose, though she had little idea why. A fleeting thought came and went, taking with it the strong desire to beg him to keep whatever he was about to say to himself.
“The time has come for you to know,” her dad said quietly. A regretful tone leaked from within his voice. Or was it self-loathing? “The patches of recollection have bombarded me with increasing frequency this past season, getting stronger since Ruena Day, the Dragon Lady, your former Indenture Service Provider, your ISP, booted me through the sapphire gate and the Alchemist enslaved me, making me as I am now. These fragments have given me glimpses of a past long concealed, whether or not I wanted it.”
“Such as?”
“Small things at first. A flash of a superb silver sword, a tankard of Rallan Red, and a fireplace with actual tree logs burning. Things that would be odd back on Terra, but not here so much. I thought I was hallucinating, slipping into madness. Now I wished I had...” he trailed off, staring at the broken gateway.
“What does it all mean?”
He continued as if he hadn’t heard. “Then, gradually, hints of another world, of a different life, struck me when I arrived here.” He paused, regarding her this time. “At first, those, too, were small. But that changed all at once on the shoreline of Bracken Lake when something, an alien being it, took control of your sister’s mind and body.” Looking upward into the distance, he frowned. “No, that’s not quite right. I believe it consumed her within the lake when it wore the form of the giant lake monster.”
Now Crystalyn frowned. “What’s wrong with Jade?”
“I believe your alpha speaks of the growing darkness in the south, Do’brieni. The clans have kept an uneasy watch upon at the Stair of Despair for seasons long past. Or something similar, though I know of no malevolence greater.”
“We will discuss this revelation at length later, my Broth. A darkness growing is something I think I should know about.”
An image of Broth with his sleek sienna-furred head drooped almost to the ground, flowed through the link and through her thoughts. “As you command, my Do’brieni.”
“This entity, alien to our worlds, feeds on neural wavelengths, overriding self-awareness with its own supreme arrogance. I know this from the glimpse it allowed me of itself,” her dad was saying.
Crystalyn grew still, her heartbeat elevating in time with her rising anxiety. She’d done much the same thing when she’d controlled Lore Rayna to save her friend from a Dark User interception after a contacting. Or had it been Dark Users? Lore Rayna had contracted the mind worm then, though she hadn’t known it. “I have lost my sister, then,” Crystalyn said aloud, more as a statement than a question.
“There is more to Jade than you know!” her father said, the tone of his quiet, commanding voice harsh. “Let me go on while we can. Our time together shall not go unnoticed,” he added, his tone softening. He looked away, glancing quickly around.
Crystalyn did too. Only darkness loomed outside the bright light. A sense of urgency bloomed. Grown, no doubt, from her dad’s words as he continued speaking in a voice now barely above a whisper and laced with a strange mixture of remorse and anger.
“On the shore of Lake Bracken, the thing, it, forced open memories I now believe walled away by someone powerful with the Flow—your mother or Durandas, perhaps both,” he said with a long-drawn breath. “But that is for another time. What I wish to say, what I must stress, is it isn’t safe here for you. The maimwrights’ attack must’ve shown you that.”
Her dad’s icy blue eyes looked hard at her, his too-young face tense as he paused, giving her a chance for a response. Crystalyn had one. “Though you know it or not, I can take care of myself. And Jade too, all of us. You’re holding something back, Dad. Why can’t you just come out and tell me? What happened to you beyond the sapphire gate? Where have you been here in Astura? How did you find Jade? What happened to you two? What in the name of the Great Father is going on?”
Taking a step backward, her dad looked around again. When he glanced back at her, it was but a moment before he gazed again at the surroundings. “You are in danger,” he said again. The tone of his voice changed, growing icy with resolve. “As the dark creature’s attack upon the dark gate’s battlements must’ve shown you. We have little time. You don’t understand, I must protect her, get her back at all costs. It will consider your being here as a threat and come after you, after us. I cannot protect you both. You will leave the Dark Citadel within the hour; all of you. I will have you and your company escorted beyond the dark gate, if I must.”
Crystalyn’s mind whirled from the sudden shift in his demeanor. “Why does Jade need protection? My sister seems to do just fine at the Citadel. Between the two of you, you have command of the entire fortress—I venture to guess the entire land of Virun. We, you, and her, could end the Hundred and One Season War,” Crystalyn said, liking the sound of it. Peace between Virun and the White Lands would go a long way toward serenity for all Astura.
Ceasing his relentless watch, her dad focused on her. His eyes were dull, clouded with sadness. “Jade and I would like that. But it will only come about if I somehow discover a way to remove it. No, when I find the way,” her dad said firmly, though his brown eyebrows scrunched with dejection. He drew a deep breath. “There’s no easy way to tell you what has occurred with your sister. I’m not even certain—”
“The parental bio-element had the command given to conceal the One Mind’s presence in this world,” a voice said from nearby in the dark.
Though the voice was familiar, but something was off as Jade stepped into the light of the glimmer shard. The toneless inflection of Crystalyn’s dear sister suited one long passed from those living. And what was she going on about?
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Chapter thirty








Entity So Dark


STEPPING FROM OUT OF THE darkness, Jade halted at the edge of the bright golden light. Her long thin arms hung limp at the sides of her sheer black dress with the steep plunging neckline Crystalyn disliked. Jade had lost weight since Crystalyn had seen her last. Her younger sister’s bony hips were prominent underneath the silky see- through material, more emphasized by the light. And as disturbing, Jade’s complexion had paled, a change highlighted by the black eyeshadow around her narrowed, emerald eyes. Crystalyn wondered if her little sister was sick, but there was more going on than that. She’d gotten that much from her dad’s words. 
Jade’s dark-shaded lips had drawn together—the color didn’t suit her little sister’s auburn hair, even though it matched her diaphanous outfit. The severe brazen look was so unlike Jade, Crystalyn wondered when she’d taken to wearing it, but Jade’s health was the greater concern. “There you are,” Crystalyn said. “You don’t look well. Come here. I’m strong enough now to heal you if needed. Then we can—”
“No!” her dad shouted.
Hissing loudly, Jade flinched and took a half step backward, melding with the darkness. Jade’s face and large white teeth, bared with a snarl, reappeared a moment later when she leaned forward. “The parental element shall terminate the first progeny now, or I shall destroy the entire brood!” The commanding tone of Jade’s near shout echoed oddly around the cavern, as if coming from a great distance.
“Have a care, Do’brieni. A black cloud of rage leaks from Jade, and now she is closed to me.”
Crystalyn wondered what Broth meant. Sometimes the empathic snippets her Do’brieni sensed were too little and too cryptic to have much value. Crystalyn made a conscious, though difficult, effort to push down a sudden bolt of rising irritability at her bond mate. Instead, she focused on her sister. “Why are you talking like that? Stop your nonsense, Jade. Dad and I are having a discussion. One we all need to have.”
“Beware your alpha, Do’brieni! Such despair must have consequences.”
In one fluid motion, her dad reached over his shoulder and drew his greatsword, turning toward Crystalyn. “We were, but no longer. We caught its attention. I’m truly sorry, my eldest. I blame myself. Know this, I value every precious moment in your company now and always.”
Jade shouted. “Halt!” The tone of her voice was imperious, though raspy, and it echoed dully out from her as if coming from a distance inside her. “Disregard immediate termination, parental element. Mortally wound the first offspring now! Then I shall add her power within the Over Mind as a whole. Your second offspring shall benefit substantially.”
The brown complexion of her dad’s face paled. His arms and shoulders twitched, making the greatsword flash with a brutal starkness reflected oddly from the glimmer shard’s light.
Broth yelped. “Your alpha’s despair is deep, Do’brieni!”
Jade’s eyes bulged with rage. “Why do you delay? Do as commanded!” Her cold dry voice echoed oddly.
As if struck, her dad straightened, his powerful body going rigid. The monstrous sword slowly rose to level out with the sharp tip pointed at Crystalyn’s chest.
Staring beyond the brutal blade, Crystalyn gaped, gazing deep into her father’s sad but determined blue eyes. One jump forward was all it would take to impale her with cold, hard steel, and she was helpless to stop him. There was no time to draw her own sword or form a symbol. Her dad was an expert fighter. She’d seen that upon the dark battlements. But surely, he wouldn’t harm her, would he?
“Flee, my daughter,” he said softly. “Please, don’t make me choose. Not again, I cannot …”
“Dad! What are you doing? Put your sword away! What’s going on with you? Put it away now! I won’t ask again,” Crystalyn said, growing angry. Something was wrong, evilly wrong. Yet she’d battled evil the very moment she arrived in Astura and always survived somehow. Why wouldn’t the two of them let her help? They were family.
Her dad took a small step forward. “Please, run. Leave this place and don’t come back until I deem it safe,” her dad said, the tone of his voice low and harsh. “Hurry! It will have called for reinforcements, and I cannot help you!”
Crystalyn’s ire rose high. “I don’t need your help, Dad. What I need is for you and Jade to tell me what is going on.” Reaching out, she pushed the sword to one side by the flat of the blade. Her dad did not resist. “If Jade needs healing, she’s fully aware how much aid I can give her, aren’t you, sister?”
Crystalyn stepped past her dad and stopped, facing her little sister, the youngest in the family, the one she’d nurtured for so many seasons when it had been only the three of them. Dad’s heart had been failing then. She’d taken care of Jade—well, both of them—. “Talk to me, little sis,” she said softly. “We’ve always shared everything. Tell me what’s wrong, and I will fix it as I always have.”
As if pressed flat by an unseen trowel moving from her round chin upward, the rage on Jade’s face smoothed. Then her deep green eyes widened. “Crystalyn?” Jade asked, the tone of her voice soft as it echoed outward. “Your help will come with your leaving. You must do as Dad asks.”
Though her irritation only fell slightly from her sister’s words, hope soared beside it. The strange otherworldly tone echoing out from Jade, so reminiscent of Atoi when the Dark Child had control, was still there, but the dryness was gone. Jade sounded almost like her old, small-voiced self. “Don’t even think it,” Crystalyn said. “When I leave, you and Dad are coming with me. We’re a family, and stronger together. I shouldn’t have to remind you. Have you run afoul of evil?” Crystalyn was almost afraid to ask.
For a long while, Jade stood silent, her emerald eyes dull. Then, though her features remained smooth, the now raspy tone of Jade’s reply chilled the air between them. “The sibling’s logic has merit. The power of the host blended with the energy within the sibling shall overcome all those that resist the feeding because of their affinity with the river of power. You have not the power to resist as before,” Jade said, raising her arms.
Smiling with a wide grimness that looked painful stretched across her narrow face, Jade moved toward Crystalyn, arms raised and outstretched.
“No!” her dad screamed. “I won’t let you have her, or Jade!”
Leaping to the side of Crystalyn, her dad thrust forward with his sword. A sickening thunk heralded the arm’s length of flattened steel, impaling her precious, fragile little sister, Jade.
“Dad, what have you done?” Crystalyn screamed.
Almost of its own accord, Crystalyn’s knockback symbol, glowing with a dark radiance, streaked toward her dad. Thrumming, the stacked concentric circles slammed into both members of her family, knocking them from their feet and whisking them away from each other. The glimmer shard spun from her father’s hand and plunged them into darkness.
“Do’brieni! What have I done now? Can you sense them?” Crystalyn screamed aloud.
Broth’s response had a deep touch of sympathy. “They both live, yet I fear your clan sister’s breaths come too shallow.”
Fighting past the anguish and fear roiling in her thoughts, Crystalyn brought out the small glowing symbol she thought of as a light ball and set it to hover above her head. The white light was shaky, adding a weird strobing effect to the surroundings. With a conscious effort, she steadied it by grounding herself and moved forward, pushing the darkness before her.
The meager light soon revealed Jade lying on her side on the catwalk, her fingers clutching at the great blade sunk in her right chest. Beyond her, her dad lay on his back, squirming to stand.
Dropping beside Jade, Crystalyn gripped the monstrous hilt with both hands and then prepared her golden symbol of healing, bringing it out to hover beside her. Once she removed the greatsword, she’d have so little time. Jade’s lifeblood would gush from the ghastly wound, spurt outward with each pump of her dear sister’s heart.
“No, please! Don’t touch her! I beg you! I cannot take another loss.” Her dad pleaded, drawing huge gulps of air.
Crystalyn glanced briefly at him. How could she not help? Her sisterheart, his youngest daughter, lay dying. By his own hand. What monstrosity of this blasted world had overcome him? What had it turned him into? A kin slayer? Family murderer? She would find out right after working on Jade.
The blade required all her might to pull free, giving up its metallic grip on her sister’s frail body with a sickening thurrop sound. As she feared, blood welled, soaking her hands, and draining through the metal catwalk with frightening speed.
“Keep my alpha away from us, my Do’brieni.”
Without waiting for a reply, Crystalyn attached her awareness to the symbol and sank into her sister with anxiety squeezing at her heart. With such a severe injury, she feared she was too late.
The wound was easy to find. Following the bloodstreams flowing faster than others brought the symbol and her awareness to the gaping hole. Crystalyn willed the golden symbol to attach to both sides of the wide gash and then pulled skin, muscle, and cartilage as close together as she could get.
Then, floating backward against the flow of blood already slowing, Crystalyn worked her way deeper. Unraveling the symbol little by little, she sealed the wound inward.
At the left lung, she halted and despaired. The broad blade had sliced through the top of the right lung, leaving it split and deflated. Repairing such horrendous damage would likely take more of the healing symbol than what remained, but she had to try. Jade needed every bit of healing boost she could give.
A cloudy stream of darkness flowed from the trachea into the lung. Then it split into two tendrils, and countless fingerlike offshoots formed. The black fingers of mist pulled the wound together and repaired the bronchi and the tubular branches with stunning precision. Once finished, the dark cloud inflated Jade’s right lung and then streamed toward the left. A frigid coldness emanated outward from it, just like when a flicker had attacked Jade in the Vibrant Vale.
Though Crystalyn was grateful for the reconstruction of her sister’s lung, she had no desire to interact with an entity so dark and so alien. Crystalyn moved away, intending to go around and finish closing the puncture beyond the lung even though Jade would likely heal just fine on her own now, but the dark stream shifted toward her. Perhaps it’s trying to communicate, she thought. There was a way to find out. Crystalyn floated her golden symbol into the stark blackness.
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Chapter thirty-one








Mindless


FLOATING IN THE BLACKNESS WITHIN Jade, a multitude of thoughts and emotions assailed Crystalyn. The most prevalent were fragments, questions drifting around her in an endless, forlorn array.  Where? Who … who was I? What am I? Do I yet live? Is this life? Numerous thoughts drifted past, most in languages she didn’t understand. Some had the feel of masculinity or femininity. Many had a distinct alien feel to them, like nothing she’d encountered on Astura or Terra. All had a great yearning for something lost.
Crystalyn’s heart wrenched. She wanted to help, to provide as many of the answers as she could to the forlorn questions and offer comforts for the unmitigated longing. But she didn’t dare. Assisting so many would mean sacrificing her symbol; she would then become as lost as them.
Jade was her priority.
Crystalyn focused on that revelation.
With a ruthlessness born from determination, Crystalyn set out. From the onset, she smothered doubts of ever tracking down Jade’s essence within such blackness. Nothing would keep her from protecting her little sister, dark entity or not. Willing the symbol to move in the direction she thought the thing had come from, Crystalyn floated up her sister’s esophagus. At least, she hoped so. The symbol’s tiny glow was all Crystalyn had to go by.
As Crystalyn rose, blackness permeated all. Within the darkness, an overlying presence loomed, growing more defined, and with it came a feeling of deep hostility the higher she ascended. Crystalyn and her little golden symbol were adrift within a dark sky of malevolence. And her symbol was dimming. The omnipotence ate away at the golden radiance, ray by brilliant ray.
“Jade!” Crystalyn called, projecting the thought upward, willing it to pierce the darkness and sail to her sister’s brain. “I’m … here!” Crystalyn projected, throwing her mental might into each thought.
“Crystalyn?” came the reply from above and to the left. The sound of Jade’s mental voice was tiny and had a drawn-out echo, as if coming from behind a veil, not from this world.
Crystalyn adjusted her trajectory to match, though she worried. A dark flame of malevolence licked at the symbol’s front edge as the rage surrounding her thickened. The ominous malice loomed closer.
Crystalyn willed the symbol to move faster. The dark flames rose higher and then vanished as the symbol shot out into capillaries of gray matter.
Forming into the shape of a massive sphere, the blackness bore down upon her from behind like a dark, brooding planet.
“You shouldn’t have come to help me this time,” Jade said, as if speaking beside her. “You should’ve listened to Dad; it is too much for you this time, I fear. Your coming has thrown it off, though. Without its constant attacks, I have gained ground, though it won’t be enough for me to help you. The One Mind has called the mindless, the controlled. They will be upon you soon. The danger to you physically is grave.”
The feel of Jade’s warm and familiar thoughts came from a translucent bubble expanding in the front cortex of Jade’s brain. With each thought, the tiny sphere glowed with a blue radiance, growing larger.
“Together we are stronger, my sister. Let’s get you back to normal.”
“You’re too late. The One Mind nearly has you.”
Crystalyn spun, wrenching the symbol around to face the threat. Close now, the sphere dwarfed her, a round mountain of dark malice bearing down upon her miniscule speck of golden light.
“Leave me, get away while you can. The mindless come.”
Crystalyn willed the symbol toward the dark sphere, letting go a moment before contact.
Crystalyn’s awareness snapped back into herself. Too fast. She swayed on her feet, struggling with a myriad of blurred imagery and a heaving stomach as her mind adjusted to reestablishing a connection with motor faculties and nerve endings.
Forcing the bile in her throat down, Crystalyn saw her vision spring into clarity. The edges of the shadows flickered. Shapes detached from the darkness, becoming men and women.
Leaping to her side, Broth growled. “Many soldiers come, Do’brieni. There is an unnatural coldness about them.”
Wherever Crystalyn looked, dark-armored men and women shambled into the light.
Two soldiers, a man and a woman, moved beside her dad as he came to his feet. Without a glance in his direction, they clomped toward her and the warden, a step or two ahead of the rest, long- hafted axes held at the ready.
Though doubtful of having the time needed to execute it, Crystalyn formed her acid drop symbol, one of the deadliest.
Broth was right. A frigidness beyond the natural cold of the cavern emanated from them. And the eyes … the blue eyes of the pair were blank, devoid of the spark of life. Yet they came for her.
Crystalyn had nowhere to run on the narrow iron catwalk as many booted and metal-shod feet moved forward from behind. “This is it, my Do’brieni. We have no escape,” Crystalyn thought, putting a hand on her link mate’s broad back while shunting aside the familiar bleakness that came with her broken mind, the insidious despair lurking within. A madness that hovered around the dark places of her fragile control when she’d dealt with the Hartwig kid’s nearly successful assault. The first time she’d ended a life.
The symbol forming in front of her wavered, flickering.
Broth’s massive shoulders and haunches tensed with power. Roaring with an audible and psychic rage that tore through the link and rippled through Crystalyn’s mind, the warden leaped over the woman’s axe, his great jaws clamping into her helmless head with savage fury. The crunch of bone rang out and then the stark sound of silence … even as the woman’s body fell to the floor with Broth landing over her.
“Broth! Do’brieni? What’s happened? I can’t feel you!”
A sense of something ancient, eons old, vast intelligence with a supreme thought pattern, alien and transcendent, flowed through the link, blemishing it with a dark and jubilant malevolence. “This is a sustenance like no other! How could the One Mind have missed it in this primitive world for so long? I feed!”
Broth’s massive wolflike head swung toward Crystalyn. In one sinuous leap, her Do’brieni turned around to face her. His beautiful golden hourglass eyes were now black, glowing with an inner darkness matched only by the Dark King when it had possessed Darwin Darkwind.
“NO!” Crystalyn backed away. A coldness from behind stopped her. A frigid chill seeped slowly into her spine. Crystalyn shivered, partially from the deep cold but mostly from the realization she had nowhere to run and no sense of her link mate’s comforting presence inside her mind. The steadfast symbiotic strength that had carried her through so many trials, the ageless wisdom passed along for generations through the White Fur clan, the companion she’d relied on for so long … was gone, replaced by thundering silence. “Do’brieni!”
Jade jumped to her feet. “Your companion unknowingly holds the key to controlling this world. As does your sibling. The One Mind is pleased.”
Jade laughed, deep and powerful.
The unnaturalness of such a sound coming from her frail sister’s lungs rang out cold and surreal, leaving the weakness of fear in the pit of Crystalyn’s stomach. Finally, she knew what her dad had tried to tell her; it had Jade, some alien monster.
Jade turned around laughing, a complete circle of delight that masked the clinking shuffling of metal-shod feet in and out of the light.
The darkness of her sister’s mocking laughter blended with the surroundings beyond the meager light and added to the chill of the air. A chilling symbol formed in Crystalyn’s thoughts, and then hovered before her. Interlocking squares inside a circular diagram exuded coldness and glowed bright with a deep blue radiance.
Shifting slightly, Crystalyn positioned herself for a clear shot at Jade and then froze. How could she destroy her little sister, the one she’d raised for so many seasons? When Crystalyn had activated the Sapphire Gate and Jade had touched it, her sister had become what she was now. All because of Crystalyn. A monster made from Crystalyn’s own carelessness. None of this was Jade’s fault. But what else could Crystalyn do?
The thing controlling her sister was strong, the darkness great. Yet a tiny part of Jade lived, a small beacon of light shining dim but defiant against a gathering malevolence within a darkening sky of storms. The evil had taken over Jade’s body, but it was still her little sister’s vessel for life. Destroying the entity would mangle Jade’s body and crush the life essence that remained of her sister. “Oh, Jade, I’m so sorry!”
Crystalyn released the symbol.
Picking up speed, the symbol slammed into Jade, cutting off the sound of her dark laughter. Passing through Jade, the symbol dissolved, leaving behind her precious, innocent, loving sister frozen in ice. Jade’s lovely green eyes shimmered with a slick sheen; the dark expression of her glee froze on her face.
Crystalyn’s heart hammered the inside of her chest, and her body heated with shame. “Oh, Jade! Forgive me!”
Jade’s mouth moved. Tinny laughter rolled outward from it, a ghostly sound that echoed around the catwalk.
Crystalyn stared.
Cracks formed at the edges of her dark lips, and then ice chips fell away. Jade’s laughter grew louder, becoming cold and mocking, a sound as alien as the blackness roaming unchecked inside her, an evil gleeful with the knowledge of its supremacy.
The laughter ended abruptly, severed mid tone. The ice cracked and popped, sliding in large chunks from Jade as she stepped backward, away from the light. “Your power has been of great service, elder sibling. Such a foolish reaction has prolonged your sibling’s fate and sealed yours.” Jade slipped into the darkness,
vanishing. The malevolent voice continued, growing deeper, more commanding with every word. “Yet you have proven too great a nuisance for absorption into the Over Mind. Parental element and link mate, I command you: kill the elder sibling!”
Silently, Broth leaped.
“Broth, NO!” Crystalyn shouted, too late.
The weight of her Do’brieni compressed behind two massive paws struck Crystalyn at the shoulders. Slammed to the ground on her back, she felt pain explode at the back of her skull. Pinned to the black iron catwalk, the weight and bulk of her companion keeping her from touching the injury and checking the extent of the wound.
Opening his great snout wide, Broth’s breath blew warm across her face as his long, pointed teeth snapped downward. A single drop of spittle preceded his jagged, bone-crunching teeth, rolling from his gnashing tongue as he snarled with a berserk ferocity she’d not heard before. This is it. Don’t let me have pain, Great Father, Crystalyn pleaded.
Something black flashed nearby. The weight lifted from her chest.
Jaws snapping, Broth vanished over the catwalk guardrail, his snarls fading and then growing abruptly silent.
Her dad stood over her. “Hurry, my daughter, we have no time,” he said, gripping her under a shoulder and pulling her easily to her feet.
Afraid, Crystalyn glanced at the spot she’d last seen her companion. Oh, Broth!
With blurring speed, Crystalyn’s dad spun and removed the heads of two dark-armored soldiers shuffling close, the greatsword barely slowing as it passed through the second one. “You must run! More of the mindless come!” he shouted.
“Broth? Where is the warmth of your presence?”
Ignoring the warrior woman that advanced with a longsword held low at her waist, her dad swung his greatsword high, blurring with the speed of the swing. A thin red line appeared on the woman’s bare neck. Kicking outward, her dad booted the woman in the chest, knocking her body into those following. The woman’s head tumbled from the body with the action. “Hurry! I’ll hold them back as long as I can.”
Her mind reeling from the suddenness of the brutality, Crystalyn struggled to comprehend, to think. “Broth? Are you there?”
A small hand slipped into hers. “Come! The greatsword warrior is right, they are unrelenting,” Atoi, her oldest, but youngest, companion, said, looking up at her. “Jewel’s effect is too slow on them. We must leave.” The little girl’s poison dagger was nowhere in sight.
Crystalyn stared at the little girl. “You followed my Do’brieni here?” 
Hastel spoke. “He let us know you were in danger when he sprinted off. Now go! More of them are coming,” the grizzled, one- eyed-warrior said, stomping past. With both axes in hand, he strode into a group of five dark-armored soldiers, swinging with blurring, precise movements. The crossbow strapped to his back swung back and forth wildly.
Sabella and her father, the Alchemist, coalesced out of the blackness beside Crystalyn.
“I advise you to listen to your companions. Something is rising from the Gap of Thundering Darkness. My daughter and I suspect your sibling has called for the death flyer,” the Alchemist said. “Sabella, go with Crystalyn. Make your way to the mounts stabled at the dark gate.”
“Aye, father. We shall not let them give us an easy death.” Crystalyn pulled her hand from Atoi’s. “I can’t leave my Do’brieni!” she screamed, glancing wildly around. A radiant purple-white sphere left Sabella’s outstretched hand, striking a shuffling male soldier. The upper half of the soldier vanished inside a pillar of crackling flame. The Alchemist grabbed at knives under his half cloak, his hands obscured by the speed of his movements as he tossed them. Hastel’s axes chopped down those who shuffled too close.
Swinging with quick brutal slashes left and right, her dad cleared the area beside her, but only briefly. “The warden is beyond reach right now—run!” he shouted. Raising his leg, he landed his heavy booted foot on the broad chest of a stocky man, which sent the man barreling into three others who were advancing at a slow, mindless pace. Following through with his kick, her dad stabbed through the thinner armor of the man’s armpit, then under the chins of those collapsing to the ground with frightening speed for a sword so large. Dark shuffling bodies closed in around him.
“Dad!” Crystalyn shouted.
Purple flames arose on the shoulders of one woman surrounding him, quickly rising to consume her head. Tendrils of Sabella’s dark flame lashed out on either side, igniting two others. Hastel chopped legs from two more, collapsing them to the floor, and suddenly her dad returned to view. The greatsword whirled, and the bodies of the controlled dropped as silent as their mindless attack had started. Leaping to her side, her dad spun to face the shufflers slipping into the light, row after row, hundreds strong. “Go now, Crystalyn! Please, before it’s too late,” he said.
Shoulder to shoulder, a line of ten soldiers shuffled forward. A flask exploded in the center of the line, and crackling flame exploded, roaring upward as it raced left and right in a thin line.
“We all go,” the Alchemist said, dashing along the catwalk. The silver bands on his biceps gleamed purplish from the flames. “Hurry! The dark flames won’t hold them long!”
Crystalyn ran after the Alchemist and Sabella, pulled by the hand by her dad’s surprising strength. Giving a quick glance past Atoi and Hastel, who sprinted behind, Crystalyn saw the truth of the Alchemist’s warning. Though flames covered many of the controlled to the waist and knife handles stuck in the hearts of armless soldiers, the entire line came after them as if their wounds were trivial.
Turning away, Crystalyn concentrated on the stairs ahead, willing her body to move faster.
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Chapter thirty-two








Most Precious


AS HIS OLDEST DAUGHTER FLED for the stairwell, Garn’s frustration bordered on desperation. Slamming his forehead against the bridge of a nose had little effect on the controlled, the mindless. A kick to a head or chest only cleared the immediate area for the few steps it took for the mindless to regain balance. Even those he knocked from their armor-plated feet climbed slowly upright and resumed shuffling toward his daughter with the single-mindedness of those with no will of their own. 
Garn resorted to removing the brains of the controlled by lopping off heads. Without the organic neurological center to relay commands from the thing controlling Jade, those without heads stayed where they fell, piling up in a half circle around him. But his strength ebbed with every swing. He worried too many had gotten around him and redoubled his efforts, clearing a large swathe.
Garn risked a look behind.
A glowing golden barrier surrounded Crystalyn and the strange little girl, Atoi, who his daughter held in one hand. The translucent dome reminded him of the one he had seen Sureen use during the fight at the Dark Oracle during his enslavement by the Alchemist. The dome created the beneficial effect of adding light to the surroundings.
Many of the controlled pounded at the obstruction using whatever weapon they had carried in normal life, though it seemed to have little effect on the barrier. Stepping over smoldering corpses taken down by the Alchemist or his daughter, Garn didn’t know which, Crystalyn ignored the mindless as she shoved her way through to the stairwell entrance.
Working on each side of the doorway, the Alchemist and the one- eyed warrior severed the heads of the controlled as they advanced beyond the threshold. Hastel used his half-moon ax; the hooded man sliced through tendon and bone with a long dagger. They, too, were tiring. Their swings were less clean, failing to make it all the way through. On more than one body, a flap of skin kept the head from completely separating.
Still, the horde shuffled forward.
Garn considered fighting his way to Crystalyn, then discarded the notion. He would make little difference. Soon, the little group would become overwhelmed. He had but two choices. Go after the source of the Citadel’s infection or destroy his youngest daughter.
Garn’s heart hammered at the thought.
Wrenching his distress aside, he flowed into his most aggressive form: Bear Charges Wolves. He dashed forward, spinning into the mindless with seeming berserk abandon. But he had precise control. Garn knew every nuance of the greatsword. A slight tip of the blade at the right moment produced an angled trajectory easily misjudged when defending against it. Even if they partially blocked, opponents had a good chance of losing an arm or leg or receiving a mortal wound to some part of the torso or throat. The overall effect of the form maimed and incapacitated many foes in the least amount of moves of all his sword forms.
Unfortunately, most of Bear Charges Wolves failed with the controlled. The mindless shuffled onward without an arm, even if it was the limb holding the weapon favored at the time of their compulsion by the thing controlling Jade. Losing a leg only meant the controlled would fall to the iron grating and then crawl forward. After all, such creatures had but to touch the living to add them to the growing multitude of controlled within the Citadel.
Garn adapted the form to his need as he plowed toward the darkness he’d last seen his daughter slip into. The greatsword whirred higher many more times than normal. For every leg or arm he sliced through, a half dozen heads parted from armored or black- leathered shoulders. The bodies piled up on each side as he entered the dim light beyond the catwalk, the last place he’d seen his youngest daughter. No, he corrected himself, the creature … I have to think of her as a creature now.
The muscles in his arms—from his shoulders to his wrists—burned from overuse, and still the shadows flickered with the writhing shapes of the mindless shuffling forward. Abruptly, spinning to a stop and lowering his greatsword’s tip vertically to the catwalk, Garn stopped destroying.
The controlled shuffled past.
He was a blasted fool. They were not after him. Senselessly obeying the last command they received, the mindless staggered on, intent upon exterminating Garn’s eldest daughter. Garn could stop it with a single thrust. By locating Jade.
Reaching into the left front pocket of his kell-leather pants, Garn removed the glimmer shard given to him by the very creature he was about to destroy, when it named him general of the Citadel.
Golden light exploded outward from his palm.
Garn’s hope of halting the advance of the controlled evaporated.
A sea of black armor filled the iron causeway from the railing to the gray stone cliff wall as far as the light reached. Jade had vanished, swallowed by the senseless horde she—no, the creature—had created.
Garn whirled and dashed back the way he had come. Jade would live until he found a way to kill her or save her, whichever opportunity came first. Crystalyn needed him now.
Though he pushed it to the back of his mind, Garn knew the odds of anyone escaping the Citadel alive now were abysmally low. But he would trade his life to give his daughter the chance, however slim. Either. But right now, it meant Crystalyn.
Garn’s heart lurched painfully as he sliced through the neck of a helmless, gray-skinned woman shuffling toward the stairwell where he’d last seen Crystalyn. There had to be a way to save both daughters; he could accept no less. Yet every scenario and every strategy that flashed through his military-ordered mind ended with the death of those lives most precious to him. He dashed toward the stairwell.
As Garn ran, his heart thumped in his chest.
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Chapter thirty-three








Dark Neurons


DARKNESS ENVELOPED JADE. NO. THAT wasn’t quite right. She should think of the situation as it was. The blackness that was the One Mind moved  her, commanded her body to go away from the light her dad held, to slink backward from the fighting.
She was but an observer inside her own skin, within her own head. The One Mind controlled every part of her except the small remnant of herself she kept domed away inside her own brain.
Suffocating despair loomed near.
Jade sensed no way out. There was no way back to the person she’d been before the darkness inside her—the domineering intellect floating freely within—stole everything from her. Her body. Her family. Her life.
Yet she’d gained a glorious victory. Today she’d taken back a tiny connection, tapped into a mere filament of a connection that linked to her left eyelid. Though the alien entity frequently bombarded her bubble of protection with the black rage of its powerful will several times after she wrested out that miniscule bit of control during the distraction Crystalyn provided, the One Mind failed again and again.
Though her situation was precarious with the One Mind’s constant probes to the perimeter of her bubble and her fight to hold back despair, Jade wanted to jump for joy at her minor victory. But she had no control of that motor function either, only the minute link to her left eyelid. Nor was she likely to gain anything more in the foreseeable future.
After losing its exclusive grip on every single neuron for her motor functions, the One Mind clamped down brutally, tightening its foul tendrils of compulsion as if it were a squid that had snaked its long tentacles throughout her brain, latching onto and entwining around nerve endings with its suction tentacles that fed on neural pulses even as it controlled.
But at least she had control of a tiny part of her body, however small.
The One Mind moved her along a lengthy darkened hallway and then passed through a dimly lit side corridor, coming out at another hall passage darker than the first. With little to view, Jade focused inward and concentrated on the new link established within herself.
A tiny beam of whiteness flowed outward from her bubble and pierced the center of the dark cloud permeating her brain. The new link flowed to the back of her brain, to the facial nerve connected to her brain’s stem. From there, Jade pushed a needle flow of awareness into the darkness, threading a careful path along a complex labyrinth of cranial pathways, avoiding conflict with the dark neurons streaming by.
Finally, Jade sensed an intersection that flowed the directions she looked for. Splitting her fragile link into two, Jade tapped into the neuron streams leading from the nerve fibers that stretched to the left side of her brain. Likewise, she attached to the cranial fibers that led the right side of the brain.
Now she had a link to both parts of her brain that led back to her eyelids. The connection established, Jade returned to observing the outside world and blinked with her left eye. Almost too fast for her to see, a shadow passed over the left side of her vision.
Jade would’ve laughed had she control of her vocal cords. Now she had observatory vision, could listen in on the One Mind, and controlled her eyelids. Though not knowing what such small control would do to help, she did not miss the significance of the act of gaining it. Elation swept through her. Jade wanted to shout out loud: I’m still here! The blasted thing hasn’t won yet! I’m still here!
A surge of malevolent power slammed against her bubble.
Jade’s joy faded back into the reality of the situation. The alien entity inhabiting her dominated all, and not just her. There were many neurons trapped inside the dark cloud. Some were human, many were not.
Though weaker, another surge pressed against her last bastion of defense, the dome. The One Mind tested her strength, searched for a chink in her armor, but Jade wouldn’t let it through as long as she had a breath left in her body. But how was she to know she still breathed? All Jade could do was watch and listen and hold on to the single filament of newly gained motor control.
At first, Jade believed her ability to see and hear what the One Mind did while controlling her was because of the whim of the creature, but not now. Most likely it directly resulted from how her power to read the auras linked her to it. Though the One Mind had access to the ability as well. Perhaps the fear of being trapped deaf and blind inside her own mind had something to do with it. Whatever the case, Jade still had some little jubilance that the control link to her eyelids remained. Perhaps there was hope to regain control in the future.
Marching into a well-lit courtyard, the same courtyard where the great battle behind the massive black gate of the Dark Citadel had taken place, the One Mind strode toward the commander’s garrison without deviation.
Two men wearing the red hammer insignia of captains on their left breasts shuffled forward along the stone flooring of the courtyard, each dragging his left foot behind, indicating both of their minds absorbed and stored into the Over Mind. As their bodies slowly degenerated from the lack of blood circulation, driven by the cold and rudimentary control of the One Mind, the left foot always seemed to fail first, along with the fluidity of movement.
As one, the two controlled men froze in the middle of the pathway as soon as they spotted the dark lady of the Citadel. Their dark armor was still—not even the drawing of a breath gave a sign of life.
Jade got a good look at both sickly gray faces as the One Mind neared. The blue and brown eyes of the men had skinned over with an unhealthy dull sheen of gray, another sign of no blood circulation. Devoid of thought, both soldiers stood without moving, slumped, as she passed. The One Mind ignored them and the dozen other soldiers who came out of the double-iron doors of the garrison open to the courtyard. By the fluidity of their movements, most still had free will.
The One Mind swept beyond two thick iron doors, moving gracefully into a fair-sized training yard hewn out of the dark amethyst stone of the Dark Citadel under the great plateau above. What are you up to, evil one? Jade wondered.
The ring of steel mixed with curses that came from bare-chested males and undershirt-clad female soldiers ceased with the quickness of practiced discipline. All, no matter what the current activity, scrambled into a single line.
Ignoring the men and women standing at attention, the One Mind strode across the fair-sized training yard at an easy pace, heading straight to a black Onyx Table set upon a wide landing in front of the garrison’s main quarters. There, three full-armored and full-helmed forms stood around a raised landscaped map that covered the table’s top. An amber gateway, activated and roiling with the constant stormy flux within, stood beside the wall behind the table.
As the One Mind stepped onto the landing and halted, two generals saluted in unison. The two generals, a man and a woman, also had three war hammer emblems—intricately detailed like polished steel—fastened high and to the left of their chests, nearly to their shoulders. The lifelike spiderbee representation helms the two wore would’ve sent a chill down Jade’s back if there were a way of implementing the reaction upon herself. Spiderbees had nearly ended her before the One Mind had gained possession. If not for her dad, the creatures native to Astura would’ve drained her blood. Every drop.
A single full-sized war hammer glared prominently upon the hip of a third man standing at the head of the table. Centered at the man’s chest, five hammers, the insignia of a lord general, stood out redly against his black armor. The hammer at his hip brightened with a deep black radiance and then dimmed to a shadowy outline as the man gave a quick salute. “I am honored by your presence, my lady, though I have a small measure of confusion,” Lord General Tsan said. His voice was pleasant even though it came out slightly muffled from under the helm.
The lord general gripped the table’s edge with a gauntleted hand when the One Mind did not respond, leaning forward. “I have ensured your latest command to march upon Brown Recluse is well within scheduling guidelines. Our main force is mustering throughout the Citadel and we were about to use the amber gateway to make our way there and wait for them here,” he added, pointing to a nondescript cathedral-roofed building, one of many constructed upon the high-cliff monastic dwelling of Brown Recluse.
Made with such detail, glimpsed the sharp tip of the Point on the map where the plateau extended outward, veering into the sharp point that provided the name. The very place where Dirk had tried a death push on her. Instead of killing her, the acolyte had jumped to end his own misery.
The dragon helm swung toward Jade, facing the way they had come as Lord Tsan continued his report. “I have, as I mentioned earlier, kept two-thirds of a regiment within the Citadel for protection. However, leaving less than two full regiments for fortress defense has not occurred throughout our long history and makes me uneasy.” “Gather those reserves immediately. Include your two generals. Make them march for me with the soldiers,” Jade heard herself say.
The dragon helm of Lord Tsan swiveled toward the two generals. Then, straightening to his full six-hand height, the lord general faced the One Mind. “Is that wise, my lady? The battlefront shall have no strategy or leadership if we leave this room. And pulling those away from patrolling and manning the dark gate is a substantial risk.”
The spiderbee-helmed man’s arms rose to his chest, emphasizing his hasty words. “Our lord general is right. Pulling us from maneuvering the soldiers and taking our reserves is a grave error. The Light Users constantly scan for weakness.”
The One Mind accessed Jade’s ability and slowed the cyclone raging around the man with the spiderbee helm. All three images slowed. The thing inhabiting Jade selected the darkest image, forcing the cyclone to stop and the image to play through. In it, the shadowy shape of the general swung a longsword at something indiscernible. All around, a gray fog permeated the air, though swaths of it had turned black, giving all things a faded hue, but then everything bled into clarity.
The general, a handsome man of black hair and beard, fought in his dark armor without a helm beside an algae-ridden shoreline on the world of Terra in the thickly polluted air of Low Realm. The well- muscled man swung his seeming toylike greatsword against something slobbering and grotesque, nearly too frightening to look at, that may have begun its existence as an isopod. Now, after the mutating effect of the pollutants, it moved forth on four grasshopper-like legs which raised its upper torso upright two and a half meters high. Squirming tentacles attached to the raised, elongated body dripped something foul. The shell on the creature’s back had the color and texture of putrescent flesh, a shared characteristic of the scale spikes at the tentacle ends.
Satisfied the man would live on to visit another place, the world Jade hailed from, the One Mind let go of the scene. The image lengthened into impossibly long lines as it twisted back into the cyclone raging as an aura around the man.
The spiderbee-helmed woman gripped the shoulder of the man next to her, her voice a forceful hiss. “Quiet, Deit Sa. Do you wish to become as stupid as some of those captains you command?”
The One Mind ignored the exchange between the two lesser generals and continued as if there had been no interruption. Having certain key commanders who could reason, it believed, would hasten the great gorge that was fast approaching. A time when the One Mind would feed upon much of the world’s emotional neurons brought about by the great fear it would instigate. Her knowledge of it frightened jade. Sometimes she wished she couldn’t read the leakage emanating from the alien thing inhabiting her.
“Though communicating my desires demands considerable effort and is wholly inefficient from a distance this great, the domination shall ensue as planned,” the One Mind said. “I shall provide a programmed instruction set through the compulsion link of the Over Mind. Those regiments you handle will know what to do and when to start. Prepare yourselves. The command comes as soon as the matter here has ended.”
Lord General Tsan strode close, within arm’s reach. “May I inquire into the urgency?” he asked. The tone of his voice had grown softer, resigned.
The One Mind moved within that arm’s reach, stopping face-to- face with the dragon’s snout. “I shall destroy the prophecy vessel, my sister, and the other experimental product you—as mere generals—are not even aware of,” the One Mind said. “After the vessel’s termination here at my Citadel, all of those that remain shall begin the march of dominion. The time has come for the strongest to swallow all! Now, go!”
Not your sister, dark creature. Mine. We are going to destroy my sister, Jade thought as her fear ascended. What other experimental product does it mean? Me? Am I an experiment it tried that got away from it? Has it found a way to kill me?
Jade’s fright spiked again at the thought.
The Dark Citadel, the multitude of controlled, was about to descend upon the land, the lush beauty of Astura. Even the generals seemed grim, their manner brisk, as if they had second thoughts about an undertaking of such a grand scale and widespread carnage. All but Tsan, who remained close to Jade, lingering near as long as possible, still smitten by the dark lady. If he only knew what had infested her.
Such mindless beings would trample the planet into a barren wasteland of death and callous destruction. As the denizens of the world absorbed into the Over Mind, it would gorge on the fear, grief, and ultimate despair that came from viewing a loving family member or friend changed to a mindless monstrosity before one’s eyes. Eventually, everyone in Astura succumbed.
All would die.
Knowing such slaughter was in the works increased Jade’s fright to a near panic. Trapped and about to be ended, she had no way of stopping it.
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Chapter thirty-four








Greater Good


WITHIN THE MEETING ROOM SECLUDED at the back of the kitchen of the Muddy Wagon Inn, Durandas frowned at the grotesquely elongated head of Malkor. The Dark User had turned his head to the side, refusing to look Durandas in the eyes, which made the deformity prominent. He supposed it was the price one paid for the knowledge of a Lore Master. Though Durandas well understood knowledge was power most profoundly, he did not believe he would have been willing to make a sacrifice requiring such a morbid disfigurement. Dismissing that line of thought, Durandas returned to the task at hand: the confounding statement the man had just made. “What do you mean the blue crystal staff is gone? How can an inanimate piece of wood topped with a blue crystal artifact that cannot travel on its own go anywhere?” 
Malkor finally faced him, his head whipping toward him at a stiff angle. The narrow-eyed glare the Lore Master exposed when he frowned with impatience made the red User’s bloodshot eyes even darker. The man’s focused beam of hatred spared no one. “As I told you, I am uncertain …. yet. One of your Green Writhe members, Kara Laurel, and I searched every chest inside Hastel’s—the innkeeper’s—hidden storeroom at much personal risk. Though crude, the wards placed on them were strong. I suspect the outlander, Crystalyn, placed them there using her limited experience.”
Durandas frowned. Malkor’s first words had brought on an almost overwhelming rage. He curtailed a strong desire to backhand the Dark User across his face, even as he wondered where such a violent urge had come from. Granted, the man’s nasal voice was annoying, but Durandas never struck out with his fists. He had his Light magic for that. Perhaps his binding on the Dark King had loosened.
Concentrating, Durandas clamped down on the darkness roiling within him. The rage subsided. “The wards were not impossible for someone to break, if what you say is true. We both know how strong Crystalyn is with symbol magic, not with placing wards, but the real question is, where has the artifact gone, red robe? Quit hedging and get on with it. You would have invoked a Flow trace by now. What were the results?”
With both hands, Malkor lifted his wide red hood over his head, sliding it along the back of his extended cranium and leaving it scrunched there. Sitting straighter, he lifted his chin slightly in preparation for his response, an act of haughtiness customary to the man. “Inconclusive, I regret to say. The trace seemed to lead away from the tavern; I followed it to the edge of town. From there, it turned and pointed back toward the Muddy Wagon Inn. The twenty other traces lead in differing directions. All away from Four Bridges.”
Durandas leaned forward, the palms of his hands flattening on the rough wooden table, seemingly of their own accord. “Someone cast multiple traces? To do that sort of misdirection would take a high adeptness with the Flow. Or someone with extreme raw power. Crystalyn is the only one known to have this capability. As late as last week, my source assured me of her continued stay within the Dark Citadel.”
Malkor’s red eyes grew brighter, the bottom of his narrow lips drawing down into another customary mannerism most people found quite aggravating. A sneer of disdain. “Surely the great Durandas does not believe that I, Malkor, a Lore Master and power User, have not already considered such implications.”
Durandas stifled an angry retort. Letting the man get to him would only loosen the bind he maintained on the darkness roiling inside him. Allowing the Dark King a focal point for its malevolence would only invite disaster to fall upon a half century of planning.
And even though his longtime cohort had delivered as promised, he could not let the man’s arrogance go unchecked. Malkor required a demonstration of who held the greater power, if only to comprehend that he followed. He did not lead. Nor stand beside. The Dark User was a supplicant, and Malkor would do what he, Durandas, required or he would destroy the red robe with no qualms. The chain of command was simple. Durandas led. Malkor followed, subservient. “Maintain a hold on your sneer-coated tongue, Malkor. Or I shall, using a method that is permanent depending on whether you have the capability of regenerating muscle and bone.”
Malkor glared, leaning back in his chosen chair. “After all I have done, you treat me as an underling? Surely you are aware of the power I gained this past season? Darwin Darkwind the Foolish forced it upon me, but I find I am well-suited for it. Perhaps it is equal to yours. Shall we see? Is this the moment we discover who the dark disciples of the Great Shadow elect to follow?”
Durandas smoldered, his anger rising with every nasal word spewing from Malkor, but he held his tongue in check.
“Which of us do you truly believe the disciples will select?” Malkor went on. “A Dark User with Lore Master attributes? Or the First, one who reigns supreme on the Circle of Light, a Light User with petty Dark aspirations? Even with the strength of the Dark King seething within you, the power that I gave you, who do you think would ultimately end up in command confirmed by the Onyx Table themselves? Certainly not you.”
Stimulated, the darkness surged within Durandas. Blackness rose beside the lightness of the Flow. With a simple wave of his right arm, Durandas pulled Malkor from his chair and flung him against the wooden trusses of the ceiling above the table. Though he controlled it, he was excited to note he did not have to draw from the Flow; it was already there. “Is it your wish to be merged with the wood of this human dwelling?” Durandas heard himself say. The voice, a deeper version of his own—which echoed about the room as if coming from a great distance—held the deceptive mildness of a tone that spoke of complete and utter confidence.
Then it was gone.
Released, Malkor fell and slammed facedown into the sturdy wooden table.
Durandas gaped at his own arm, at the red User sprawled upon the table, and back at his hands, both now firmly flattened palm down on the table near Malkor’s long head. He had not requested his brain to move his arm, yet it had. His mouth dried, his throat becoming parched in an instant, making it hard to swallow. But he did. Slowly and painfully.
The Dark King, the Great Shadow within him, had fearsome power, almost unimaginable in scope. How could he ever hope to contain it? Had his lust for the supremacy to ensure the greater good for Astura implanted too much dark power inside him? Far more than he could ever hope to manipulate for his own ends?
No. Now that he knew of the Dark King’s capability, he would remain alert for such an uprising and let it loose upon the world on his terms, but only for the greater good. Nothing else but the greater good mattered. He would save the world even if it destroyed him. There was a great evil growing in the south the like of which the world had never known, an age-old enemy that had nearly destroyed the world in the past. He had to be prepared.
Malkor groaned. Swinging his legs over the edge, he fell heavily back into his seat, his arms landing limply on his lap. “The dark disciples shall follow you, Master,” he croaked, his voice barely above a whisper. Looking down, he bowed his head in respect, the back of his red hood coning toward the ceiling he had just dropped from.
Putting his arms on his lap, Durandas kept his palms positioned toward the floor. Should additional magic be required, he would ensure that this time he would use Light magic until he had the Dark King fully mastered. “Good. See that you make the others aware. I am their master now. No one, least of all you, Malkor, would survive a second demonstration of the power I hold. Now, let us move on to the matter at hand. Who in this world has the strength for Flow misdirection? I can only think of a half dozen, and two of those Users are within this room.”
Malkor’s blood-red eyes widened. “I had nothing to do with the staff’s disappearance, I assure you. Please, tell me what you require. Allow me to fulfill it for you, your exaltedness.”
Durandas glared at his new underling for just long enough for Malkor to fidget. Setting the rules of structure right at the start was best. “Do not ingratiate yourself or play coy with me, Malkor. From now on, you are to relay the facts only and your observations about them, if any. I shall dole out brutal consequences for every snide remark or jaded embellishment. Do you understand?” Durandas took comfort in knowing he could draw quickly from the Flow should Malkor revert to his former arrogance. If he avoided getting angry. Anger seemed to release the Dark King beyond his control. He had to be careful how he handled the darkness, but he could not deny he was jubilant. Such power! The Dark King contained power beyond his imaginings. Combined with his own, he would have all bow deep before him. For the greater good.
Slowly, the red User put his hands on the table. His palms faced upward, which signified his acceptance. “Please, forgive me, Master. It will be as you desire.”
Durandas basked in the pleasure of command, though he concealed it by keeping his face smooth. Then, slowly, as Malkor had, he, too, put his hands on the table but left his palms facing downward, a poignant reminder of who led whom. “Good. The matter is closed. Now, continue with matters of importance. Whom do you choose to investigate the theft of the blue crystal staff? Who shall lead? You, or Kara Laurel?”
“Kara Laurel,” Malkor said without hesitation.
Durandas kept a grim smile from creeping upon his face, though only barely. He had more than half expected the red User to make the selection. Malkor was likely the more powerful of the two, but lazier by far. As an infiltrator of the Dark Citadel for the Green Writhe and holder of the third seat on the Circle of Light council—with only the Lore Mother and Durandas himself higher—Kara Laurel was active and adept at many things. Though Durandas sometimes wondered what her true motives were. “Make certain you track her investigation with the cunning and stealth only you are capable of, Malkor. Report back to me. Tell no one else. Now go.”
Malkor rose, his blood-red eyes shining with new confidence.
Throwing in a compliment after a dire threat ensured high loyalty most times. Malkor was not immune.
As Malkor turned to leave, his left hand slipped into the left side pocket of his robe. “I shall remain in the shadows, as you so wisely advise, Master. We shall discover the perpetrator.”
Durandas waited until Malkor had his right hand upon the door latch. “There is one other matter,” he said, softly.
Malkor’s red hood swung to look at him. The side of his head near the back thumped against the door, but he appeared not to notice. “Yes?”
“Use of the crimson artifact shall assist in this endeavor. Give it to me. I shall decide who shall benefit the most from it.”
Malkor’s long face grew longer with a frown. He shuffled back to the table, dragging his shattered leg behind him. With annoying slowness, he took his left hand from the robe and uncurled his fist. His arm shook from the effort of keeping his hand level, or from the desire to close his fingers back around it. Durandas suspected the latter based on what he knew of the artifact’s dark nature. The red orb cast a black gleam deep within it—he saw it even with his quick glance. A longer look would not be advisable. Perhaps when he had mastered the Dark King, he would then bend the crimson artifact to his will.
When Malkor’s arm shook, Durandas grabbed the artifact from the Dark User before the red-robed man could object or tuck it away in his palm again. The orb had a way of seducing one with its complementary enhancement to any power, Light or Dark. The User gained strength with every touch. Even proximity would do it if one kept it nearby long enough. And the orb worked to ensure it remained close.
Subtly, it emitted a sublime craving to feel its perfect fit in the palm of one’s hand, to gaze deep with its crimson depths and strengthen the bond one got from it from first sight. The orb was a powerful artifact created as an energy catalyst. It compressed the energy within a User and focused it outward as a powerful beam.
The crimson orb was a strong augmentation instrument, but it was a deadly one. Durandas knew of too many Users throughout the history of Astura whose desire for it maddened with the desire of it, like a lover constantly held aloof with the promise of ultimate fulfillment if only one were to look deep within, grow the bond, and use it constantly. If one were not careful, it could, and it had, expend all energy within a User, drinking up the spark of life and leaving the User a dried-up husk of muscle and bone.
Durandas slipped the orb into his pocket without another glance. The craving—an addiction, really—would come later. Perhaps only after first use. Now that Ruena Day, the nefarious Lord Charn, destroyed, Durandas was likely one of the few who knew of the orb’s insidious nature. He would use it with care, and only if he must.
Malkor’s mouth worked, but no sound escaped for a long while. “Are you certain that is wise, master?” he finally asked. “Without the crimson orb, my power is diminished, as is my hold over the outlander, Trenton,” he finally said, his nasal voice now a mere croak.
Durandas’s anger rose with the man’s audacity to question his authority. With a great effort did he kept the tone of his voice level, though firm. “I shall deal with the outlander. You may go.” Inside, the darkness within him stirred, then receded. Much to his relief.
Malkor bowed low. “As Master wishes,” he said. The Dark User’s nasal voice—now without the petulance that seemed to come naturally to the man—floated upward from within his overlarge hood. Standing straighter, the red robe left, letting the door latch softly behind him.
Waiting until the steps, scuffs, creaks of the wooden floorboards had faded—a certain sign Malkor had moved away—Durandas drew from the Flow, directing it within himself. He sat in silence, concentrating on reinforcing the barriers around the darkness churning within the pit of his stomach.
The Dark King had weakened his earlier barricades with a quickness and extensiveness Durandas found alarming as well as disturbing. For longer than a decade he had practiced creating a cage within himself, a powerful barrier of his will that he tuned and strengthened tremendously by Using a continuous link to the Flow. The power of his Light magic encircled the darkness within him, containing it within a three-dimensional dome he had modeled after the Circle of Light’s white stone assembly hall, a glasslike flooring containing a raging torrent of blackness underneath. But it needed constant vigilance. He would not fail. Failing was for those with lesser power. The well-being of this world and countless others depended on it.
To lose would mean the destruction of all free will left within the land, the ability for one to decide one’s own fate, something he had vowed to protect when he had signed the Aftermath Edicts. Those times had been bleak. The population of mankind reduced to a few hundred left living on a single island immediately following the War of Detonation. But he had survived by staying true to the vow all the Green Writhe elders made while penning the edicts. He followed the path of the greater good for Astura, a hard route of sacrifice that brought him to where he was now.
Besides, Durandas was not so foolish and arrogant to disregard the acute danger that he now carried within him would not eventually lash out with its considerable power with the aim of world domination should it break free. Such evil could devour the souls of non-humans, creatures, and humans alike. The Dark King, known by its followers as the Great Shadow, had done as much in the past and would not hesitate to do it again if given the smallest chance. Surfacing on the heels of the War of Detonation, the great axe of the Dark King had nearly converted all those remaining from the blasted war that had all but destroyed the planet. The Dark King was far older than Durandas’s hundreds of seasons and likely had experience with power beyond his comprehension. He would not let that happen. No matter the cost.
Even without the threat of the Dark King breaking through and wresting control, there was already something insidious loose on the world, Durandas knew. Something so inhuman most souls living now would struggle to understand how something with so alien a gaseous composition could exist at all, let alone have its great power to control. As it was doing, even now. Such a superior being may well be something Durandas’s power combined with the Dark King’s was no match against, but he would try. After centuries of intense research on the alien, Durandas had taken steps to ensure the two greatest powers native to this world would not face it alone. Not if he could help it.
The greater good would prevail. Sending out a summons with the Flow, Durandas waited.
The door to the meeting room swung open, stopping just before banging into the inside wall a short ten heartbeats later.
His latest creation slipped through, halting at the table’s end.
Durandas stood. He tapped into the darkness inside him ever so slightly as he closed the door with a twitch of a finger, installing an intricate silence ward as he did so. Durandas took a moment to marvel at how easily such action came now. Then he looked at the new arrival. “The time has come for you to meet and follow the Blue One,” he said. “The boy and his companion should now break their fast in the tavern common area after a night’s sleep. Follow me. Learn the path you shall take from this point on.”
As mute as ever, the creation’s yellow-orange eyes gazed at him with the impassiveness Durandas no longer believed absolute. A few months ago, he had believed a dark creation would do whatever its creator had in mind for it to do. However, after this one—recreated from the remnant of its former self, a mere tatter of burlap skin material brought to Astura by Trenton—had betrayed the instruction set of its previous creator, Lord Charn, Durandas had changed his mind. He now believed the magical creation had developed intelligence of its own. Or the magic controlling it had evolved into an artificial lifeform.
Whether the development had occurred over time in the first rendition of the creation or was there from the start was another unknown. Whatever the case, something had led the creation to betray its master and attach itself to the anomaly Astura knew as Jade Creek. Then the creation had failed to report back to its creator as the command set built into it had specified a failsafe implanted in all such creations. Even more puzzling, before Jade, the creation had performed to its instruction set as kitchen help without a single flaw in its magical makeup. Now, keeping a record of every action the creation performed through the magical bonding link he installed after he had reformed it, Durandas could not find a single corrupt instruction. Whatever had caused the anomaly within the creation seemed to have destructed when Crystalyn Creek blew it to tatters with one of her adverse symbols.
Yet Lord Charn had believed something more disturbing about the creation. During the final contacting Durandas had with the Dark lord, the then-head of the Dark Citadel had believed the creation converted by a third party, some outside force stronger than those with a mastery of the Flow. Lord Charn’s frustration with the creation not following the magical program had shone through clearly at the time of the contacting—the dark flame hammer strapped to the Dark lord’s side had flared brightly. Briefly, Durandas wondered what had become of the hammer after Lord Charn’s death at the hands of Crystalyn. Such a great artifact would store a great layer of power, another contingency against the thing growing in power at the Dark Citadel now. The dark flame hammer combined with the red orb artifact would enhance his current Using level fivefold or more. Oddly, the Dark King lusted for it, even though the supernatural entity in magical glass in Durandas’s gut carried its wicked double-headed axe of dark spirit, a power stronger than any artifact. Durandas could sense the desire.
The dark creation, Durandas’s recreation, stood mute and unmoving beside the door, awaiting instruction. If the magical being understood what he had just said to it, the dark creature had no way of communicating it back to him. The mouth of the creation was a crude smile drawn with black charcoal over burlap-textured skin.
Perhaps one day soon, after Durandas had gathered enough of the great artifacts such as the hammer and the shimmer spear and harnessed the power they contained, he may give his newer creations a voice. Perhaps then a sentient communication gateway added into the mix of the raw magic underlying the world would gain him an advantage as a messenger to do his bidding in his lands.
But only those parts of the land he controlled. The Alchemist’s Flow worms would consume the rest of the supply at the source. With no Flow to access, his adversaries would be far easier to control, and he would be free to go after the prophecy vessel wherever she might be and end that pathway that could swing to either Dark or Light. He had to pad fate in his favor, no matter what sacrifice he had to make. With the aid of the Dark King and a few greater artifacts, he would not hesitate to destroy those who resisted.
For the greater good of all.
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Chapter thirty-five








Misgivings


AFTER THE TAVERN MAIDEN HAD deposited the last serving of their meal on the table and left, Casan set the sword Keever had given him in the open space beside his meal. Drawing it out from its sheath for the first time, Casan gazed at it in wonder for a long moment. Then he ran his fingers over the fine black etching of the woodland scene imprinted on the polished steel blade of the sword as he speared the last sprig of butter broccoli. A large-antlered elk held a vigilant watch over a cow and a calf in a high mountain meadow. Below them, three wary mule deer—heavy-antlered bucks, all—navigated a steep trail under cover of an aspen forest in midsummer. Near the sword’s tip, a pair of kell swam toward a breach in the dam they’d made of mud and rock packed around logs, and the cascading water flowed to the very point of it. 
After tossing the fork and broccoli onto the food ware, Casan flipped the fine weapon over, handling it with reverence. A bear, a big grizzly by the look of it, strode down a mountainside below the gold- trimmed rain guard fixed under the hilt. Below the bear, a pack of five black wolves stalked a calf moose grazing beside willows. Recurrent at the tip, the pair of kell swam toward the breach in the dam. The steel- hooked beak of the eagle’s magnificent head curving downward made up the pommel, which added a master- craft touch.
“Do you like it?” Keever asked. “I call it Breach, but you may name it whatever you wish; it is yours. Originally, I intended to give it to you on your eighteenth namesake celebration, but circumstances have changed. By then, I would have had the time to complete a more resplendent scabbard.”
“The name is fitting—I will keep it. How could I not like it, Keev? This is truly a masterwork sword, your best. I will admire it for a lifetime,” Casan said, slipping Breach’s tip into its lightly oiled sheath and pushing it in to the hilt. Made from Kell leather sewn together over two shaped pieces of soft, springy wood, the sheath, black on one side and brown on the other, contrasted well together. “And please, do not bother with a different scabbard; this one is well - made and needs no finery on it,” he added and meant it. The less interest taken in such a fine blade, the better. He wanted it in his possession for a lifetime.
A shadow loomed over the polished steel and his plate, blanketing a wide swath of the dark-stained wooden table. A large man, someone Casan recognized and wished to never see again, towered to one side of Keever. The so-called blacksmith, the red- bearded giant of a man, who had followed him at Durniss Keep, Cudgel.
It can’t be, he thought.
“Please, come with me, both of you,” Cudgel said quietly. “There is much I must speak of.”
Keever came to his feet in a rush, his knees bucking the table and sloshing out half his second mug of ale. “Blast you, blacksmith,” he cursed. Bending slightly, he tossed a thin cloth the tavern maiden had provided with the meal over the spill.
Slipping his hand around the bone handle of the long knife sheathed at his belt, Keever straightened to his full height and glared up at the big man beside him. “Blast you threefold,” he cursed again. “Are you mad? Why would you creep up on our table like that? Do you wish a knife implanted in your chest?” he asked.
Cudgel’s brown eyes remained fixed on Casan. “Please, come with me,” he repeated. “We have little time. The white fox moves.”
Though the tone of Cudgel’s voice was soft, it carried, rumbling across Casan’s ears like a runaway horse and cart. He stared at the man for a long moment. “Why would we go anywhere with you when you had plenty of opportunity at Durniss Keep to speak your mind?” he finally asked. “There, you skulked around like a predator waiting for the right moment to strike. And now you demand we go with you? My friend has it right. You are insane. Leave us alone.”
Cudgel’s broad face darkened to red, matching the color of his curly hair. “This is no time for stubbornness. I have covered the cost of your meal. Now we go,” he said, the tone of his voice a low growl. Clamping his jaw closed, he glanced around the inn’s clamorous interior.
Patrons desiring to waiting out the downpour had filled the wide main room of the Muddy Wagon tavern, enjoying a meal or drink—, many more than when Casan had first started in on the meal. Most seemed caught up in loud conversations and ignored those around them. Not so with a light-haired man whose roots had turned gray with sprinkles of gray who sat nearby. The man leaned back in a chair with his legs stretched out beside a round tavern table. Garbed with the expensive kell -leather dyed a shiny black from top to bottom, the man’s prominent shin-length boots glistened with fresh polish. A thick-waxed mustache pulled down past the corners of his mouth and hung below his chin.
Meeting Casan’s eye boldly, the man gave a smile that added depth to the deep lines weathering his face. Before Casan could return the smile, he the man stood, and moved across the narrow gap separating the tables. “Have a little respect, mate,” the light- haired man said, looking at Cudgel. “The boy has expressed he has no desire to accept your offer with an explicitness not denied. You shall take your leave now.” Though the tone of the newcomer’s voice was mild, the finality of his words quieted those within hearing.
Casan groaned. The man must have slipped a cog within the gears of his better sense. Cudgel, who carried a weapon of the same name, was a giant of a man, bigger than Laran or even Bareck. Sheathed at Cudgel’s back, the iron-banded tip of the pole armament gleamed over his right shoulder, swaying slightly with a glaring prominence with every breath the big man took.
The long-mustached man had no weapon in sight. Did he think to pummel Cudgel into submission with his bare fists? Casan doubted such a move would meet with success; the middle-seasoned man would likely come out hurt badly, or worse. Even if the man won, Casan wanted no part of a tavern brawl. What if—in order to protect himself—his ability kicked in and he killed everyone in the tavern? Such an occurrence had a distinct possibility. What then? He had no control over when the power would come, if it came at all.
Though he appeared relaxed, Cudgel shifted his stance slightly to one side to include the newcomer, but he kept his eyes upon Casan. “I mean you no harm. There is much to speak of, and time has overtaken us,” he said with a brusqueness that matched his rumble.
“Us? Where did you get this ‘us’ from?” Keever asked. “Have you forgotten you accosted our table?”
“The boy is right. No one invited you,” the gray-haired man said with a nod. His long mustache swung forward like a pendulum. “I will not say it a third time. You shall take your leave. Now.”
Without a single blink, Cudgel stared at Casan, ignoring anyone else. Casan got the feeling the man was prepared to remain in place the rest of the day and on into the night for an answer that suited him. The best place to end a developing situation was from the start, as his father, as Laran, had instructed him with deep woods lore. The incident of an enraged bear early on flashed in his mind, but he shunted it aside. Who was Laran, truly? Why had Laran raised him? Again, he shoved such thinking to the back of his mind. This was not a good time. Pushing his plate away, he slid his chair back and stood. “I know well the value of time, Cudgel. You come wasting mine and your own. We have no intention of going anywhere with you.”
Cudgel scowled deeply, his face scrunched with a mask of rage. Then, as if he wrestled with something attempting to possess him, his features slowly smoothed. He nodded his head briefly in acknowledgment. Turning, he stomped off, shoving aside whatever stood in his way, man or woman, even the edge of a wooden table. The blunt pole weapon, as thick as a man’s wrist, jostled angrily with each step.
Watching the big man go, the gray-haired man gave a brief smile. “Have a care, boys. The old wound in my stomach whispers he will not go far. Keep your vigilance high,” he said, moving to resume his seat.
“Who are you, friend?” Casan asked.
The man froze, standing in front of his chair, his back to them. “Friend? Though time has overtaken us, as your big acquaintance said, it has yet to show such a strong meaning from one chance meeting. ‘Friend’ is not a word I take lightly. For now, call me wayfarer. Perhaps you’ll have gleaned my true name when next we meet. A last word. A sword of such fine quality as the one you have been admiring will draw unwanted interest. Best to keep it sheathed.” Stepping into the aisle beside the chair, he strode past the tables going in the opposite direction Cudgel had taken and vanished through an open doorway at the back of the inn. Conversation picked up with his passing.
Casan seized the scabbard and wrapped the strapping around his waist and right thigh, tying it in place with the ease of long practice. The enigmatic man, the wayfarer, was right. Keever had outdone himself crafting the fine weapon. A sword of its caliber would sell for many silver rectangles, more than Keever, or even his father, would earn from over two seasons of sales and repairs at the shop. Providing, of course, they had not created and sold more of the masterwork swords.
He sheathed the weapon with a practiced smoothness he had Laran to thank for, and now he had the strong suspicion he knew why the training had been necessary. At the time, he had enjoyed the training, but wondered why a simple woodsman would ever need it. The imposter he had known his whole life as father had known someone or something would come after a blasted User. Attempting to not frown and spoil his satisfaction with the gift, he looked at the one person he could trust.
Keever beamed. “My crafting is worthy of an attack. Can you imagine? Who would have thought? Come. Since the giant madman has purchased our meal, we will see about a room. And we should have enough left for breakfast, thanks to red beard.”
Casan allowed his friend, the one genuine friend he could be certain of, to guide him to the small counter where the room attendant waited without argument. Going to bed early suited him. He was tired. No, much farther beyond that. “Fatigued” did not seem a strong enough word for the way he felt. “Wooden” suited him better.










…
A TINY SOUND RIPPED CASAN’S eyelids open. The soft creeeak of wood stressed from something with weight pressing down upon it. For a moment, he feared he’d gone blind, but it was only the gray blackness that crept about before dawn. Darker, shadowy lumps sprang from the gloom, and his mind sorted them as the familiar rough shapes of sparse furnishings sprang from the gloom. The long shape of the bed Keever slept on, a small table, two chairs off to one side, and the dark vertical rectangle of the room’s sole doorway.
A rectangle too wide.
The door had swung open.
The creeeak came again as a deeper blackness detached from the bloated shape of the door.
Slipping his hand around the grip of his sword he had left strapped to the bed’s head post, Casan slipped it from the scabbard and sat up, pointing the tip at the dark shape now at the foot of his bed.
Sounding as if two steel balls were grinding together, a raspy, low- pitched voice rumbled out of the darkness. “Put it away, boy. Battle is not yet upon us, though it is coming sooner than you might believe.”
Cudgel’s whispered admonishment raised the hair on the back of Casan’s neck. “I will set it down when you leave,” he said, hoping his voice was steady. He strained to hear past the pounding of his heart thumping in his ears.
The thrrring of a blade freed from a sheath resounded within the room, coming from the single bed his friend occupied. “Leaving is well within your best interest,” Keever said.
Silence shrouded the room, blending with the darkness. Finally, Cudgel spoke, the tone of his voice back to his normal rough tone. “Your threats scream your uncertainty to those of us trained to gauge an opponent, but I have not come to fight. At least, not with you boys,” Cudgel said. The sound of his voice rumbled in the dark toward Keever.
“Please cease your stubbornness and listen to me, Casan As’wall,” Cudgel said, the rumble of his voice switching in direction toward Casan, though the volume remained the same. “I have come in good faith to aid you. You must believe me when I say there is no time left for us to dally.”
Casan had heard enough. Flinging the bed’s covering from him, he stood. “You keep talking and expecting us to accept your every word, yet you give little reason to trust you. None. Go away and stay away,” he said. “I will not ask a second time.”
A floor board creaked nearby. “Then neither shall I,” Cudgel said softly.
Pain exploded within Casan’s head as blackness overcame it.










…
CENTERED AT CASAN’S STOMACH, A persistent pain throbbed, matched only by a fierce burning in his lower back and head. Discomfort seeped into his awareness, growing stronger with each abrupt jostle to his body that came at irregular intervals. Squeezing his eyelids closed tighter, he bit back a groan as the jostling slowed, and then stopped. The throbs lessened. He opened his eyes to discover his arms stretched toward a patch of dark, humid earth. The root of a tree vanished into mineral rich soil. Lashed around his wrists, a rope ran under the belly of a black and tan horse. A wide girth strap of a saddle trailed out of sight beside it.
The unmistakable sound of Cudgel’s voice spoke from somewhere at Casan’s right. “You awaken. Good. I feared my cudgel had not listened to my desire and thumped you beyond mending.”
Casan twisted toward the rumbling sound of the voice. The throbbing in his head expanded, a wave of excruciating darkness that rose and threatened to blacken his consciousness. He closed his eyes, letting the pain subside. After it did, his eyes watered when he opened them. The blurry shape of a large man stood beside him. “Untie me!” Casan said loudly, wincing as his head throbbed with each word.
Cudgel bent beside him. “I fully intend just that,” he said, his voice low. “But first, give me your assurance you shall listen to us and consider every word—well. After the discussion, you shall be free to travel on your own, if you would.”
“What did you do with Keever? If you hurt him—”
Cudgel interrupted. “Your friend accompanies you still. I ask again. Will you hear our words in good faith?”
Though his head throbbed, Casan pulled at his bonds. Cudgel had clubbed him and carried him away like harvested meat, and now he wanted to talk? “Good faith? How could I have even an inkling of that strapped on the back of a horse like an animal carcass? The only thing I have now is the assurance of your ill motive. Any warm feelings of faith and friendship dissolved when your club descended on my head.”
The black shape reached toward him, and for a moment, the rope tightened around his wrists. Then, all at once, it loosened with a sharp surrack, sound. Sliding, Casan gripped the saddle horn as his feet hit the ground. He held on, and his weakened legs slowly adjusted to his weight. Thankfully, the horse stood still. His horse. Twisting her sleek head to look back at him as far as her lead reins would let her, Stealth gazed at him with a steadiness he found comforting.
The surrack sound of steel cutting through hemp rope resounded in the morning air a second time, an air made brisk by yesterday’s rain. Something heavy thumped on the ground. “Ooomph!” Keever groaned, his voice carrying up from below. “Blast it! What is going on?”
Cudgel strode around the rear of Stealth, sheathing a long knife at his waist. “As soon as you and your companion are able, join me at the fire for a light fare. We have a fair distance to travel and much to speak of,” he said as he walked off toward a small grove of aspen trees.
Raising and lowering his legs one at a time, Casan’s strength returned quickly. Giving Stealth a quick pat of affection on her sleek jowl, he went around the front of her head, not worried about her strong teeth. Stealth had never been a biter.
Keever lay on the ground beside Fleet One. Gripping his companion’s shoulder, Casan pulled him to his feet, letting him also hang on to his horse’s saddle horn as Casan had.
“That man has handled me for the last time. He made a grave mistake this time,” Keever said, keeping his voice low. Clumsily, he drew his sword from the sheath tied on one of Fleet One’s saddlebags. “The blasted fool brought my weapon.”
Casan looked to Stealth’s bags. Buckled to the left-side saddlebag, the steel-hooked beak of the golden eagle’s magnificent head gleamed dully with the onyx metal Keever had chosen for its low reflective quality, a necessity for stealth. Keever had a head for practicality. Casan removed the weapon from the saddlebag and strapped it to his back, though he did not draw it. “Come, Keever,” he said then. “I think I wish to hear what’s so important Cudgel risked splitting our skulls in order to spit out whatever he is so desperate to say through his bloody red beard.”
Keever drew his sword. No ornate etching graced the weapon from the tip of the broad metal to the plain brass half-moon pommel. Forged to last, the broad sword could hack through wood, bone, and inferior steel with brutal efficiency. “He had better speak quickly,” Keever said, striding ahead. “My head still hurts, something I hold him accountable for.”
The odor of spiced broth, meats, and vegetables that wafted from a black iron pot Cudgel had hanging above a small fire made Casan’s stomach rumble. He ignored the sensation, along with the two steaming bowls sitting on a flat rock beside the fire. He halted a few steps behind Cudgel, folding his arms at his sternum. “Go on. Why have you brought us here?”
Stirring the pot’s soupy contents, Cudgel then ladled a generous portion into a bowl. Setting the bowl onto a log to cool, he picked up another one and blew on it, watching Casan over the rim.
“Have you been stricken mute?” Keever asked. He brought his sword up. “My friend asked a question, and my head hurts too much to beg for the answer. Talk. Why are we here?” he repeated.
Unfolding his arms, Casan almost drew his own sword, but then dropped them to his side. “Wait. Why is there an extra bowl of soup?”
“The fare is there to eat as we talk. I am hungry,” an unknown voice said.
Casan spun, turning the direction the sound had come from.
Slipping out of a clump of aspens, a gray-haired man of late middle seasons strode to the fire. He wore the sturdy kell livery of one comfortable in the woods, like the apparel Casan always wore. Picking up a bowl, he strode to a fallen tree, deadfall from a season or two past, and sat, setting the bowl on his lap. “Please, sit, eat. Allow me to explain what my reckless—no, tactless—companion should have mentioned last evening.”
With an exaggerated slowness, Cudgel blew long and loud in his soup bowl. Then, tilting it to his mouth, he took a quick sip, his brown eyes fixed on Casan.
Casan gazed at the newcomer for a long moment. Though sitting at ease on the log, every time the man lifted the bowl to blow on it, his movements were precise. The well-worn grip of a long sword, resting in a similarly weathered sheath, hung comfortably at his side. The man’s deep blue eyes seemed friendly, though. Casan gestured at Keever to sit.
Stabbing his sword into the ground beside the flat rock, Keever scooped up a bowl with a flourish and sat. “All right, then. Eat it is. I am hungry. Perhaps it will help my mood, perhaps not,” Keever said, giving the bowl a timid sip. He winced.
Casan sat beside him, the temperature of the bowl of soup radiating into his lap. Though his stomach rumbled again, he waited for it to cool, keeping his eyes on the older man, who sat on the log as if he lounged on a favorite chair in a familiar tavern. There was something about the silver-haired man, something he Casan could not quite define, but for certain, the man had an air of extreme capability about him. “Who are you? Are you a woodsman? A warrior?” Casan had to ask.
The gray-haired man’s gaze swept over him, his blue eyes suddenly alert and penetrating. Then he glanced at the horizon, frowning at something unseen. “Once, I was a druid. A druid of the same order as your … rescuer, Cudgel. You boys may call me by my name, my true name. Camoe. Camoe, Shadoe.”
Keever slurped soup noisily. Screening a piece of meat in his teeth, he chewed quickly, dicing it into cooler chunks. “Rescuer? Hardly. Abuser is closer to the point. And what order is that?” he asked between chews.
Setting his bowl on the ground beside him, Casan kept his eyes on Camoe, noting how the man did not bother to answer his companion’s question. The druid eyed only him. “What is it you want with us?” he asked the druid. “How can we trust you have not poisoned the food after your blasted red-haired giant stole us from our room?”
Keever choked. Glaring at Camoe and Cudgel, he slowly upended his bowl and dumped the contents on the ground.
Camoe stood quickly. Though the soup in his bowl sloshed around the rim, none spilled over. Moving in front of Casan, he took a slow, deliberate swallow, and then handed the rest to him. “Think, boy,” he said, picking up the bowl Casan had discarded on the rock beside him. Raising it to his lips, he repeated the procedure, though longer this time. When he finally stopped, dropping the empty bowl to the ground, his ice-blue eyes were now gray. “Think. I believe you can reason. Why would we bring you all the way out here just to poison you? If I, if we, wanted you dead, my sword would have soaked the ground with your life’s essence before allowing you to wake, providing Cudgel’s well-used weapon had not already cracked open your thick skulls.”
Casan inspected the silver-haired man. Camoe’s pallor had an ashen tint intermingled with his slightly wind-burned skin—skin covered, mostly, by his rugged clothing that exposed him as an outdoorsman. Was the man ill, or had he just poisoned himself? No. Camoe’s words were convincing. If he and Cudgel had wanted him harmed, they would have done it by now.
“I shall eat your food,” Casan said, raising the soup to his lips. He hesitated. “But I still want to know what you want with us.” Eyeing Camoe, he took a tentative sip. He was happy to find the soup had cooled to a palatable temperature. Tilting the bowl and gulping, he drained half of it. The broth was quite good, better than he himself had ever made.
“That is the simplest of answers,” Camoe said. “We want to help you destroy the greatest threat this world has ever known.”
About to finish the bowl, Casan froze.
Keever jumped to his feet. “What is this?” he asked.
Casan answered his friend’s query. “As he said, it is simple. They know what I can do.”
Coming from behind where Camoe relaxed, a rich, melodious voice laughed. A very tall, but and well-formed woman with flowing blond hair and a short green dress stepped from the grove of aspens behind the druid. “For one of few seasons, he shows remarkable wisdom,” the woman said, smiling.
Casan stared. The woman’s eyes glowed with a white radiance bright enough to mask the color. That distinct feature, along with her incredible height, marked her as a Valen. A race of peoples he had only heard stories about. Nearly every tale spoke of them as peaceful, though private, which made her presence even more remarkable.
A second voice, raspy, spoke from behind the Valen woman. “Aye, the boy shall stand for Astura, as the codex reads.” As tall as the golden-haired Valen, the woman, an elder of the race, wore a yellow dress that flowed smoothly along with her long strides. Her long white hair rustled into place at her shoulders as she moved to the fire, halting beside the younger Valen she had spoken to. Her eyes, too, glowed with the milky luminescence. In one hand, she gripped a staff of ivory carved with strange symbols and topped with a magnificent crystal sphere that glowed with a faint azure hue.
Keever moved beside Casan. “What is this now?” he asked.
Though he did not draw his sword, his fingers slid around the grip. “We come for the azure one, should he truly be whom we seek,” the elder Valen said.
“He does not know who he is, Lore Mother,” Cudgel said. Keever moved beside Casan, drawing his sword.
Casan put a hand on his friend’s shoulder and gave it a light squeeze. “No Keev, put it away. I know what they want: so should you,” he said, keeping the tone of his voice mild.
Refusing to look his way, Keever kept his weapon out, his grip firm around the hilt.
Casan sighed. “They come wishing to Use the Flow I wield.”
“Not Use. We come to guide you with the Flow’s Use, help you become an adept User,” the golden-haired Valen said quickly. Her green dress, made of living leaves, shifted low on her shoulders, revealing a goodly portion of her breasts.
“Guiding is but a ruse for manipulation,” Keever said, the tone of his voice a snarl.
“No, Keev,” Casan said softly. “I must have the training. If they can help, even a little, I will take it before I hurt someone I care about. What if I maimed or killed you or Nuri? What then? Put your sword away for now.”
After glancing sidelong at him, Keever glared as he sheathed his weapon. “I hope you know what you are doing.”
Casan bit back a second sigh. “As do I, my friend,” he said. He looked to the tall elder Valen, the gray-eyed druid, and the big beautiful Valen with her provocative green-leaf dress, ignoring Cudgel. No one seemed to want to cause them harm. “So, where do we start?” he finally asked.
“First,” the Lore Mother, said. “I wish to present you with a rare great artifact that shall assist you,” she said, holding out the staff. “Second, we will begin by introducing ourselves and the others. Then all of us shall go to a hidden grove near here, where a gateway will provide an instantaneous way to Surbo.”
“Others? Gateway?” Keever said, his sword flying from the sheath again. “How do we know it will take us where you claim it will?”
No one bothered to reply.
Casan groaned inside. Whatever misgivings he had had about his ability and being here with this group, he now had the sinking feeling there were many more uncertainties to come. But what choice did he have?
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Chapter thirty-six








Anger Rising


TWISTING. WINDING BACK AND FORTH. The stairs spiraled upward with a seeming endless climb. Well beyond winded, Crystalyn leaned forward, ascending one grueling step at a time, pulling herself up by the carved stone railing centered on the left with her free hand. Stopping to glance downward, back the way they’d fled, she let go of Atoi’s hand. The energetic little girl dashed ahead. Saving her breath, Crystalyn didn’t call her back. Atoi wouldn’t have listened anyway. 
On the staircase landing below, Hastel, his black eyepatch slightly askew, paused too, breathing hard. Beyond and below the grizzled axe warrior, the stark emptiness of the barren, dark gray stairway brought a small hope creeping into Crystalyn’s thumping heart. The controlled still shuffled behind, but her dad and the quick ascent of the narrow stair had slowed them. Perhaps the immediate danger had passed.
The Alchemist’s urgent shout rang down the stairwell from higher up. “Keep moving, this is not a time to rest!”
A retort about who was in charge came to mind for the man who had enslaved her dad, but Crystalyn lacked the breath or the will for it. Instead, with a painful stitch growing on her side, Crystalyn continued the climb. With each step, anxiety for her dad added to the hammering within her breast. She’d left him battling the mindless horde, those that swarmed after her. Tears stung Crystalyn’s eyes. She’d likely not see him in this plane of existence again, but she kept moving.
My dear Broth, Crystalyn thought, pulling herself up another step, then two more, reaching instinctively for the link. The psychic link was still there, though now it contained only darkness. I’ve failed you, my Do’brieni, as I have all those who I love and those who love me. The stark silence of nothingness, the loud absence of loving warmth, the poignancy of the missing steadfast companionship, all of it and more amounted to the loss of a good and loyal friend for life, her life friend and link mate.
Crystalyn’s gasps grew worse, but not from the tears streaming hotly down her cheeks or the choking of her throat. Losing breath now came from anger. An anger she’d thought well and safely stuffed behind thick walls of discipline. The loss of restraint meant little—Crystalyn no longer cared. Like an old familiar argument both dreaded and longed for, the boiling rage mounted deep inside her, a vehement wrath that demanded release and gave her the strength to keep going. With each stair she climbed, the pressure rose, pounding inside her brain like a slavering beast that strained against a weakening link of a chain.
The stairs topped out at a landing above a single step down into the cavernous militia training area behind the massive dark gate. Crystalyn’s companions stood two on each side, facing the enormous expanse of the courtyard. As she moved between Atoi and Sabella, Crystalyn glared at the infuriating reason everyone had stopped. In the courtyard, row upon row of spiderbee-helmed soldiers waited, their black pikes held at a precise angle. Most stood rigid, showing no sign of the slumping shoulders and back of those who had attacked them below.
A full regiment of disciplined soldiers blocked the way forward.
Crystalyn’s vision clouded with a black haze of rage. Not now! She thought. Not after so many had given their lives within this bloody courtyard to help end Darwin Darkwind. Not after her dad and her warden companion had sacrificed all to give them a chance to escape. Not now, you blasted Asturian barbarians! I won’t lose anyone else!
“Jade!” Crystalyn screamed. “I know you’re here! Show yourself or I will bring the whole blasted citadel down upon us! You know I can!” As Crystalyn’s last words echoed back from the dark gate and then died away, the crowd of soldiers parted at the center. The soft thumps of their booted feet faded quickly. For many moments, only the soft breaths of those companions standing close beside her broke the stillness.
Then the click, scuff-click of spike-heeled shoes dragged over granite grew steadily louder in the vast chamber. Appearing from out of the dimness of the back rows, Jade, Crystalyn’s only sister, strode through the dark-armored soldiers with the slow, steady confidence of one fully in command. The silky black dress Jade wore flowed smoothly about her as she walked.
Jade halted four rows back within the lines of soldiers. Standing out starkly against the dark eyeshadow, Jade’s wide emerald eyes fixed upon Crystalyn, ignoring the rest. “Your attempts to flee are futile, sibling,” Jade said. The imperative tone of her voice echoed about the open space weirdly, as if coming from some place of great vastness. “As a sentient being, you have an awareness of this, yet you persist. Explain the logic of this.”
Crystalyn’s ire surged, as it mixed with desire. Crystalyn wanted Jade back, released from the arrogant otherworldly control of whatever alien thing had her. She would get Jade back.
“You shall have an explanation,” Crystalyn said, her voice soft with a smoldering fury that stemmed from a hatred for the creature infesting Jade. “I, no, we, all of us, even my sister, never give up fighting for free will. Unlike you, most of us don’t have to be close enough to touch to continue the fight. Perhaps it is you, alien creature, that should flee from us, for we will destroy your host to stop you, if we must. My sister knows this!” Crystalyn raised her voice at the end, and her words boomed throughout the courtyard.
A single thought brought out the golden symbol Crystalyn had used above all others. The beautiful glowing circle illuminated the darkness of the courtyard with its bright intertwined crosses residing within the center. Another thought sent the pattern zooming toward her sister, expanding it to match Jade’s height.
Upon contact, the symbol sank into Jade, along with Crystalyn’s awareness. This time, unlike the other attempts, Crystalyn used the pattern’s precise length to search for the familiar warmth of her dear sister’s neural waves. Darkness, deep and absolute, pervaded everything, neural and otherwise. Where was the blasted beacon of light?
A vast intellect struck Crystalyn from everywhere. Raging with a malevolent glee, the darkness crushed the symbol as if it made of salt crystal.
Crystalyn’s awareness returned. The familiar disorientation of snapping back into herself caused nausea, which she ignored. “What are you?” Crystalyn asked, trying and failing to keep the horror out of her voice.
Jade’s lips thinned and widened with a smile that matched the malevolence within, the effect only slightly marred by the slow wink of her left eyelid. “I am everything you cannot imagine. I come for sustenance, for the fear and fury of losing control of yourself and all that you hold precious, and you have turmoil within you in abundance. Your rage leaks from your mind with a delectable taint. Come close, join with me and your link mate. Allow your tumultuous mind to have the utter order you desire so deeply. Let the One Mind know you more intimately than you know yourself.”
The Alchemist’s voice rang out, the urgency within it unmistakable. “Everyone! Keep clear of them, particularly the dark lady! A single touch shall steal your neural energy!”
Hastel yanked on the strap hanging over his right shoulder. The crossbow slipped from his back, swung under his arm, and landed in his hands with a practiced flair. “And just how do you propose we stay out of reach of a fortress stuffed with dark soldiers led by a creature who can control us with a simple touch of a single finger? Cutting off her arms will not do it,” Hastel said with a casualness belied by the quickness of his actions as he slipped a steel bolt into the crossbow. He pulled the string back until it clicked into place, leveled the bow at Jade, and squeezed the trigger.
NO! Crystalyn screamed in the silence of her mind.
Atoi slapped the side of the crossbow as it released the bolt.
The bolt shot outward and glanced off the dark-plated shoulder of a woman standing near Jade, ricocheting from sight.
“The Grandfather is foolish,” Atoi said. Her little girl’s voice had vanished. In its place, a voice with an undetectable gender echoed throughout the large chamber. “Destroying the host shall only force the mind controller into claiming another. Mark it in memory now! Know the great enemy!” the voice said.
As one, the first rows of soldiers closed ranks in front of Jade, blocking her from view.
Glowing black, a netlike symbol flitted into Crystalyn’s thoughts. Recalled from the Tiered Tome of Symbols, Tier One, under the heading Aggression, it was one of Crystalyn’s most destructive, which fit her mood. To blasted oblivion with marking the enemy. A mind controlling creature had Jade.
Crystalyn zoomed the symbol just over the front rows even as she prepared and released a second one, then another. Fueled by her anger, a half dozen nets popped into existence above the rows of soldiers.
Simultaneously unfolding to triple in size, black pole-length spikes as sharp as a double-edged sword sprang from every knot within the symbols’ octagon shapes and snowflake-like interiors. Rotating, the symbols picked up speed at an incredible rate and dropped into those below. Slicing through armor, bone, and sinew alike as if such things consisted only of water, each symbol left gaping holes in the ranks before fizzling out. Screams of pain filled the air near the holes’ edges where the most maiming occurred. Some of those fell limp, others fell screaming, and some stood unmoving, with a limb or even two missing.
An idea formed in Crystalyn’s mind. Shunting the carnage aside, Crystalyn slipped her scarred hand in her front dress pocket and wrapped her fused fingers around the black crystal candle. The candle thrummed with power as her malleable absorption symbol combined with two others within the Aggression heading in the black-lettered Tiered Tome of Symbols, Tier Three.
The two symbols titled Shield Wall and Consume were the strongest within the heading, Crystalyn suspected, as they resided on the last page. Quickly redrawing the patterns inside each of the trio of symbols with a single vision of how they should be, she reformed them into an intricate pattern outlined in the shape of a greatsword, like her dad’s. Willing the glowing apparition to chop downward, the greatsword symbol exploded, splitting into two radiant lines that ran to the end of the courtyard vertically. As they widened two horses in width, they vaporized everything between them, down to the granite stone. Then, as they doubled in width, a wall of red flames arose on the left as a flickering wall of white grew on the right.
The candle heated, emitting a resounding thrum that Crystalyn felt to her elbow. Smelling the flesh of her hand burn, Crystalyn dropped to her knees. In sync with the booming of her heart thumping at her chest, Crystalyn’s left hand throbbed. Coherent thought slowed, becoming lethargic and sparse as a heavy weariness landed inside her. Vision blurred.
Someone shouted. “I got her! Go! Go!”
Still, the symbol’s power raged, siphoning off coherency as her anger ebbed, no longer sustainable. The pain of her maimed hand grew immense, burgeoning beyond tolerance. A weak cry bubbled from her lips. How could she go on lashing out with her power? How could she not? Her life and the lives of her companions depended upon it. Crystalyn had to keep at it …
The dark tide of weakness surged strong within, stronger than Crystalyn had ever known, threatening to drown her from the inside out. Crystalyn pushed the power outward, swinging the greatsword in an ever-widening vertical path. Something inside her stretched, threatening to snap. Weakness swelled.
Amplifying the destruction output of the symbol by doubling the size of the greatsword’s lines yet again, Crystalyn somehow kept the blackness at bay for a few more heartbeats, even as it closed in about her.
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Chapter thirty-seven








Despair


THE BLACKNESS OF DESPAIR HOVERED nearby. Garn Creek detected its nagging presence after discovering his daughter’s dire peril when Ruena Day kicked him through the sapphire gateway. Getting to them had been a trial, and now that he had, it had come to this. They all battled for their lives, and nothing he did seemed to help them or anyone else. Least of all his beloved daughters. Did he not have a good reason for such despondency? 
Panting, Garn rested his back against the stairwell wall. Dragging his greatsword to rest against the wall, he scraped a gash in the dark stone beside his right foot. Well-balanced, the sword supported its weight when leaning against something, for which he was thankful.
Though in a section of the steps below he had piled the headless corpses of the mindless six bodies high, the black tide of the rest kept coming, clawing their way to the top of the pile and falling over the side toward him. The relentless black sea of shuffling bodies trampled those that fell. Only the chink of armor, the thud of booted feet, and the wet splotches of soft flesh collapsing marked the trampling. The only sound of breathing came from his own labored breaths.
For all his efforts, he’d slowed them down but little. They were many. Far too many for one man. Even as he gulped a few desperate breaths, several mindless shuffled by, intent on catching up with his daughter and her companions. The former Citadel soldiers, now mindless creatures, ignored him completely.
Garn hated the feeling of inadequacy that stole upon him, but he refused to allow the gloom of despair to envelop his mind. Allowing such thinking sapped his steadfast nature to see the job through to the end. The black thoughts of defeatism bludgeoned the professionalism ingrained within him. Even after seasons of commanding a force of high-level security where he’d seen many good friends die, the blackness of helplessness stole throughout his mind as he stared at the writhing arms and legs climbing over the barrier he’d winded himself making.
There was no end to the mindless. How could he not help but feel the despair of losing everything he cared about? His beloved wife, his loving daughters, his dear family. And now that his memories had mostly restored, he recalled the child he and his lifeheart had given up in order to protect the world. No. Not one. Two worlds. They had sacrificed a secure, contented life with their newborn son and daughters. All for the greater good of having a protector against the greatest evil the world had ever known. They had failed. The evil had come earlier than predicted and consumed his youngest daughter right in front of his inadequate hands. Now it sought to destroy his oldest. How could he not feel helpless? How could he not let the blackness of hopelessness consume him after all that had happened?
Once again, Garn pushed despair to the side as his breathing slowed to normal, his strength returning. Using a short backswing, he sliced into the leg of a woman above the knee as she staggered by. Though she wore armor, the weight of his heavy two-handed weapon cut deep into the bone of her limb with minimal effort. The woman kept moving, stubbornly raising the bleeding leg to climb the next step. A sharp crack preceded a bone shard jutting out from behind her knee as the leg twisted to the side. She fell forward onto the steps but continued to crawl upward, her fingers bleeding at the tips from digging into the dark stone.
Garn let her go. Maimed she would slow those shuffling behind more than a corpse. Already those who tried to step on her and move past fell backward into each other. With a few quick slices, Garn cleared the area near him, using the same tactic before the weight of so many dragged him down. Even such a slight effort winded him, reminding him he hadn’t fully recovered.
Still, the mindless came on. Pushing against each other and the walls on each side, they moved forward, not seeing him. Garn prepared himself for a swing, likely his last. His strength fled faster, too blasted fast.
Their shuffling ceased with a startling abruptness. Whether standing or crawling, even climbing the wall of corpses, the mindless stopped as if they were a single entity. But not for long. At least, not all. Below, the mindless stepped to the side, opening a gap in the center of the stairwell and clearing a pathway up to where he stood. The movements were simultaneous, as if a scythe had sheared the center row of soldiers, parting them from the others in a strip as wide as its head.
Something came dashing along the path, low to the ground. Though his arm shook with the effort, Garn raised the greatsword, the unsteady tip pointed outward, ready for the final threat.
A sleek sienna-colored feline body bounded over the wall of the decapitated bodies of the mindless. Landing on soft padded paws, the glowing black cat’s eyes within the wolflike face regarded him darkly. With his neck and head down, the former warden, Crystalyn’s link mate, Broth, bared his teeth in a soundless, slavering snarl.
“I thought I destroyed you, dark beast, something I will remedy for good this time. You will not get past me. I won’t allow you to go after Crystalyn.”
At the mention of Garn’s daughter, the wolf’s head rose, looking beyond him expectantly. When nothing of interest manifested after a moment, the warden’s radiant black hourglass eyes fell upon him once more.
Weakened, Garn’s arm betrayed him as his strength failed. The tip of the greatsword dipped.
The warden leaped.
Garn willed his sword arm to rise, though he knew it too late. Two lion-sized paws crashed into his chest, slamming him against the wall. His vision blurred, then cleared, blurred again, going in and out of sync, as if he viewed a faulty holoscreen fading in and out of focus. The blur matched a throbbing pain centered at the back of his head.
The snarling wolf’s head dropped toward him, the jaws open wide. With each flicker of clarity to Garn’s eyes, the drooling maw came closer, its large gray tongue hanging to the side. At least I die on my feet, Garn thought.
The frigid breath of the grave filled Garn’s nasal cavities when the jaws stopped less than an inch from his nose. Hanging in place, monstrous teeth filled his vision. A single snap and he would be blind at best. Most likely dead.
Then the gray tongue sprang forth, licking his cheek.
Garn would have screamed had he a voice. Ripped from his body with brutal efficiency, Garn’s neuro pulses, those that made up his persona and sentient functions, reeled with the shock of loss and mass confusion. His whole makeup felt as if every single limb had been severed at once, but more than that … his spine had surely ripped from his body. Now there was no pain. Nothing. Was this death?










…
GRAYNESS FOGGED GARN’S CONSCIOUSNESS. BEYOND it, an awareness loomed within a vast darkness that watched over everything. As he searched outward, instinctively looking for a connection to his body, however small, something not so much moved as flitted past. A blip within the grayness.
Garn sensed the existence of a woman captain who sought a lover, a captain-major, someone whom the woman believed taken—ripped from her form and robbed of motor functions as she had been. The awareness that was the woman skimmed away to be replaced by the Dark Citadel’s steward’s confident presence, a man who oversaw the daily functions of keeping the food supplies stocked and the master chambers clean. That presence zoomed off, leaving a vacancy behind, but only for a moment.
A dry voice that had no inflection or tone spoke from within the grayness. “You are the alpha male, the parent of my link mate. You have the feel of her.” The psychic statement came from the warden, the same beast that had licked him into this current strange situation. Garn knew it from the image within the grayness and an awareness in his mind’s eye of how it thought of itself, attached to the psychic words of his daughter’s link mate. An odd connection.
Garn had no sense of a mouth to use for communication, which made him suspect—with growing certainty—he no longer had a body to contain it. Having no other choice, Garn answered by the same medium. “I am Garn, Crystalyn’s father. You are Broth, her warden. Where have you brought me? How did you survive the fall into the Gap of Thundering Darkness?” he asked, projecting his query outward. Or so he hoped.
“This vessel of mine survived by the command of the One Mind, who now controls it along with the black dragon who it sent to catch me. You remain in control of your own cognizance, at present.”
“I’m uncertain I know what you speak of, or even if that is a term permissible for this form of communication. I know my surroundings have changed. Did you end me? Have I expired?”
“No. I have constructed an image in your mind similar to where my intellect resides now. While the creature has fixated control on something strong enough to require much of its great power, I have broken away from its control. Will you help me reunite with my link mate?”
“Crystalyn fights for her life even now, and I’m too weak to protect her. How can I help you?” As he finished, the darkness looming in the background swelled, intruding with startling quickness into the grayness.
“Our time is at an end. I do not believe I can hold back the almighty One Mind. Inform your offspring, contact will reestablish with her touch and yours.”
The darkness swept in, swallowing all in its path. “Wait! Look for Jade! Find my youngest! I know she’s in there!”
With a suddenness that caused Garn to blink, the light of the stairwell snapped into view. Mere inches from his face, the warden’s massive head and jowls filled his vision. A frigid, foul-scented breath numbed his nose. His hourglass eyes dull, the warden turned away without a sound. Dismissing Garn completely, the big animal bounded up the stairs and vanished from view.
Garn’s legs quivered, and his back ached from exertion. With his backside pressed to the outer wall, he slid down it and came to a rest on a step, his greatsword lying sideways on his lap. The mindless resumed their shuffling climb, ignoring him as if he were one of them. Yet again, even after he’d slaughtered many of its servants, the One Mind had left him intact. Garn wondered why as he gathered his breath and waited for his strength to return.
The One Mind had only to command one of the multitude of mindless to touch him—many already had, as evident from the many small cuts and bruises on his exposed hands and under his armor. Yet the alien creature hadn’t issued such an order. Why? Did it still expect him to do its bidding, for Jade’s sake? Or had Jade intervened somehow, given it an offer it couldn’t refuse?
Did the host’s life mean so little to the One Mind? Garn suspected so, though he would never know unless he did something about getting Jade back. Perhaps he’d been going about the whole thing wrong. The only way he could see to save his youngest was to get her some help. From the inside.
Ignoring his protesting muscles, Garn stood and sheathed his sword. Pushing past the mindless, not caring if he touched them or not, Garn took the stairs one step at a time, each labored breath adding to the ache in his side. He had a new mission, a plan he liked far better than killing one of his own. Before he could help Jade, he had to reach Crystalyn and delay her escape.
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Chapter thirty-eight








Obscure Messages


CRYSTALYN STRAINED TO OPEN HER eyes. The diminishing sun of late evening hung red within a clear blue sky, blocked partially by a large boulder at her right side. To her left, Atoi had her small arms wrapped around Sabella’s toned waist from behind. The tall mistress of the Quench Quarters Inn of the town of Gray Dust stood stock still, her green eyes wide and locked on the source of her distress. The little girl’s bejeweled poison dagger reflected the waning sunlight as it pressed against the woman’s purple dress under her ample breasts, sharp tip first. 
Close to the two of them, Hastel, owner of the Muddy Wagon Inn and self-appointed protector of Atoi and Crystalyn, had his crossbow leveled at the Alchemist, who stood at the boulder’s edge. The Alchemist—known also as the hooded man because he always wore a black cowl that ended at his midsection—put his arms up in front of him in a placating gesture. The two wide silver bands on his biceps bulged with the move.
Crystalyn sat up, her head throbbing with the effort. Everyone looked at her, including Hastel, for whom she gave a small glare. “Keep your eye on the Alchemist,” Crystalyn chastised, her voice as raspy as Hastel’s was naturally. “Don’t give him a chance to toss one of his little bottles at you. If his hands even flinch toward his waist, shoot. Aim for the kill. Atoi, should Hastel have to do what I told him to do, cut her.”
Sabella’s blue eyes widened more, then narrowed. “I did much for your healing, expending nearly all I have, draining most of my reserve. This is how you and your companions repay me?”
Atoi hugged the woman tighter. “You would not keep the ability to heal had my mistress not spent so much holding the dark army at bay. You and your father would have been a dark stain under their boot heels.” Atoi’s voice took on the otherworldly tonal quality for the one word she had emphasized.
Raising his hands, the Alchemist’s golden hourglass gaze swung from his daughter, Sabella, to Crystalyn. “I mean you no harm, prophecy vessel, I assure you. Together, we can end this. The greater good shall finally prevail, but we have no time. The Citadel has sent my … its finest cavalry regiment after us, by now.”
Avoiding glancing at her left hand, Crystalyn stood. The loose skin of her palm shifted in an abnormal, disconcerting way as she folded her arms at her waist. “Let them come,” she said, shunting the matter of what to do about it aside for the time being. “I feel much better now. My strength has returned threefold,” she said, donning her empress mask with the lie. Wear the right emotional mask and people will respond, she thought. The litany she’d coined in med school reverberated through her mind as it had so many times before. “A constant threat snapping at my heels is not feasible. I will destroy the lot of them. My sister—no, it, whatever it is—will think again about sending another after us.”
The Alchemist’s countenance darkened with the flush of discontent. “You cannot win. That creature does not know losing soldiers,” he said, his voice softening noticeably. “This thing will sacrifice every bit of flesh under its sway and then slink away to absorb and build yet another army of controlled minds until all on this planet has lost sentience. Every single person’s ability to think and act on one’s own, gone. Eventually only the One Mind shall have the cohesion of thought to act with free will, though a malevolent one.”
Crystalyn hesitated, staring at the man as she tried to read the Alchemist’s true intentions. His strange eyes—so like Broth’s—gave nothing away. Her heart lurched with grief at the thought of her dear companion. Quickly, she pushed the memory of her lost friend to the back of her mind as something else occurred to her.
“How would you know what it comprehends?” There were many machinations involving the Alchemist, it seemed, besides collaborating with Darwin to trick her into blowing apart half a world, herself included. “You know a lot more than you’ve told us, don’t you, hooded man? Tell us now, leave nothing out.” Crystalyn’s anger rose even as she sought an answer. How could she believe anything he said? Yet if an infinitesimal chance existed, that would help her gain back her sister, and her father, she would take it. If he still lived. How could he have survived such an onslaught? No! Don’t think it!
The Alchemist lowered his hands slowly, letting them hang at his side. “It is simply intuitive, nothing more. Do not read more into it than it is.”
“You think me a fool?” Crystalyn asked, her ire growing stronger. “Am I a pawn you believe you can use to control the world instead of the creature within my sister? Think again, sinister man. I won’t let that happen. Now. For the second and last time, I’ll say again: Tell me all you know of this thing you call the One Mind. What is it? What does it want with Jade?”
The Alchemist stared.
Crystalyn’s ire leaped higher. “Count to five, Hastel,” she said. “If he fails to talk by then, shoot him.”
“One—” Hastel began.
Crystalyn held up her good hand. “Do it silently. Give no warning for when the bolt comes.”
Closing his jaw with an audible click, not unlike the latching of the string of his crossbow, Hastel firmed the butt of the weapon at his shoulder.
A second, and then two, passed.
“Wait!” Sabella said. “He will let you kill him! Please, do not!” 
Atoi laughed.
Crystalyn held on to her empress mask. “Then he dies.” She would do what she must. After all, the man had ordered the ruse of her training, which ultimately would have led to her exploding into a pillar of uncontrollable power, had the plan he and Darwin set in motion come to fruition. And, as she’d just found out, the man had enslaved her father upon his arrival to Astura from Terra. The Alchemist was guilty of many atrocities.
Crystalyn crept beside Hastel, willing herself to watch whatever transpired without a flinch.
Another second passed.
Hastel leaned over the crossbow slightly, adjusting his cheek against the stock.
Sabella drew a sharp breath. “No! Please!”
The Alchemist glanced sharply at his daughter and then faced the crossbow, his cowl held high. “All right, have it your way,” he said softly. “Though you may not like what you hear.”
Crystalyn pushed the crossbow a few inches to the side. Now the brutal weapon aimed for the right breast of the man in the dark hood and not his heart. “Don’t pull the release yet, my warrior,” Crystalyn said with a softness she did not feel. “Remain vigilant, though. As will I.”
Two symbols from the white-lettered Tiered Tome of Symbols, Tier One, scrolled through her thoughts. After selecting the black, airy feeling one from the Directional chapter and a white, loamy one under the Cascading heading, Crystalyn combined them. A diamond shape, black on one side and white on the other, formed in her mind. The pattern inside the diamond, drawn with glowing lines, formed intricate crystals that touched without interlocking. The overall feeling was one of glass, brilliant shards of smooth reflective crystal sharpened to a fine, piercing point.
Though she could barely stand from her recent over expenditure, Crystalyn brought the symbol out to hover before her, which cost her nothing. The price of using her power came only upon release, something the golden-eyed man whom she had targeted before her likely did not know. Hopefully.
The Alchemist took one step backward before he could stop himself. “What are you doing?” he asked. “I agreed!”
Crystalyn expanded the symbol, doubling it in size. The sharpness of the shards inside the diamond grew clearer. “Speak, then, quickly. I have little patience for those who lie and attempt subterfuge against myself and those I care about. Start by telling me everything you know and have speculated about that bloody, blasted creature who’s now my sister.”
The Alchemist pressed his lips together and glared.
Crystalyn moved to the other side of Hastel, gaining a more open view of the target and leaving the warrior with ample room to make the shot without interference this time. Obediently, the symbol stayed with her, keeping within a direct line to the Alchemist. “You should know that it’s possible, even likely, you’re faster at dodging and throwing your potions than Hastel’s crossbow bolt, but it’s highly doubtful you can stop Atoi’s knife or my symbol. You can try it, if you wish. Know this, though. If you fail, you and your offspring will die. I grow weary of your silence and having to ask.”
The hooded man’s golden hourglass eyes widened. He looked to Sabella for a long moment and then turned back, eyeing Crystalyn for a long moment. “Offspring was not something I had allowed myself to associate with her,” he finally said. “Partially for her protection, but largely because of the progeny of the creature your sibling hosts.” The Alchemist spoke quickly, as if speaking about it would sap his life away.
Crystalyn dissolved the symbol as she stared. Her mind stumbled over a looming question his response had brought up that she wasn’t at all certain she wanted an answer to. “That thing has a child?”
The Alchemist’s golden hourglass eyes gleamed. “Not a child, children. Though it considers them more of a remnant of itself. One, the eldest, is far stronger than the rest. Like a dutiful, genderless child, it manages the less powerful Offspring for the one great intellect that broke them from itself when it created them. The lesser children you may know as flickers and dominion wraiths. But only those the Dark King, the Great Shadow who has lurked under the Dark Citadel since it carved from the plateau, has not consumed and converted as his own.”
Sabella drew a sharp breath. “You let me believe all such creatures owed their foul existence to the Dark King, that the Great Shadow has been content to rule the caverns under the Dark Citadel. Now you say there is another power that conceived them?”
“Yes,” the Alchemist said softly, moving toward her. “I promoted the belief about the Dark King having sole control. Such thoughts kept you away from them and the dark and dangerous knowledge of the One Mind’s existence. Forcing me to do its bidding for untold seasons, it would have known the instant I came near its neural net that you were aware of it. The great alien intellect would have had me kill you or bring you to it as neuron food.”
“Stop where you are,” Crystalyn finally had a mind to say. His explanation seemed too dark to believe.
The Alchemist came to a standstill within a few steps of his daughter, turning his golden gaze upon Crystalyn once more. The slump of his shoulders showed his unhappiness with the situation.
“Blast you,” Hastel said. “Move again, and I will squeeze the trigger. I swear it!”
“Destroy him,” Atoi said, her words echoing from a great distance. “Collaborating with the ancient enemy has condemned him.”
Crystalyn ignored everyone except the dark-hooded man. “Go on, finish. What of the intellect? Is this the alien presence inhabiting my sister? And it has children?”
“Aye, and, aye. Offspring. Remnants of itself. The Offspring does not control the great one, not even the eldest; they cannot absorb and direct as many minds as we encountered at the Dark Citadel today. But they can command creatures.”
Crystalyn’s anger flared. Her symbol popped back into existence in front of her almost before she thought of it. “If you knew this, why didn’t you tell me in my chambers after I awoke from the healing following the battle beyond the dark gate? You have an annoying tendency of trying my patience with little or no pertinent information, man with a warden’s eyes. Which reminds me, why do you have their eyes? Have you been seeking to gain telepathic ability by autopsying the border guardians, the wardens? Have you succeeded?”
The Alchemist shook his head from side to side, slowly. “No, I, it is a long story involving the eldest child.”
“Never mind,” Crystalyn said, cutting him off. “Let’s save that for later—if you are still alive and can answer, that is.”
Hastel shifted his hand and arm, getting a firmer grip on the crossbow. “Are you quite certain you don’t want me to put a bolt into his black heart? What more can he really tell us?”
In one quick motion, Atoi sliced a small slit into the waistline of Sabella’s dress, exposing skin high on the woman’s abdomen. “Do it,” the little girl said, the tone of her voice normal but full of malice. “I shall slash his offspring. Jewel wishes to drink.”
Sabella jerked in surprise and then grew still with only a single shudder.
“Not yet, and possibly not at all if they cooperate,” Crystalyn said, still eyeing the hooded man. “Where did this creature, this One Mind, come from? What does it want? What we can do to rid it from my sister?”
Outshining the silver bands clamped around his bare biceps, the Alchemist’s eyes flared with a fevered, golden light. “The One Mind came from the cold, dark confines of outer space. What it wants is to feed on certain emotional neurons. Doing so enables it to control that entity with an end goal of total domination of all minds in this world, nonhuman and human, before it moves on to the next. Those of us who hold a seat at the Onyx Table—some call it the Obsidian Table—believe the entity arrived in this world after the Aftermath Edicts came about. Exactly when? Not even the monks of Brown Recluse are certain, and they have been studying the Elder Offspring since it became known in the centuries following the War of the Flow by exuding a great palpable power no one could ignore. In those days, the Fetid Fume Swamp was not always foul, nor a mire. A large company of humans and Valens who sought fortune carved access to the cave in the cliff—we now know that access as the Stair of Despair. When they failed to return, an entire company of soldiers, warriors, and Users built a containment wall infused with the Flow at the base of the Stair of Despair. When they perished before a third of it neared completion, the Circle of Light and the Onyx Table formed. Together, Dark and Light Users stood side by side, completing the Black Wall, infusing it from a distance, sealing the Offspring within. The magical boundary filled with the great raging river underlying the land kept it contained. Or so they believed.”
Abruptly, Atoi sheathed Jewel. Pushing Sabella at Hastel, the little girl dashed in front of the Alchemist, in line with Crystalyn’s symbol. “The sands of time drain quickly,” she said, sounding much older. The husky feminine tone of her voice boomed in the air around her as if coming from a great height above. “Those who stand idle with no purpose shall have a brief history. The dark shadow rises.”
Gazing through the black and white radiance of her symbol, Crystalyn had a clear view of Atoi. Her too-white face had smoothed beyond her abnormal rigid dispassion, too old for a child. Now her bearing bore a regal stark sternness, a lack of emotion trained into someone of an aristocratic station, someone stripped of emotion by the harsh duty of rule. Oddly, the little girl’s wide green eyes had darkened. Blackness flickered within them from iris to cornea.
Again, Crystalyn dissolved her symbol, but this time without meaning to.
In the past, the Dark Child had always manifested at odd times and places with obscure messages and warnings. Why now? What did it mean?
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Chapter thirty-nine








End Her


RESTRICTED BY THE NARROWNESS OF the gap, the beast rose slowly. Ponderous, the colossal creature exerted tremendous effort to rise, but rise it did, one flap of its massive membrane wings at a time. Though Jade feared it, she had to admire the way its powerful strokes lifted the long reptilian body up from the depth of the Gap of Thundering Darkness. Except for the thrum of the huge wings pushing air downward, the reptilian beast labored in silence to reach the landing the keep rested inside on. 
Once there, the black dragon, a female, nearly the color of the dark stone itself, gave a roaring screech as she settled on the landing. The high-pitched sound echoed throughout the gap with deafening force.
An enormous beast, nearly as tall as the dragon, responded to the roar farther down the stone landing. Banging thick rocklike hands against one of five black iron poles set in a ponderous turn wheel, the gigantic creature strode in a circle. A braided steel cable as thick as Jade’s fist attached to the side of a colossal door at midpoint wound around the wheel’s round base with every turn.
On the north wall of the great cavern, a slash of light stabbed the twilight of the shadowy cavern for seven vertical stories as the massive black iron door rumbled slowly open. Inch by inexorable inch, the door slid open on well-oiled steel channels at the top and bottom, pulled apart by the grotesque behemoth’s ponderous efforts at the wheel.
Whoever had originally cast the dark creation had made an attempt at replacing, or enhancing, the burlap-textured skin—the only other kind Jade had seen—with scales meant to provide protection. The attempt had failed. Not only were most of the plates too small—there were sizeable gaps between them like the scabbed- over pox of a disease—the larger scales had cracked open in many places. The thick, tarry essence of such creations oozed from the cracks like an oily pus with every movement of the monstrous creature.
Brilliant light streamed into the chasm, lancing one of the magnificent beast’s large oval-shaped golden eyes with the piercing light of a midday sun. The dragon roared again, louder and longer.
Oblivious, the dark creation moved in a circle pushing the five- poled iron wheel, winding the braided steel around the center as if it ground wheat under a stone silo. An age of use had worn a shallow groove and polished the hard stone with the tread of countless feet rounding the same circumference. Or perhaps the feet of the same creature that pushed it now. Jade did not know how long something created by a Dark User could last.
From the higher vantage point of the stone walkway carved without rails above and to the right of the great iron door, Jade—or rather, the One Mind—viewed the cavernous chasm under the plateau as never before. A natural fissure, the Gap of Thundering Darkness, spread a hundred stories wide and dropped half that again before the light of day that pierced through the great door vanished within its depths.
On the right side, ascending and descending above and below her, the short-railed balconies of the former infirmary for the Citadel jutted outward into the chasm an arm’s length from the wall. With the One Mind controlling many of the lord generals, captains, and a good portion of the soldiers, the citadel tended the wounded at the barracks in the courtyard behind the dark gate. Ailments of a viral sort occurred with less frequency within the midst of the uncontrolled, since many of those left intact were Dark Users, Jade had noted. There was something about the Flow the One Mind shied away from.
On the left side, the black iron grating leading to the defunct multicolored gateway was the only thing of note. The sheer side of the black stone vanished into the thundering darkness below and rose above to the cavernous stone roof that covered all the veritable underside of the great plateau above.
A dull clang resounded in the gap as the doorway ground to a halt. Gray dust billowed outward. Jade yearned to follow the cloud’s progress as it expanded outward, to see the lush greenery of new spring with her own eyes. But the One Mind had control. And the thing had a plan. Sightseeing would not be part of it.
The One Mind had called the dragon for a single purpose. To hunt. To hunt down and destroy her dear sister and those who’d helped her escape. Run, Crystalyn, run!
Crystalyn was not the only prey it sought. A boy, fast becoming a man, whom the One Mind sensed as a bright spot moving about the land, drew attention. Jade had felt the dark shadow’s hatred of the moment the One Mind had sent the telepathic command that called the black dragon. The beast’s large and intelligent mind absorbed into the One Mind’s early on; it was the same great reptile that had nearly ended Crystalyn.
As the dust settled, the dragon rose on its legs and extended its right wing. The pointed tip of its reptilian skin-like tissue swung under the landing Jade and the One Mind stood upon. Without a single glance downward, the One Mind stepped down upon the offered membrane stretched taut over a network of branched bones and strode to where the long neck met the substantial body.
Jade would’ve lost precious area within the tiny bubble of her dome of awareness from the unexpectedness of such a maneuver had the One Mind been implementing another assault. Thankfully, the One Mind seemed preoccupied with its current mission, giving her the chance to strengthen herself within her mind instead. But her thoughts reeled. She was on the back of a dragon!
The One Mind sat on the left side of the neck, letting Jade’s legs dangled along the dragon’s front shoulder. Her hands gripped the edge of the thick, platelike scale. Pulling the wings tight against its body, the black dragon stepped forward, its movements precise and powerful.
Pausing with its sharp talons gripping the edge of the doorway, the dragon extended its long neck as it perused the wide rocky plain below. No greenery grew for as far as the One Mind looked, only a brown and gray landscape. It was barren, without the movement of life. Not even a dried-up husk of a shrub came into view wherever the One Mind looked as it scanned the ground on both sides of the Black Road below.
The dragon leaped, unfolding its wings, shocking Jade with the suddenness of the move. The rocky ground that had seemed so far away sprang closer. Then the ground jumped farther away as the black wings of the dragon extended. Flapping downward, the dragon’s great wings pushed them higher with surprising quickness. Jade felt no jolt that had to come from such a powerful change of direction, not without control of a body to feel such a thing.
When the rocks below grew small, the dragon banked slightly left. Leveling out, the magnificent beast carried them northwest at a fair rate of speed, following the Black Road away from the Dark Citadel. As the One Mind scanned the northern shadows of the largest boulders lining the roadway as they passed by, anxiety crept into Jade’s thoughts, a gnawing dread brought on by a thought as black as the dragon she rode on. Crystalyn, and those with her, had fled the courtyard by the Black Road.
The One Mind hunted for her sister and companions! Please, Great Father, let them blend into the countryside and escape. Escape from us.
Rounding the next big bend proved her fear had merit.
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Chapter forty








Formidable Creature


ATOI STOOD UNMOVING IN FRONT of Crystalyn, something the little girl had only done as the Dark Child when the mysterious entity took full command of the host. With Atoi shunted away somewhere inside the girl’s tiny frame, it was an opportunity to speak with the Dark Child Crystalyn wouldn’t let pass by. The being seemed to manifest only at rare and uncertain times in her past encounters with it. “Tell me more, Dark Child. What knowledge do you have of this creature, this One Mind?” 
Atoi stood immobile, a statue carved of a beautiful little girl, a child goddess. Only her eyes seemed alive, noticeable by the occasional flicker within, a radiant blackness that crossed her corneas in thin sporadic lines.
“The Dark Child will not answer,” the Alchemist said, the tone of his voice quiet with confidence. “The One Mind is something its kind refuses to speak of with humans.”
Curious, though impatient, Crystalyn glared at the black-hooded man. “Explain. Quickly. We’ve stayed here too long already.”
“In exchange for my life, great knowledge, and longevity, I allowed a large part of the elder sibling to infuse me.”
Crystalyn stared.
Sabella started. “Father? What do you mean?”
“. The elder sibling fused much of its essence within me, but the child does not always go the way of the parent. In fact, the elder would see the One Mind dead. But now, unfortunately, the One Mind is the ranking power of this world now that the Dark King is diminished, and it will continue to grow. Faster than any of us would believe possible.”
A look of disgust crossed Sabella’s features, which she quickly subdued. “How do we rid its vile influence from you?”
“Why would I ever wish to make such an attempt, daughter?” “Wait!” Crystalyn said. “We defeated the Dark King. Why did you say diminished?”
“Defeated? An evil that has existed for ages? A former king of a Great Shadow army, destroyed? Are you certain?” Without waiting for an answer, the Alchemist turned and started toward the group of horses. “Come. As you said. We have tarried here too long.”
“Stop!” Hastel said. “I will shoot!”
Crystalyn stepped in front of Hastel, following the hooded man’s path. “Put your bow away, my warrior. He’s right. We ride from here.”
“Where to?” Hastel asked, lowering the crossbow.
“Brown Recluse,” Crystalyn said. “From there, we can take a gateway to Gray Dust if I see the merit of it,” she added, loud enough for all to hear. And who knew? Perhaps there was a gateway attuned to Gray Dust hidden somewhere within the monks’ sacrosanct sanctuary at Brown Recluse.
What was she going to do about Dad and Jade? Had Dad survived. What am I thinking? Of course he had! There was no other outcome to consider. And Jade … How am I going to get that thing out of my sister? The alien being was too strong, even for her. There was a high possibility it would overcome her if she tried again. Atoi’s body jerked rigid, her head tilted back, and her green eyes gazed at the sky. “The burning death flies with the mind consumer,” the Dark Child intoned.
Crystalyn spun, looking up. A black shape bore down on them. A dragon. The same beast that has nearly killed her beyond the dark gate.
The dragon blotted a good portion of the sky, growing larger quickly. Quelling her surging anxiety, Crystalyn glanced wildly around. A large boulder lay to the southeast at the foot of a rocky ridge over a hundred yards away. Mostly square at the top, it should help serve as cover, but getting there was going to be close. “Dragon!” Crystalyn shouted, breaking into a sprint. “Everyone, follow me!”
“You heard her, run!” Hastel roared.
As fast as Crystalyn was, her travel companions were faster. Nearly side by side, Atoi and the hooded man dashed past, followed by Sabella. Hastel soon caught up. With the crossbow gripped in one hand, the warrior ran next to her, looking over his shoulder.
“Faster!” he yelled, drawing slightly ahead.
Already at top speed, Crystalyn cast a quick glance back. The dragon had closed half the distance, it massive reptilian jaws opening, preparing its fiery dark flame.
Though she’d not tried it before, Crystalyn brought out her absorption symbol on the run. With no time to mold it around her as a body shield, she raised her maimed left hand, willing the symbol to flatten into a window-like structure from the tips of her fingers and close to the ground as she could get it without touching. Tying and rotating the symbol behind her and commanding it to stay with her with a conscious, firm thought, Crystalyn hoped it would be enough.
Ten strides from the rock, Hastel slipped around the taller back side of it. At five strides from the relative safety the boulder might provide, a searing wave heated the bottoms of her boots and ripped her dwindling breath from her lungs. When she dived behind the boulder, the wave of heat ended, much to her relief. The soles of her feet stung a little as she moved away from the boulder’s edge. “Everyone! Get behind my symbol! Hurry! The dragon will come around and make another pass!”
Standing beside her, Hastel gazed at the sky. “If I might make a suggestion,” he said, the tone of his voice mild, though he spoke quickly. “We should circle to the west side of this rock and keep its stone face between us and that overgrown flying firepit.”
“Hastel’s right,” Crystalyn said. “Go!”
Atoi darted along the base of the boulder, following a shallow westward path that wound around lesser rocks that had tumbled from the cliffs of the plateau long ago.
The Alchemist grabbed Sabella and pushed her after the little girl.
“Follow her! I shall join you soon.”
Sabella shrugged off his hold. “We don’t have time for this, Father. Come on!”
Turning his back on his daughter, the hooded man sprinted off in the opposite direction.
Cursing under his breath, Hastel ran after the man.
Crystalyn made a frantic, shooing motion with her hands. “Go now! I’ll try to keep the firewall protection behind us.”
With one last glare toward the Alchemist, Sabella ran after Atoi.
Crystalyn followed.
Concentrating on staying on the path and keeping the absorption symbol in place, Crystalyn had no opportunity to check on the dark beast’s position, which left her feeling exposed, as if they all ran on in mindless terror. A feeling she didn’t like. Frightened prey made fatal mistakes. All predators knew it by instinct.
Sabella rounded a corner and slid a pace away from where Atoi waited under the west-facing part of the big boulder of dark purple granite. A jagged slab of the stone jutted outward a couple of feet down from the top. “Can you make your shield look like that?” the tavern mistress asked, motioning to the small ledge.
Crystalyn almost corrected the woman by telling her it was a symbol, not a shield, but the suggestion intrigued her. She pushed the thought aside. She’d not tried to mimic the surroundings with the symbol, but it was malleable enough that it might work. However, there was an issue: there was no time to practice. “I wouldn’t know where to even begin. Quickly, stand by Atoi so I can wrap the symbol over our heads.”
Still, Sabella hesitated. “I might cast the illusion that the rock extends outward above your magic, but I need to see it to focus on it. Can you spread your shield over me from there?”
Crystalyn looked up, and a gigantic shadow swept over the top of the boulder. “Do yours, I’m doing mine,” she screamed, stretching her symbol to include the Dark User woman.
A sudden flame erupted down on them from above, a fiery black inferno that raged yards beyond Sabella, who stood facing Crystalyn, her green eyes focused on the rock above. As the fire bathed the rock, deep pinpricks of pain tingled relentlessly into Crystalyn’s hands where she had tied the symbol to her, but it held. Mercifully, the searing flame licking across her symbol ceased.
Yards away, the black dragon banked sharply. Crystalyn’s breath caught in her throat. Jade, still in her black Citadel dress, rode on the beast’s broad back. Flipping its massive tail around deftly in midair, the dragon came at them from the side, its eyes aglow with a deep black radiance. Flying with a speed that belied its ponderous size, the dragon bore down on them, its great maw opening wide.
Sabella leaned close, her eyes on the dragon. “I tied the illusion to the rock above. Crystalyn, listen to me! Move your shield to cover us from the side, protect us from the dark flame! Crystalyn!”
Crystalyn stared.
She stood outside her symbol. She and Atoi did.
But she did not. They did not. Atoi stood to one side of her.
Crystalyn could feel the little girl’s hand clasped within her own.
Crystalyn watched an illusion of herself and Atoi move away from the rock out into open ground. No! Go back! Crystalyn’s mind shouted for her to scream, but nothing came out.
Adjusting its trajectory quickly, nearly switching direction in midair, the dragon swung its majestic head to the side and belched black fire, engulfing the two figures in flame. The figure of herself and the first person she’d met on Astura, her oldest companion, Atoi, fell burning to the rocky ground.
Crystalyn gazed in horror, her anxiety rising. Almost, she felt the flames burn away her skin and expose her nerve endings to the agonizing pain of the dragon’s fire as the two figures convulsed with excruciating distress. Mercifully, it was over quickly as death claimed those within the searing heat.
If they’d actually been there … the two of them out in the open.
Atoi stood next to her, looking outward at her charred skeleton, where only patches of blackened skin remained. The little girl’s large green eyes were round with surprise.
The dragon banked again, returning to the scene. Slowing to a hover, Jade surveyed the carnage below, the flames still licking at the bodies as they quickly died down, losing the fuel of muscle, sinew, and organs.
A flask of liquid broke apart on the body that was Crystalyn, drenching it, as a crossbow bolt struck the dragon close behind Jade and bounced harmlessly away. Jade’s deep emerald eyes, so vivid within the heavy black eyeshadow, gazed at the two men striding toward the corpses.
The Alchemist shook his fist at Jade. “Blast you. What have you done? This one did not Use like any other; her power was not an interruption of the Flow. Why did you not take her as host as I suggested? You could have controlled her, used her power for your own. Why have you destroyed her?”
Working at loading a bolt into his crossbow, Hastel froze beside the Alchemist. “What did you say? You admit to conspiring?” he asked, his voice soft. Without waiting for an answer, he pulled back on the bow’s thick string. “First, I’ll take care of the murderer, then the conspirer.”
At the end of the large boulder, the drain of holding up the umbrella of her symbol made Crystalyn lethargic. Weakness flowed through her, forming as nausea in the pit of her stomach and elevating to a piercing throbbing behind her eyes, but she clung to the symbol, keeping it going. Beside her, Sabella dropped silently to her knees.
Jade eyed the hooded man, her bearing regal. “You question, Offspring? You are weakened by allowing the freewill of the host. Perhaps permitting you to allow the human to retain much of its constitution was in error. Perhaps the time has come for you to join the One Mind for all infinity. Entering the Over Mind is now the best way for the second eldest to serve its creator, to perform the will of the One Mind as you have not, perhaps. Shall I consume you now?”
The Alchemist dropped to his knees, his head bowed. “Nay, Master, great elder, I shall do as you so desire; you have eliminated a perceived threat as is your want. What do you now command of me?”
A soft schluck preceded a crossbow bolt that flew beyond Jade’s wind-blown brunette hair. “Blast it!” Hastel swore. Reaching into the leather bag hanging at his side, he retrieved another bolt, then set it on the iron channel atop the crossbow.
Jade looked at Hastel. Nothing about her too-white features hinted of emotion; only stark imperiousness remained of Crystalyn’s once-too-expressive sister. “Continue work with the worms, Offspring. This is of the utmost importance. Create a contacting when the task nears competition for additional instructions,” Jade said, the commanding tone of her cold and distant voice unmistakable. “The One Mind shall proceed without the blackened white one. The black shall feed on the blue,” Jade intoned, almost as an afterthought. 
Still staring at Hastel with eyes of deep green, her sister’s eyes, eyes that now promised malice to any that opposed her, Jade rose and swept away to the northwest by the dragon’s powerful wings. In the space of half a dozen heartbeats, the powerful beast carried her from sight.
Numb, Crystalyn let go of her modified absorption symbol, allowing it to unravel to nothingness. The two corpses burning before her faded and vanished. A chill crept along her spine, causing a shudder she found hard to repress. The illusion had seemed so real, a masterwork of the Flow in its entirety, something she hadn’t known a User capable of doing.
Crystalyn would have to keep a sharp eye on Sabella. If the woman could produce illusions of that caliber, what would keep her from making copies of the Alchemist and herself and then slipping away in the night before anyone noticed they’d fled?
Gazing at the point in the sky where Jade had vanished, Crystalyn failed to repress another much longer shudder, her back tingling from the chill. Jade—or rather, the entity controlling her—had taken control of a terrible weapon. The already formidable creature now controlled a beast, a weapon that would probably make it unstoppable.






  
  [image: image-placeholder]
Chapter forty-one








The Choice


KEEP GOING,  CRYSTALYN TOLD HERSELF. Put your right foot in front of the left one. Keep going. The barren, boulder-strewn terrain looming high on both sides of the wide valley seemed endless. Well, it had when she’d looked around at the distant surroundings moments ago. Now, still bells away, the landscape on both sides seemed to crawl from out of the massive pit of dark purple rock some ancient race had scraped the Black Road from. Though the Alchemist had been unwavering with his insistence on keeping away from the dangers that traveled the road, their grueling path of leaping from boulder to boulder had led them right back toward it. Somewhere in the distance, the road had curved back and now lay right before them.
Ahead, a clearing of light brown dirt harbored skeletal plants that clung to the ground in sparse stark-white clumps on the wide and mostly boulder-free clearing. An opening within the seemingly never-ending rockslide spurred Crystalyn onward. The possibility of striding across flat terrain without the knee-banging rocks that had countless leg-breaking holes interspersed everywhere she looked was a change of pace she sorely needed. A possibility of serious injury was far too prevalent on their chosen path.
Hopping from rock to rock to rock, Crystalyn jumped from the peak of a waist-high boulder to a patch of black dirt, then followed Sabella’s route along a narrow pathway between several large boulders that widened the closer they came to the clearing’s edge. Glancing around with many looks upward, Crystalyn kept a close eye on the sky and the horizon. Being caught out on the open meadow by the dragon wouldn’t do at all. So far, the insidious entity forcing Jade to do its bidding hadn’t returned since the battle at the large rock earlier in the morning.
With luck, the creature and its beastly mount believed the biggest threat destroyed, namely her. But Crystalyn would not count on it no matter what the Alchemist insisted. The thing’s cunning had shown it capable of taking over a supposed impenetrable fortress with relative ease. Deceiving it so easily did not seem likely.
Which brought up yet another question for the hooded man. Crystalyn had waited long enough for answers from him. The danger he’d insisted would come from the Dark Citadel throughout the day hadn’t manifested, and they’d covered a lot of ground, though it was more than arduous traversing rockslides. For all the hooded man’s urgent insistence on hurrying, such a circuitous route had slowed them considerably. In her weakened state, hopping across a talus field had worn on her strength and patience.
Following the Alchemist’s lead would surely end with them all springing his trap. She had no intention of waiting for him to decide the perfect moment to impart his knowledge of the dark things roaming the land, some parasites that preyed on the minds and souls of others. No more would she wait for such things to come for her or her companions. Crystalyn would learn all she could about such evil when the opportunity arose, but the next move was hers. Had always been hers. The Alchemist’s hesitance to reveal too much was about to come to an abrupt stop.
Stirring up small puffs of dust with every step, Sabella strode across the center of the clearing, her short black-and-white dress hanging well above the greatest heights the dry, translucent little wisps made it to before dispersing without a sound. Picking up the pace a little, Sabella’s toned legs made quick work of the open space. Crystalyn scrambled to keep up with her.
Reaching the far side, the former tavern mistress glanced back over her shoulder. Waiting for such a move, Crystalyn motioned for a halt on the leeward side of a flat-topped rock taller than Sabella, but near her own height. With the wind picking up as the sun dropped slightly toward the horizon at their left, the respite from the cooler air might be helpful.
Nightfall would be much colder after the blazing heat of day, and making a fire would be out of the question. The skeletal plants, the only source of fuel, were far too few and would burn quickly, as dry as they looked. The break Crystalyn had in mind would have to be shorter than she’d like.
At a small rock that looked to make a good seat where she could monitor Sabella, the others, and a good portion of the clearing, Crystalyn stopped but remained standing. Though she wanted nothing more than to relieve some of the burden from her weak legs, Crystalyn didn’t want to reveal how much energy she’d expended during the escape from the Dark Citadel and their subsequent run-in with Jade and the dragon.
Back the way they’d come, the Alchemist rounded the boulder with Atoi and Hastel close behind. Crystalyn had charged Atoi and Hastel with keeping the hooded man under constant scrutiny, and they’d accomplished the task admirably. The journey hadn’t been easy on any of them so far.
“Everyone, find a place to sit and get a few moments of rest,” Crystalyn said, holding out her right arm to block the Alchemist from moving past, his eyes on Sabella. “Not you. You are to remain on your feet. You have some things to answer for.”
The Alchemist stopped short. His black leather hood swung toward her, and his disconcerting golden hourglass eyes gleamed with anger nearly as bright as the silver bands on his muscular arms. “I am not one to command as you will. Choosing to, I aided our escape from the Citadel, prevailing against many of the mindless, and I helped sway the One Mind’s desire to slay the warrior when I stood up to it. I demand the companionable respect you show the others. Even my daughter receives more veneration than you give me.”
Sitting demurely on one of the few rocks not in the shadows of failing daylight, Sabella said, “I am uncertain your parental claim has the validity it used to.”
The hooded man looked at Sabella sharply.
Crystalyn ignored the outburst. “You get respect only after you’ve earned it. As a Dark User and creature-Offspring hybrid, that will be hard to do, but you can start by answering my questions truthfully, for the first time. Should I get even a hint of subterfuge in your words, Hastel will tie your hands and legs together and we’ll leave you facedown in the middle of the clearing. I have no qualms going on without you. In fact, it would cause us fewer problems than to have to concentrate on your every move. Have you heard me, hybrid?”
The cowl of the hooded man swung toward each companion, one at a time, lingering on Sabella, who refused to meet his eyes, before turning to Crystalyn once more. “I am no hybrid. I hosted that which I had little knowledge of.”
“So now you know what it is. Enlighten us. I ask again: Where has it come from and what is it after?”
The Alchemist’s dark eyes glanced at the sun. “We have no time to waste.”
Crystalyn sat on the rock, bending slowly, as if daylight would always hang in the sky, providing warmth to those who trusted in it. Yet the onset of night was drawing ever nearer, felt subtly in a slight drop in temperature, but they’d survived the outdoors at night on more than one occasion. Though the season was moving fast toward the warmer months, it would get chilly toward morning. “We have days, perhaps weeks, if I declare we take them, Alchemist. Not so for you, however. I doubt you’ll survive a single night in these barrens, trussed up like a dangerous beast and left to rot out here in the wild. Hypothermia will seep into your bones long before the sun rises.”
The Alchemist’s second glare was brief. Then he spoke, his voice softening. From resignation or reverence, Crystalyn couldn’t tell which. “The elder, the One Mind, does not hail from this world, nor from this galaxy. Where it began existence, and even the events of its first few centuries, the One Mind has only splotches of memories. Perhaps only Onan, the Great Creator, knows how it came to be and what it did to survive then. What it is certain of, stemming from an ancient memory of its first neural feed, is that for countless millennia, eons, the One Mind has streamed the vastness of space stopping at uncountable planets, where it has fed upon the brain energy of the hapless planet’s denizens. Whether primitive or advanced, every world that succumbed to it sustained it long enough to reach another galaxy and another planet. The One Mind arrived here in this world when Astura was much younger. Our planet had not yet reached one-quarter of its life cycle.”
Atoi had moved beside Crystalyn as the hooded man spoke, standing close enough to her rock seat that their arms touched. “The One Mind must end here, or all is lost,” the Dark Child said. The toneless inflection that came out from the little girl’s mouth boomed, vibrating through Crystalyn with the thrum of some unknown power.
Crystalyn grabbed Atoi by the arm. “How? How do we stop something that consumes every living being’s mind on a world? No, not just a world, entire galaxies of neurological energy?” Still holding the little girl’s arm, Crystalyn turned back to the Alchemist. “Well? How could we stop it? Does anyone here know how? Perhaps the ultimate question is, do we even have the capability?”
Jerking her arm free, the little girl scampered beside her one-eyed protector.
Sitting on the ground near Sabella with his legs stretched out, Hastel shifted the axes at his sides to follow his hips, then pulled the crossbow at his back to the front with one hand. His other arm remained behind him, supporting his weight. “The Dark Child won’t give answers when it has none to give. I doubt it knows much more about the thing than we do.”
Crystalyn shifted on her stone seat with impatience. “Why? Where did the Dark Child come from? How long has it been here? What does it want?”
Hastel shrugged his broad shoulders. “Ask it.”
Crystalyn glared. The spike of her anger made her wish she could throttle the man until he provided something better than a cryptic response, like the Dark Child’s. With a conscious effort, she forced aside the anger threatening to rise. “How can I do that when it keeps leaving?” Crystalyn asked slowly, deliberately.
Shifting to the side with two small hops of his bottom, Hastel centered the crossbow at his lap on the Alchemist without touching it. “Precisely. Makes talking to the child cumbersome, doesn’t it? You’re better off forcing information from the Offspring, though I don’t trust a quarter of what spews from the man’s mouth as truth. He hides it as much as he keeps his ugly face lurking around under that black cowl of his.”
Entwining her hands at her lap, Crystalyn discreetly rubbed at her too-smooth palm. Though she’d spent much energy throughout the day, the maimed hand was slow to take to the healing, if it ever would. “There’s nothing to cause concern at the moment, Hastel. Many of his secrets will end here. Or he will, I promise you that.”
Her blue eyes earnest, Sabella leaned forward, stretching toward the Alchemist as if she meant to lay hands on him, though he stood too far away. “Father, if that is who you really are, tell us how we are to defeat one who controls a flying beast.”
The Alchemist sighed. “I am your father still. Though I have ascended beyond such a mundane term. Know that I could have destroyed those who travel with us many times over, but I chose not to because of you. I shall not have you hate me.”
Crystalyn’s anger flared, and she rubbed her hand harder. “Please, by all means, try.”
Hastel sprang to his feet. The crossbow rested level in both hands. “He knows only what little his parent has permitted him to know. I say we quiet his arrogance here and now. Permanently.”
The Alchemist ignored the outbursts. His golden hourglass eyes fixed on Sabella. “What more must I tell you? For us to defeat the One Mind, the elder, we must destroy the host when no other suitable mass is near human, nonhuman, creature, or alien.”
Crystalyn ceased rubbing her palm. “We? What makes you think I will allow you to go on drawing breath, much less come along?”
“You need me. I am one of the few beings the elder cannot jump to as a host. As are you, I now suspect.”
Crystalyn frowned. “Explain.”
“Upon arriving here, the elder attempted to feed from the source of energy that drew it to our world, that which we know as the Flow. The great river of power nearly destroyed it, and it shies away from those strong in it, those Users who can draw deeply from it. The One Mind much prefers to kill those, both Dark and Light. Or, as it has done more often of late, it controls those with authority over those with power. A cunning way to Use the Flow without having to risk exposure to it again. The One Mind cannot live within me or absorb my neurons, for I have a part of it, which makes for an incompatible host. You, Crystalyn, must also have some incompatibility. Or it fears your power. Perhaps both. There is something about you it is afraid of or it would not have attempted to destroy you. For that, Astura should be thankful. Had the elder used you as host, the One Mind would have devastating power that it could use directly, for you do not draw from the Flow. The One Mind would have access to a power strong enough to destroy this world in weeks, perhaps days.”
Crystalyn had half risen during the Alchemist’s last couple of sentences. Slowly, she sat back in her stone chair, her mind working. “One thing I don’t get. This elder you also call the One Mind, yet you interchange your references to both with the Over Mind. Which is it?”
“I only call the One Mind the elder because the fact your warrior Hastel struck upon: I host the Offspring. Think of the Over Mind as a separate storage of the alien intelligence of the elder that is the One Mind. In this area, it stores a vast library of neurons from many worlds. The One Mind can access knowledge from every single neuron in the Over Mind, or feed off them. Usually the One Mind does both, consuming the oldest first to make room for the new, for the space within its worldly substance is finite.”
Crystalyn lifted an eyebrow. “I suppose worlds of brainwaves would need room inside one’s chemical makeup, alien or not,” she said dryly.
The Alchemist frowned. “I do not believe you have comprehended the great power of the elder.”
Hastel lifted the crossbow to his chin, snugging it against his cheek. “Back at the stone of illusion, let’s call it, you berated the One Mind for not feeding on Crystalyn’s mind. Give me one good reason for not putting this bolt through your cat eye. You’ll not know which eye until it’s far too late.”
The Alchemist’s hourglass eyes fixed on the one-eyed warrior. “I shall give you two reasons. First, I suspected that as the prophecy vessel, Crystalyn could not be a host, or coaxed into joining the Light or Dark Users of this world. Her destiny lies outside this world. Second, I believe the elder is aware of this and was wary of such a possibility, which made my daughter’s illusion beyond brilliant. Think about it. The elder must have come across a codex within the memories of one of the brainwaves it has fed upon by now. It would know that controlling the prophecy vessel is crucial to its plan of universe domination. Failing that, the One Mind must destroy the vessel or risk the prophecy coming to fruition and stopping it. I could not allow the chance of the elder seeing through my daughter’s illusion, which was why I had you and your crossbow come along as I spoke with it. Though you could not kill it, you may have inconvenienced it by terminating the current host and making it seek another living thing to live inside as it stores and rebuilds strength. Then and there, the possibility of losing a favored host likely saved us from a battle we could not win.”
Hastel lowered the weapon, though he did not put it away. “So you’re trying to say you saved us? That it was all a part of some gamble of yours to get Jade to fly away? Hard to believe. Consider this: it is far more likely that you are now taking the opportunity of the stone of illusion to make yourself look good to us. Nice try, hooded one, but it will never happen. We don’t care for scum of your caliber.”
“Kill the Elder Offspring!” Atoi said, her voice a hiss.
“No!” Sabella said, springing to the Alchemist’s side. “No one shall harm him, or they will have to contend with me!” The palm of her left hand faced downward as her right hand burst into a sphere of purple radiance.
Crystalyn’s absorption symbol appeared in the air between her and her companions and the father and daughter. No magic would penetrate through it. “Release the Flow, Sabella! Now!” Crystalyn said.
Hastel raised his crossbow again, leveling it on the Alchemist, then Sabella, then the Alchemist.
The Alchemist reached out with both arms, palms up, imploring peace. “Please, everyone, calm down! Allow me to finish.” He glanced at his daughter. “Release the Flow as our leader commanded. We must cooperate if we are to win.”
Sabella looked at the Alchemist sharply, her blue eyes round with surprise. After a moment, the purple radiance winked out, revealing her slender-fingered right hand. “As you wish, father … Offspring.”
The Alchemist ignored the reference and went on. “As I was saying, I am convinced the Parent considered Crystalyn too great a risk, so the illusion of the vessel dying helped us more than you all know; we may have a shot at surviving the days to come, now. We have the knowledge that we only have to get within striking distance of the Parent with no suitable host near. The controlled cannot retain the One Mind, nor can I, or Crystalyn, or it would have taken her. That means, with the two of us attacking, one of us can kill the host while the other destroys the alien, the darkness inside the host that is the One Mind.”
Crystalyn considered the hooded man’s words. Finally, she motioned for Hastel to put away the crossbow as she dissolved the symbol. Putting the palms of her hands to the rock, Crystalyn pushed herself to her feet. “There is a glaring flaw with your plan. The host is my sister, and I won’t let you kill her.”
The Alchemist sighed. “You are going to have to make the terrible choice. The hard choice is the only choice. The One Mind is going to call forth the Dark Citadel soon to consume the planet, if it has not already.”
A chill swept through Crystalyn. There was little doubt in her mind the thing controlling Jade had taken her dad by now. As good as he was, there were far too many controlled. Even for him. What if the thing sent Dad to destroy her and her companions? And just as bad. What if the soldiers he led caught them on the open road and she had to fight her dad or die? What would she do then?
Mulling it over in her head, Crystalyn motioned for Sabella to lead on. For now, the choice would have to wait.
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Chapter forty-two








Warded Wardrobe


MALKOR’S RED ROBE SNAGGED ON the hidden doorway’s edge but left no sound when the red User charged through the corner wall’s wood panel with his usual impatience, which Trenton thought slightly strange. The red robe should have at least given off a soft rustle along the door and wall’s rough edges, which were constructed to interlock in a jagged way to break up the straight outline of a doorway. 
A moment later, Trenton put the thought from his mind. The crimson glow of the Flow crisscrossed the doorway and the corner of the wall within brightened noticeably and then faded to obscurity as the doorway closed behind Malkor without a sound. Finally, the Dark User had broken through the ward someone had installed in the secret doorway.
Trenton marveled at the expert craftsmanship of the hidden entryway. The corner blended in to the wall at the staggered joints, where it matched Muddy Wagon Inn’s chinking almost without a trace. Though Trenton knew it was there, he still had to look carefully for the small thin lines running beside the staggered joints.
Peering out from underneath the small table he’d draped a tapestry over—making it seem as if it deliberately placed there to display the exquisite antler glimmer lamp he’d carried down from the dining hall in the early morning—he settled in for a wait. Malkor hadn’t even glanced at the little table when he’d limped past, as far as Trenton could tell.
Trenton rubbed the tip of his extended right middle finger. The temptation to use the ion laser cutter to end the Dark User—perhaps come at him from behind—had occurred to him, but he was not a killer. Not yet. But time weighed on him. He’d lost track of how long stranded on this world, a land where he’d had his possession stolen, lived through a betrayal by one he’d loved, and then tossed ruthlessly into a cell at the Dark Citadel. All within the space of two months? Perhaps three?
However long it had been, he could not dwell on it. Malkor was up to something, had been for days. He’d followed the Dark User down into the cellar last week and observed his odd behavior of gazing at the ninety-degree angled corner for many bells. Not once had Malkor looked around to see if anyone watched his strange mannerism, which indicated the red User had told the kitchen crew to stay away at certain times. Trenton had felt exposed standing out in the open walkway near the stairway base and had tried putting the covered table in the hallway long before Malkor arrived and hiding under it. If the red User noticed its sudden appearance, the man gave no indication. His attention had remained fixed on the corner.
Malkor had succeeded with his endeavor yesterday. After a half day of staring at the corner, the Dark User had suddenly laughed and accessed the Flow. Though it took him another half bell of heavy interruption, the red User exposed a series of white lines crisscrossing the corner. Matching the white radiance with a ruby brilliance, crimson lines twisted around the white glow, entwining each with Malkor’s color affinity. The lines brightened substantially, and the corner swung inward, presenting the jagged-edged doorway. Malkor had closed the doorway almost immediately, the pattern fading quickly. The narrow-faced man had left then, but Trenton suspected the Dark User would return the next morning. Though it required a stealthy walk in the dark of the early morning hours, Trenton’s suspicion proved correct when the red User had bypassed every side room without a glance and made straight for the hallway’s corner, drawing from the Flow as he halted before it.
Trenton’s legs numbed from lack of movement in the cramped space under the table after a bell of sitting there with his knees pulled up to his chest. Carefully, he lifted his toes and rocked back on his heels to keep the blood flow circulating through his legs. Circulation returned slowly, but he had to keep at it.
Another bell passed. Then two. Finally, without warning, the hidden doorway swung open on silent hinges. Trenton leaned deeper into the shadows, though he need not have worried. Malkor half turned, drew from the Flow, and replaced the ward. Then he strode by as quickly as his damaged leg would allow, his self- satisfied smile giving him a look of cunning Trenton had seen before when he spoke with Durandas, when the Light User didn’t seem to look. Malkor was up to something.
Trenton waited a few more minutes before scrambling out from under the table, only to have to dive under again when he saw movement on the stairs. Two of the burly cooks who worked in the kitchen stomped into the side room out of view of his hiding place. A minute later, they returned, each man carrying a cask of wine or ale slung over his shoulder. As soon as the last man’s boot heels vanished up the steps, Trenton climbed out and followed the right- angle fork of the hallway to where it ended at a wide storeroom.
Concentrating, Trenton verified the left wall of the room as the same one built to the corner with the hidden door. Then the red-white pattern appeared briefly above a sturdy oak bookcase used as shelving. A few sacks of spices and white powder, likely flour, took up space on the bottom of two shelves. Wax-sealed flasks haphazardly filled the remaining three. Working quickly, Trenton unloaded most of the sacks, stacking them on the wooden flooring.
Grunting with the effort, Trenton then pushed the oak bookcase two feet to the left, which gave him the wall space he needed. Glancing around briefly, he saw the way was clear, and he took a deep breath, uncertain what would happen next. Pressing and holding with his thumb the small flesh-colored lever at the base of the longest finger on his right hand, he activated the ion laser cutter. The thin blade, fashioned from the precious metal urithium, extended half the length of his nail and already emitted the twelve-inch-long ion laser beam as thick as his finger.
With only a slight hesitation, he chose one of the larger openings
—the size of a woman’s fist—in the pattern to start the cut, consciously holding his breath when he came to the first line. To his relief, nothing adverse happened. The laser cut right through it. The pattern continued to radiate before and after the slice in the wall. Releasing his breath with a grim smile, Trenton burned a circular hole large enough for him to pass through.
Trenton had intended to push the circle inward when he came to the place he’d started from, but the thick chunk of wood fell to the floor at his feet, the edges smoking and billowing toward the natural draft of the stairs. The aromatic scent of charred wood filled his nostrils. He could only hope the kitchen crew was used to the smell of smoked wood.
Trenton released the lever and deactivated the ion laser cutter to save the device’s power cell. He had no way of knowing how much charge remained. Pall Tech hadn’t bothered to include an indicator, if they even had the capability for it.
With his boot, Trenton pushed the chunk to the side, hunched over, and climbed through the hole carefully, avoiding the heat of the softly glowing edges. The hidden room was larger than he’d expected, wider than the wall that ran southward to the corner and fully as wide as the storeroom. The door Malkor had used opened near the center. Shelving, chests, and crates took up space on both sides. The two exceptions were the north wall and the small corner he had cut through. Centered on the north wall, an exquisite, gilded wardrobe stood tall and majestic, with nothing else beside it.
The amber glow of a pattern interlacing the wardrobe caught his eye. Quickly, he scanned the room. Two other items had the faint glow of a crisscross pattern. One, a large chest, had a faint white radiance wrapped around it intricately. The other, a rather plain gray rock the size of a large man’s knee, glowed faintly with lines of crimson.
Trenton crossed the room to the rock, which seemed meant to act as a weight to hold down several sheets of paper that were placed facedown. Still, he wondered. Why would someone put a ward on the rock and not the paper? Perhaps to know if the rock had moved from its original position?
A fine white powder lay thinly on the paper and the small unfinished table they rested upon. Swiping two fingers along the rough-cut tabletop, Trenton inspected the powder. Dust. White dust created from grinding rock into powder.
Reactivating the cutter, Trenton squatted and burned a circular hole through the table from underneath. The wooden disc fell to the floor, and the paper burst into flame as it followed. As he looked through the hole burned through the underside of the table, the dark amber color of wax plugging a round palm-sized hole in the rock’s bottom stood out clearly.
Trenton snatched the burning paper from the floor and held its dwindling flame to the wax in the rock’s bottom, holding it there until the heat grew uncomfortably warm, forcing him to drop it to the granite flooring. With the wax softened now, he made a hole in it with his fingers. A round object dropped from out of the rock, which he caught in the palm of his hand.
Trenton stood. He smiled, barely containing his glee. The crimson orb gleamed darkly in his palm, feeling right there. He closed his fist around it, then reached inside his gray robe and dropped the orb in the breast pocket of his vitanium climate-control suit.
As he strode to the wardrobe, out of habit, Trenton ran his finger- tips along the ridges of the two magnetic links that absorbed the damage of the master-infused hammer blow at Gray Dust. Though small, the bent links still felt out of place compared to the rest of the smooth plates covering his right shoulder. Khiminay had seemed quite surprised the giant of man’s hammer blow hadn’t killed him.
Trenton still wondered if the Light User, ninth seat in the Circle of Light, would have preferred that he had died that day. Though Khiminay had aided him in the altercation against the thieves, the woman had brought him to Durandas when he first arrived, the same Light User and first seat on the Circle of Light whose subterfuge had put him in danger. A man he intended to kill someday, but likely not today. The place and moment for the white robe’s death had to be where the odds favored Trenton as the concise winner. The Light User was strong with the Flow, stronger than Trenton would ever become.
Made from some hardwood Trenton didn’t recognize, the wardrobe gleamed with brilliance, and not all of it from the amber pattern that encased it. Outlined with gold, two silver falun trees covered almost all the space available within the two doors trimmed with a golden-stained wood that looked like oak.
The two wardrobe doors were nearly the same dimensions as a regular-sized door. A large silver lock in the shape of a woman’s delicate fist held a thick chain threaded through two hasps fashioned as rings with an enormous emerald on one side, a sapphire on the other. Someone of masterwork skill had carved animals of every kind into the rest of the warded wardrobe. Two palomino horses of quarter scale stood majestically gazing down at him from the arched crown atop it.
Seeing no way to bypass the pattern and with little time for finesse, Trenton again activated the cutter and sliced through the pattern and the chain. The wardrobe doors swung open. Inside, taking up much of the space, stood the two obelisks of a sapphire gate.
Trenton drew a deep breath as excitement surged strongly with him. The gateway was the same color as those that had brought him to Astura.
He had a way back home.
“How remarkable. You have destroyed Kara Laurel’s warded wardrobe,” a woman’s voice said from behind him. “Something she will not have pleasure knowing.”
Trenton whirled.
He had time for a quick glimpse of Khiminay before her glowing red netting spun around him and swept consciousness away.
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Chapter forty-three








Brought Along


THE RISE OF THE EASTERN sun did little to warm Sureen’s hand. The one that gripped the reins of the black warhorse Captain Bronaham had lifted her up on, ignoring her protestations about how she could manage it herself, felt numb. Not surprisingly, the man had helped only her and no one else with the mounting. The captain seemed to have developed an attachment to her she would never return. Her lifeheart was roaming around somewhere in Astura—the Dark Citadel with her daughters, the last she had heard—though Garn may not recall her. The Flow enchantment Garn allowed to be put upon him that had given him another life, another identity, should have reached the end of the cycle, or so the Circle of Light and the Onyx Table had all believed when Sureen and her lifeheart agreed to it. Though no one could know for certain, not even the long-lived members of the Green Writhe. Not for the first time, Sureen clamped down on the bitterness that threatened to spill out from her, the resentment for not having a normal life with her children and lifeheart all those past seasons. The decision made long ago compelled her to finish her mission despite her overwhelming pining for what could have been. 
The dark creation strode tirelessly beside the big warhorse. From the start, the burlap-skinned raggedy manlike creation followed her every move, going wherever she went, standing vigilant in a corner whenever she slept. After a time, she had gotten used to the creation’s presence. She still wondered why it followed her. Perhaps its creator had instructed it so.
Ahead, one horse and one soldier away, the outlander Trenton flopped against the round belly of the mustang packhorse, trussed up in high-strength, less abrasive rope fashioned from the branch bark of a great falun tree and slung over the back of the equine. The gray-robed man was still unconscious from the powerful effects of Khiminay’s Flow netting bells ago.
Khiminay’s color flecks were red with traces of white, which Sureen had always thought odd for a Light User, not to mention one who held the ninth seat in the Circle of Light. But despite the woman’s icy demeanor, she had assisted almost all in the Green Writhe frequently, Sureen included. The Light User wore her customary yellow robes and rode beside the outlander, her straight, long, dark hair flowing smoothly down her lithe back. The woman had volunteered to keep an eye on Trenton when the group first set out, which Kara Laurel quickly accepted. Sureen suspected there was more to Khiminay’s offer than just acting as a sentinel for the offworlder. Perhaps Kara Laurel had called upon the woman for the specific task of discovering more about the mysterious outlander?
Khiminay had arrived only the day before she caught the outlander breaking into Kara Laurel’s warded wardrobe, an act that showed a strength or skill about the enigmatic man no one in the party had been aware of. Sureen would have to discern Trenton’s strength with the Flow as they journeyed wherever they were going. Kara Laurel had healed Trenton of the worst of the wounds Khiminay gave him, but left him to come around on his own. Natural healing was always for the best. Why Kara Laurel had called Khiminay from Surbo—her usual station as part of the Green Writhe—Sureen could only speculate, but there must be a good reason for it.
Kara Laurel slowed, dropping back to match Sureen’s position within the company of soldiers, Users, and the creation, making their total number twenty. Pulling a lock of her long auburn hair away from a wide green eye, Kara flashed a brief smile. “I want you to know how much I appreciate your agreeing to come along of your own volition; it shall make our journey so much more pleasant.”
“Do not think that we are companions in any kind of way, Kara. I know with certainty you would have thrown me over a pack animal and brought along much the same as the outlander. Why bring him? What use is he to you?”
Kara Laurel smiled again, longer this time. There was a slight glint of something hard to define within her vivid green eyes. “Khiminay believes the outlander has a role in the greater good that may not be apparent yet. Whether such a belief proves to have merit shall soon become apparent. For now, the method of his arriving at our destination is not important. As long as he does.”
Sureen studied the face of the woman she had known intimately so many seasons ago. There was a new hardness within her eyes, a grim set to her mouth and jaw. When Kara lost her daughter, the blow must have been difficult, perhaps more than she could cope with, and it was certainly something that would change her forever. Sureen sympathized deeply and shuddered at the thought of ever losing a child of her own, but it did not give the woman the right to drag her wherever she went by force. “Where are you taking me this time?” Sureen asked.
Kara Laurel faced the front of the column of riders. “There is a task I must finish. Something that I have worked long to accomplish, and it is near completion. I can finally feel the end coming.”
“What task? Perhaps I shall help simply because I wish to.”
Kara Laurel glanced at Sureen. “I truly wish you meant that, dear heart. Perhaps, given time, you will. For now, will you permit me to ask something that requires a true, deep soul-search reply?”
Sureen mulled the question over in her mind. Kara Laurel likely wanted to know if she still loved her. Sureen did, but not with the same blissful infatuation back when they were both so young … before she had met Garn. “Yes,” she said after a while. “Ask away.”
Kara Laurel’s beautiful smile returned. “Good. I knew you would agree. You could never resist not knowing what comes next. The question is this: if the Flow had never been a part of our world, where would you be now? What path would you have chosen for your life, do you think?”
“Are you asking if I would have stayed in the home my lifeheart and I built for ourselves, tending to the needs of the family?”
“Would that have been your chosen role?”
“For my entire life? No, I suppose not. Which means you want to know where we would be if we both were not Users. Deep Users, I might add. We have both drawn from the Flow heavily over the seasons—the saturation runs deep within us. The color flecks of such Using, of our affinity with the Flow, are prominent within our eyes. Even if I did not know your color is yellow, I could gaze into your amazing eyes and know this. How can I imagine living without the power of the Flow?”
“That is where the soul-searching part is highly relevant. What if we had not Used, not had that power? What then?”
Sureen opened her mouth to reply, then closed it. What would she have done if she had not discovered her ability and traveled to Surbo for training? They both had. Would the two of them still be together? It was in Surbo she had met Garn.
Kara Laurel rode back to the front. Her auburn hair bounced up with every step of the horse but fell back into place without a single fray. Her yellow dress rode high on her thighs, and her slim-toned legs gripped the sides of the stallion with the ease of one long practiced in the saddle. Riding past the outlander, Kara Laurel did not glance down at the man, not once. Sureen envied the woman’s steel composure.
The column of men and women riders started out. Climbing the ridge toward Pass Wannabe, they followed Deer Rove Trail, a two- horse-wide, fairly smooth path that zigzagged upward. Once they made it over the top, the only route down the western-ridge side would be the precarious and aptly named Goat Trail. Sureen was not looking forward to that crossing. But where else would they be going?
To the north, they would run into the great sea, providing they could somehow travel safely past craggy, windswept peaks and barren wilderness cliffs. To the south, the long main ridge they climbed would eventually deposit them on the outskirts of the Tangled Forest, a place few who entered ever returned from. The logical destination was Durniss Keep, and that meant traversing the pack trail the hardiest merchants only attempted in late spring.
Partway up, as they rode across one of the ridge’s narrow flat meadows known as shelving, Trenton regained consciousness. Cursing, he pulled at the leather bindings that ran under the brown horse’s belly and then tied to his ankles. “Blast you, Khiminay,” he shouted. “Untie me! Let me pay you back for your unprovoked attack!”
Khiminay laughed, a small tinkle of little bells. “Unprovoked? You somehow found Kara Laurel’s hidden wardrobe and forced it open. How did you do that? What power have you mastered, Master Trenton?”
Trenton tugged on the ropes that bound his wrists even though the rash move pulled his legs closer to the ground. “I’m no master,” he said.
Khiminay chuckled softly as she signaled for a halt. “There is more to you than meets the eye, my dear,” she said, echoing Sureen’s earlier thought.
As the line of horses came to a standstill, Khiminay dismounted. Putting the warhorse and packhorse reins in one hand, she drew a long-bladed knife from her waist with her free hand and held it against Trenton’s neck. The silvery shine of the blade gleamed in the midday sun. “I shall release you to ride outlander Trenton, but there is a condition. No, that’s not quite right, it is more of a vow. If you do not cooperate fully on this journey, I shall take pleasure in providing lacerations injurious enough that healing will most certainly be required. Such wounds come with excruciating pain should the provider have skill. Know this, I have gained great skill with the Flow and without. Do I have your assurance of goodwill to all those who travel with you on this journey?”
Trenton gazed at Khiminay. Anger made his dark eyes gleam, even as they grew darker. “There may have been a time when I thought of you as one of the rare good ones in this barbaric world, but I’ve been a fool. More than once, here. Go on, do what you will.”
Khiminay’s blue eyes darkened nearly as deep as Trenton’s. “I am trying to help you. Do you wish to die?”
“Put your knife to use cutting him loose, Khiminay,” Kara Laurel said, riding up beside the yellow-robed woman’s horse. “Slicing his throat would make it somewhat difficult for him to answer my questions.”
Her movements swift and abrupt, Khiminay sliced through the rope that bound Trenton’s hands to his feet, dropped the packhorse’s reins, and strode away.
Freed from the restraint running under the packhorse’s belly, Trenton slid off the animal. For a moment he teetered on his weakened legs, then crumpled to the ground, his head narrowly missing a large rock.
“Blast you, Khiminay!” Kara Laurel cursed, staring after the yellow- robed woman as she passed soldiers up the trail. Already the woman neared the front. Kara Laurel turned to the soldiers grouped nearby. “Two of you help him to his feet,” she said.
A tall, lean man shifted in his saddle and looked at Captain Bronaham, who nodded. Slipping deftly off his horse, the soldier gestured for another to assist, a woman as tall as him. Between the two of them, they easily hoisted Trenton upright and forced him to walk back and forth, holding him under his arms. After a time, he shrugged them off and stood on his own.
“Now that you are conscious, can you mount a horse?” Kara Laurel asked.
Trenton glared up at her, ignoring those around him. “I can ride. But why did you bring me along? Why not let me return home? You have the way.”
Kara Laurel signaled to a male soldier in the rear, who held the reins of a riderless warhorse. “Good. We have brought a better horse for you. Do not slow us down. We shall speak when I deem the time is right.” With pressure from her knees and a tug at the reins, Kara Laurel turned her equine transportation around and rejoined Captain Bronaham.
Trenton mounted the steed quickly, assisted by the two soldiers who then had to scramble to mount their own horses as the column of riders started forward and the journey resumed as if there had been no interruption. Sureen soon noticed, however, the pace quickened substantially.
Sureen disliked riding for hours on end, even if the big warhorses they all rode seemed to have the stamina for it. Pleasure riding meant a warm morning or afternoon romp through a wide meadow with only the occasional rolling hill or copse of trees. Besides, riding horseback always pained the inner thigh and one’s bottom until one got used to it. So far, throughout the day, she had not gotten used to it, even after they had stopped twice for a brief reprieve. Her back ached with every equine step. Raising herself slightly out of the saddle by standing in the stirrups, she rode on, ignoring the grins from the two male soldiers that followed behind when she looked back.
In the late evening twilight, Sureen almost cheered out loud when Kara Laurel finally held up a slim-fingered hand signaling a halt. The top of the ridge was still over two bells away, and only a bell of daylight remained. Perhaps less than that as the sun dropped behind the steepening ridge.
After a painful dismount, a soldier led her horse away, and Sureen turned to discover Kara Laurel and Khiminay striding toward her. Both women showed no sign a day on horseback had affected them in the least. Sureen briefly considered drawing a sliver of the Flow, just enough for her to buffet both of them with a ripple of light, a flash of Light energy that would make them as sore as she was now.
Doing so would likely have repercussions. Taking both on at the same time might well be beyond her, certainly with so many soldiers for them to call upon, but what if she had the outlander on her side? Could the two of them create sufficient havoc to escape? Though she had decided to remain with Kara Laurel and discover what dire deeds the woman had planned; she had nearly had it with being hauled around as a prisoner. The worst part was, she had been getting to know her daughter Crystalyn when the present predicament had come about.
“Come, walk with me. I wish to discuss matters of far-reaching concern,” Kara Laurel said, heading back the way they had come.
Sureen let the two women pass before speaking. “Might the outlander come as well? I am curious about some things about him.” Trenton spun to look at her nearly as fast as Kara Laurel and Khiminay. “What say you, Trenton? Will you walk with us?” Sureen asked.
Kara Laurel kept her face smooth, though her eyes had widened with surprise.
Khiminay scowled.
Trenton looked from one to the other, his dark eyes finally settling on Sureen. “Yes, if you don’t go too fast. I seem to have developed a hobble after our time in the saddle.”
Sureen smiled. “I am certain we shall be able to accommodate your request, will we not, Kara?”
Kara Laurel’s full lips pursed briefly. “I suppose we can go slower. Come along if you will, offworlder. Some of what I have to say may give you disquiet.”
For a reply, Trenton came closer, moving slowly. “Lead on,” he said, his expression one of the discomfort of pain.
Sureen wondered if she looked much the same way as the outlander, as she hobbled after her former childhood companion and her cohort, Khiminay. The two of them walked side by side, matching each other’s slow pace, presumably one they set for the saddle sore. A glance over her shoulder revealed Captain Bronaham striding along the line of men and horses, coming toward the four of them. He stopped briefly to give a command to a soldier as he went. The dark creation marched nearby in his usual position, two steps behind and slightly left of Sureen.
Kara Laurel strode downhill a short distance to where a large oak brush shrub grew halfway across the trail, which provided privacy from the soldiers when they all moved behind it. Khiminay opened her mouth, but Kara Laurel held up a hand to indicate silence, then lowered it to her side as she watched the pathway beyond the oak brush.
Captain Bronaham strode into their little natural alcove a few moments later. Halting briefly when he noticed the group watching for him, he waited at the entrance, assuming a relaxed, though vigilant, guard position near where Sureen stood opposite Trenton. Khiminay stood at ease next to Trenton. Kara Laurel had claimed a position at the end of the little alcove by herself. The dark creation, as mute as the scrub oak and similar in skin color and texture, had ceased movement back a step on Sureen’s other side.
Kara Laurel put her hands on her slender hips and sighed. “I suppose we are all here, even some that were not invited,” she said, eyeing Captain Bronaham and the dark creation. “I shall start by saying this shall be brief and not all revealed. The sole purpose for this discussion is to allay a small bit of your concerns from earlier, Sureen, and now Trenton as well. I would gamble my steed he wonders why I brought him.”
Trenton stared. “Are you actually going to tell me?”
Kara Laurel flashed a quick smile. “What I feel I can share at this stage. But first, let me ask you something. Suppose there was no Flow, no advantage of great power for a select few. Those privileged Users may or may not use it to help someone without the power with their daily toils so they could enjoy a better life. Most do not; they use the Flow for their own ends, as you likely know. But tell me truly, do you believe this land would benefit from the absence of Using?”
Trenton frowned and glanced over his shoulder. Then he took a step closer to the center. “I suppose so, but what does this have to do with me? I am an offworlder, and you have a way for me to get back home. Had your pawn not stopped me, I would’ve tried to activate those sapphire obelisks stowed in your wardrobe.”
“I am no one’s pawn!” Khiminay said as she, too, took a step forward. Glancing behind her, she took a quick look at the dense wall of scrub oak.
“Wait!” Sureen said. “You have one of the rare sapphire gates? Is it Crystalyn’s, my daughter’s?”
Kara Laurel looked to Sureen, her eyes soft. “That is one of those matters we shall not discuss at present.”
Sureen glared. “So it is hers. Leave the gateway within my care until I can return it to her. Where are you going with it?”
Kara Laurel’s emerald eyes narrowed, her petite nose pinching with irritation. She opened her mouth to speak.
“What part of Kara’s telling you all what we are here to discuss, do you not understand?” Khiminay said, her voice elevated slightly at the last.
Trenton attempted to take a step away from Khiminay, but he bumped into the inner edge of the scrub oak. Vibrating along its many sprawling branches from Trenton’s weight, the oak brush rustled softly as it shifted, swaying slightly in a breeze Sureen did not feel. The treelike shrub sheltered them well.
Trenton glared at Khiminay. “I trusted you once. For such stupidity, I am still here when my world needs me. Why couldn’t you just let me go through it?” he asked, looking at Khiminay and Kara Laurel. “As I understand it, you would still have the sapphire gate; it doesn’t travel anywhere. The energy such things generate between them is the gateway.”
Kara Laurel shook her head. “Yes, they would still be available here for use, but I cannot have you going. Durandas and I still believe you have a part to play before the Green Writhe establishes the greater good.”
Trenton’s right hand vanished within a red radiance. “Can’t you blasted Users understand people are dying on Terra? I’ve had it with all of you! I’m not here for your personal manipulation—I won’t allow it!”
Captain Bronaham was close to Sureen, his muscular shoulder nearly touching her right one. “What are you going to do about it, outlander? Think carefully how you word your sentence, or it shall be your last,” Bronaham said. As he spoke, he moved his right hand to the pommel of his longsword with exaggerated slowness, resting it there.
The dark creation pressed against Sureen’s left shoulder blade as she opened her mouth to stop the violence before someone got hurt within the little space. But then she closed it. The alcove Bronaham had stood inside was gone, replaced by the still rustling horizontal scrub oak. Wait. Scrub oak brush grew vertically, mostly. Something was happening. “Kara and Khiminay, help me! You too, Trenton. Draw from the Flow. This is not what we think it is! Look! The way out is gone!”
As if the brush heard her words, the horizontal branches sprang into motion, twisting around them all with stunning speed, pressing her close to Trenton, constricting inward, closing in the space. Sureen drew from the Flow, fearing it was too late as a branch wrapped around her neck. The others within her limited view had met with similar fates; Kara Laurel, and Khiminay struggled to breathe as they, too, grappled with branches at their throats. Trenton had branches wrapped around his wrists and waist, and his face twisted with pain.
Then the dark creation was there. Though a thick branch had wrapped around the creation’s chest and wound down to his waist, the dark creation tore at the branch that pressed into Sureen’s throat and constricted her airway. A loud crack rent the air, and her breathing returned.
Sureen gasped, inhaling sweet oxygen as another branch slithered around her neck, then another. The dark creation snapped them to pieces, but many more slithered down from above, ready to take their place. The creation would not stop them all. Already his movements were slowing.
Sureen inhaled deeply, taking another draw from the Flow. Raising her right hand, she sent a ball of raging white light flying over the struggling creation’s head. The ball exploded on contact with the squirming wall above and behind the creation, blasting a wide and long hole nearly the size of a tavern doorway. The oak shrub around the creation’s waist receded, slithering with astonishing quickness to fill the sudden gap to the outside.
As the opening closed, Sureen released a ball straight upward and then another beside it. Freed from constriction, Sureen detonated a ball of light above Khiminay and Kara Laurel. “Help me!” Sureen shouted as she sent another blast of white near Trenton. The outlander had dropped to his knees. Captain Bronaham chopped at branches snaking down from above toward Trenton, though he made little headway.
Kara Laurel and Khiminay responded with explosions of their own.
Red and yellow fireballs exploded all around, blasting holes in the side walls, but still the branches dropped downward, covering the gaps almost as soon as daylight penetrated the bramble. Sureen glanced upward. Only an orb-sized hole remained where daylight struggled to shine through. Impulsively, she cast a tiny dome of physical protection within the shrinking hole.
The weight of a falun tree pressed upon her, or so it seemed. The branches twisting and slithering around all of them paused and then moved toward Sureen’s shield. “Kara! Khiminay! Help me expand my shield!” Sureen shouted.
A wide red ring suddenly encircled her dome, followed by a thick yellow band. The immense weight lifted. Sureen pushed outward, expanding the top of the dome, creating open sky above them, which splintered the branch of a scrub oak that had dropped and slithered around Trenton’s wrists.
Trenton’s right hand glowed crimson. A thin beam of light shot forth from his fist and burned an arched hole half the height and width of a door through the scrub brush about where the alcove had been. Beyond the smoking branches, the trail beckoned. “Go!” Trenton said, giving Captain Bronaham a push toward it. “Hurry, before it closes over. I’ll be right behind you.”
Leaving the two men to their own devices, Sureen concentrated on spreading her physical shield. Drawing deeply from the Flow, she rippled the shield with massive waves of energy that thrummed. The dome exploded outward in a brilliant expanding circle that sizzled with power, as if a giant molten boulder had just dropped into a small pond ringed with yellow and red algae. Sharp cracking sounds rent the air as the scrub oak shattered, breaking into splinters and dropping away like a paper scroll shredded by thousands of razor- sharp knives all at once.
Behind a large boulder, a good way up the hill from where Sureen was looking, a figure lay sprawled on its back. An ebony staff topped with a delicate-looking black crystal fern lay haphazardly across the figure’s nearly bare-skinned white chest. As Sureen watched, the humanoid—a male from the looks of the bulging biceps and muscular pecs the bone chest plate did little to hide—sat up.
A thick coating of black and white paint divided at the bridge of the figure’s nose to split his face and body into two shades from forehead to the feet—the paint blended well with the rock and the shadow it cast. Carved human finger bones stood out in the man’s thick amber hair. Drab gray knucklebones sewn skillfully together wrapped around the Tharg’s biceps in wide bands, which complemented the black wolf leather pants tied at the waist with supple kell-leather. The Tharg—who the Green Writhe theorized might have been human in the past—glowed with a faint white sheen that flickered softly, as if his corporeal substance had trouble forming. The radiance was discernable on both sides of the paint, which created an ambiguous look about him hard to view for any length of time, a being whose makeup more closely resembled a magical creation than human. Perhaps the Flow had mutated the Tharg from humanoid and into another race entirely by long association with the great river of power, but no one knew for certain. Those that tried to get to know the Tharg and their history vanished, even large parties. The Tharg leaned on the ebony staff as he climbed to his feet, his brown eyes fixed on Sureen with a fierce glare.
Raising her right palm, Sureen caused a flash of light to explode in front of the Tharg User, which blazed with the comparable heat of a single infinitesimal sliver of a supernova star, one of her most powerful castings. She took no chance. The Tharg User had nearly destroyed the most powerful of their group and likely would have killed the whole regiment once those that could Use were out of the way.
Vanishing in the blast of light for an instant, the Tharg reappeared, scowling down at her, unharmed. The weak glow coming from him dimly illuminated his form. With a last glare, he scrambled uphill, moved behind the boulder, and vanished from sight.
“Captain Bronaham!” Kara Laurel called.
Captain Bronaham ran past Sureen and charged up the hill. “I am on it!” the captain yelled. “You three, come with me!” he said, waving to the first three soldiers, who sprinted toward the rest of the scrub oak. Sprinting away from the force, the soldiers, two women and one man, angled up the hill on an intercept course for their leader.
“Khiminay, go with them!” Kara Laurel commanded next, but the dark-haired woman was already running past, closing the distance to Captain Bronaham with her quick strides.
Trenton strode up beside the dark creation, who had come up beside Sureen unnoticed, which she found slightly unnerving. “What attacked me?” he asked, rubbing at his right wrist with his left hand. Dark purplish bruising encircled both of his joints.
“Do not rub at your wounds, outlander! Do you wish to break more of your blood vessels?” Kara Laurel said.
Trenton let go of his wrist. “But what was that? Is it common around here for trees to suddenly wake up and try to strangle those dumb enough to come close?” he asked, frowning.
Sureen took his left hand in her own. “Allow me to heal you,” she said, beginning the process before he could decline. He tensed when the first trickle of the Flow poured under his skin, but then relaxed as the heat of it eased the itching from the broken blood vessels. Feeling no bone fractures, she released his left hand and clasped his right. “The scrub oak brush did not attack us. The Tharg User did. His power with the Flow must include manipulation of some living things,” Sureen said, releasing his right hand. The strength in them told of his youth and good health. He was at the peak of his form. He would make a powerful ally, or an enemy, just as strong.
Trenton made to rub at his wrist and then stopped. He cast a quick glance at it, verifying the bruising had vanished. “I don’t understand what you mean. This Tharg gets the tree to do what he wants?”
“What she means,” Kara Laurel interjected, “is that the Tharg User compelled the scrub brush to do his bidding, unlike the Valen women who wear the liana sash if they choose to. Those women have gained the lore of listening to the flora and requesting cooperation from the green life.”
“Though extremely rare, there has been a case or two of a Valen who has joined so deeply with certain flora they can wear the green form at will,” Sureen said. “Such ones do not take kindly to those who force their will upon the green life or any life.”
Kara Laurel looked at Sureen sharply. “I am aware your daughter has befriended such a one. Once my mission has reached fulfillment, such Valens shall thank me—all of you will. The evil in this world, like the Tharg User, shall no longer force anyone or anything to act against their will, at least not with the Flow.”
“What mission?” Trenton asked. “What about my own?”
Sureen ignored his questions. “But what of us, Kara? What about those who Use to help others? To heal? What are we to do, then?”
“Healing will come naturally with time and herbs as it did before the cataclysm,” Kara Laurel said. “Enough talk for now. Come. We need to set a defensive perimeter until Captain Bronaham and the others return. We should not count on the wildling Tharg as acting on his own. Even with my limited experience with them, they do not travel alone.”
Kara Laurel headed back up the path toward the remaining soldiers, some of whom worked at calming horses made skittish from the sights and sounds of battle. Though as seasoned warhorses, most looked to want to charge at the perceived enemy if they could only fathom the target.
Trenton trailed behind her. “Please, understand. I have a mission like you, back in my world. If I fail, billions may die. Millions are already succumbing. Let me use the gateway, I implore you!”
“Not another word about it, outlander. Or I shall have you gagged. The decision reached some time ago and you cannot change it. Make yourself useful or I shall have you bound again,” Kara Laurel said without looking over her shoulder. She reached a group of soldiers and started barking orders. “You two there, gather the regiment into a loose perimeter along the trail in groups of two. Get everyone to stop clustering together. You four, over there! Yes, you. Gather the horses and lead them up the trail a few yards and then picket them together.”
Sureen suddenly found herself alone. Briefly, she considered slipping away into the thicket downhill and then discarded the idea. Though she had a fair chance of escape, Kara Laurel had to be stopped. And now that she was aware of the existence of the sapphire gate, getting those obelisks had become a priority.
Stifling a sigh, she strolled up the trail, eyeing the mountainside on both sides. Unlike Kara, her experience with the Tharg was more extensive than the training given out in Surbo, enough that she suspected the attack staged to see how those heading toward their territory handled themselves. All about them, the bushes and even the rockslides could have eyes. The Tharg were masters at blending in with their environment. Now that the first strike had started, the company’s chances of making it to Black Wolf Valley without another, or many altercations, were small.
Sureen narrowed her eyes at the thought.






  
  [image: image-placeholder]
Chapter forty-four








Entwine the Dark


DURANDAS GRIPPED HIS STAFF. WHEN his hands ached from the force of his effort, he relaxed his grip but not his anger. The blackness inside would not have permitted it, nor did he wish to relinquish the anger, not when he stared at the source for his rising ire, the bearer of bad tidings, yet again. Malkor had come barging into his private study area at the Muddy Wagon Inn, his thin lips twitching with ill-contained glee, as if he could not wait to spew forth ill news. 
Durandas missed the domed halls of Surbo and hated this small wayfaring town of Four Bridges, where he had to work within such tiny quarters. And lately, most of all, Durandas now despised every encounter with Malkor. The man’s nasal tone of voice and his discordant habit of frowning at every command given to him grated on Durandas’s bones like a parasite scratched away at his bone marrow. He hated the man more with each passing day, even though Malkor inevitably smoothed his brow whenever he perceived Durandas had seen through his illusion of subservience.
Even after Durandas’s one demonstration of the power he was now capable of with the Dark King’s power added to his already formidable Light Using, the red User still could not control his facial features. The blasted man’s emotions read clearly upon his narrow face, however fleeting. He should kill the gimpy red-robed man and be done with it.
Yes! Burn him with dark flame! Do it now. Destroy the parasite; he is inferior to you, nothing more than a worm to step on and grind beneath your boot. The sniveling fool has served his purpose and brought us together. Kill him, the sinuous voice said softly within his mind.
Durandas stared past the oblong milky crystal of his staff—which darkened a slight shade every day from the darkness within—at the red User and considered. No. Malkor had the Lore Master ability, and the Dark User had a fair adeptness with the Flow. He would terminate him when his usefulness to the greater good ebbed. Perhaps soon. Providing the master plan executed precisely as envisioned.
Durandas looked away, staring at the closed wooden door before he changed his mind and destroyed the arrogant nasal little man where he stood, anyway. “How could we lose the Blue One, my dark creation that did not get the chance to bond to the User, the azure crystal staff, the outlander, and the greater artifact orb in less than a week?” Durandas asked. Facing the door, he spoke softly, knowing his voice would carry to the red User. Malkor’s hearing had increased with the deformity of the Lore Master. “Even more disconcerting, you promised the crimson orb would be safe with you after begging for its return, yet you promptly lost it on the first day of your possession. How am I to trust you have not claimed it as your own under the guise of its supposed theft?”
The two thumps behind Durandas informed him Malkor had dropped to his knees, and the soft rustle of cloth scraping wood told of the red User prostrating himself on the flooring, something the man had never done before. Durandas nearly turned around in surprise. Almost. Instead, he kept his back to the man, showing just how much threat he perceived from the Dark User. “Tell me how you failed so miserably to maintain the security of the orb. How is it not on your person, as you assured me?”
“Master, merciful master, the one who carries the Great Master, the Dark King, I have erred badly and deserve every dark flake of your ire, both of yours. But I can be of use yet, wait and see. I have found what we have searched for and given up as no longer here! But it is! And you are right, this is of much higher worth than the ruby orb,” Malkor said, the sound of his voice slightly muffled by the floor.
Durandas wished he could recall what they had searched for, but with the Dark King waylaying parts of his memory, there were vague spots. Many more than he wanted anyone to know, particularly a lackey like Malkor. He mulled the Dark User’s statement over in his mind. What could be of more value than the greater artifact? Granted, the crimson orb seemed created for those Users with affinity for the red, boosting such Use of the Flow exponentially based on the User’s aptitude.
But the greater artifact could enhance even his own Using. Particularly with its ability to draw the Flow directly and bypass the need for an Interrupter. Replacing such a device would require something strong indeed. The red User had better have something good, or Durandas might take the Dark King’s mad suggestion. “I remind you one final time, Malkor. No more. Do not refer to the Dark King as another entity greater than I; I am your only master. At least, until I decide to end your pathetic existence.”
“Yes, Master, Great Master, it shall be as you command,” Durandas said, annoyed. He should not have had to reprimand Malkor. Perhaps another servant would perform as expected soon.
Kill him! Do it now!
Durandas pushed the Dark King’s thoughts down with difficulty. The apparition had a disconcerting way of surging upward within him as if it were an underwater leviathan striving to break the surface of his resistance and pull the tiny boat of his will down into the dark depths of subjugation.
The Dark King’s howls of maniacal laughter reverberated throughout his mind as he turned around. As expected, Malkor lay prostrate on the floor, his arms stretched above his deformed head, a malformation made much more prominent by his facedown position.
Durandas resisted the sudden urge to sever the elongated back half of Malkor’s cranial skull with a beam of light drawn from the Flow.
Again, the Dark King laughed. Hissing with glee, the insidious voice surged to the forefront of his mind. Do it! I command you! I could sever it with a mere thought—can you, Light User? Allow me to show true power! I shall destroy the sniveler!
Durandas pushed the voice to the back of his mind, though it was even more difficult than before. The Dark King’s malicious laughter died slowly as he did and only fully stopped when he looked away from the red User. “Now that you lay where a slug like you is most comfortable, Malkor, explain how an outlander, an offworlder, could best someone of your strength. Do your best to convince me. Your livelihood and possibly your life depend upon it.”
Malkor gurgled out a cry of chagrin before yelping out a response. “Magic overcame my safeguards, Great Master! The Flow used in such a way as I have never seen before! I swear it for truth!”
Durandas frowned. “Speak clearly, you sniveling imbecile. In what way? Where?”
“Someone, likely more than one, cut through an exterior wall to the inn’s storeroom. This compromised the Flow ward pattern I had installed over the top of yours. I do not believe the outlander acted alone in this.”
“Compromised?” Durandas said in an even tone he did not feel. He was livid. The Dark King stirred in response. Quickly, Durandas continued speaking. “Severing even one line of the Flow would alert any User the moment it happened simply because of the inrush of energy from the great river. I felt nothing. Your placing a ward over mine explains how I received no indication, not even a slight one. But how could you not feel it? Has your Lore Master deformation dulled your affinity with the Flow?”
“No, Master! The Flow is still there and is a part of me. So is the ward. Right where I installed it, but with a gaping discrepancy on the western exterior. Please, Master, if you will but accompany me to weeping eye’s storeroom, I shall be able to better show you my suspicions.”
Durandas stared sharply at the red-robed man lying prostrate on his study room floor. Whatever the man babbled on about left a sour taste in his mouth and boded ill for his carefully laid plans. Malkor seemed genuinely concerned. “Very well, show me. This had better be worth the effort of sparing you for the moment. And Malkor?”
“Yes, Great Master?”
“Along the way, you shall tell me the wisdom—or the guile—behind installing a ward over my own.” Durandas refrained from telling the Dark User that he had not believed the User capable of such a feat. The red User was more powerful than he thought.
Malkor whimpered again as he scrambled to his feet. But he remained silent as he led the way into the hallway.
Durandas followed. He preferred it that way. Keeping the traitorous Dark User in his sight had become paramount.
Kill the traitor! Burn him down as he walks!
Durandas ignored the voice and the laughter that ensued. Malkor headed straight for the cellar, striding through the kitchen as if no one labored there, even though it was the dinner hour. Cooks, preppers, serving ware cleaners, and tavern maids all scrambled to move out of Malkor’s chosen path. The head cook scowled and looked as if he would speak up, but he hastily looked away when the red User strode toward him, causing the slightly overweight but muscular man to hop out of the way as fast as his staff had. Shouldering through the door to the cellar, Malkor strode to the bottom of the wide stair set constructed with room to haul casks of beer and wine up and down.
Durandas kept close as Malkor navigated past wooden crates stacked two to three high in the dimly lit corridor, striding quickly for a man with a badly injured leg, a wound Crystalyn Creek had inflicted upon him nearly a season ago. Malkor halted abruptly at the end of the long corridor where it made a sharp right and headed deeper under the tavern. Off to one side, an exquisite deer antler base that provided support for an amber glimmer shard rested on an even more superb tapestry that depicted the Tangled Forest in all its twisted glory, the drapery strewn over a small table. The whole thing was oddly out of place but provided decent illumination.
Malkor drew from the Flow, and the red ward illuminated. He turned his back to it, facing Durandas. “I have a confession, Master. I did not go over the top of your ward. Instead, I shuffled through the lore of thousands … hundreds of thousands of those who have lived and Used. With extreme patience, I sought and found the knowledge of the greatest Dark User Astura has ever known. With this new discovery, I gained the wisdom to know much of the inner workings of the Flow, how Dark and Light might entwine. Once the two affinities wrap together, the Flow is stronger, far more powerful than apart.”
Durandas looked closer at the crisscrossing red lines of radiance that were the ward. Twisting around, the crimson were thin lines of white Flow. The color of his Flow. “What have you done?” Durandas asked, fearing the answer.
With his lips thin and his mouth open wide, Malkor smiled. “As I told you, Master, I consulted the greatest master yet seen in our world, within the knowledge of many ages contained within the lore of all those who came before. This Great Master, you know, as the Dark King, is the strongest there has ever been, for he has been here from the beginning. And it was he who told me how to entwine the Dark with the Light. The very duality of it makes it threefold more powerful, something only seen in the beginning when Astura was in its infancy and still but an isle within a sea of chaos. My true master, the Great Shadow that is the Dark King, has only to draw upon another power, permit the Dark to become half with the Light, which the king now knows.”
Laughing, the Dark King rose and consumed half of what Durandas knew as himself.
Durandas screamed. 
Malkor laughed.
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Chapter forty-five








Dual Duality


GAZING INTO THE REFLECTIVE SANDGLASS—A treasured piece he had bartered seasons ago from a member of the desert clans known for making them with a clarity far exceeding any mirror—Durandas pulled the tailored white hood of his robes over his head of mostly white hair. Larger than any cowl he had ever worn, the hood draped to the base of his nose, which let it cover the two most obvious external signs of the Dark King’s possession of half of him. His dark radiant left eye and the wide band of black streaking down the left side of his head would remain hidden. There was little he could do about the many wiry black strands now interspersed within his white beard, but only those closest to him might notice the difference. He would have to keep his distance from those. 
“Do you like the fit?” Malkor asked from behind.
Durandas adjusted the left bottom corner closer to his neckline, where the black of his beard seemed thickest, and then stood. He turned to face the red robe. “The tailor produced as promised. Hire the entire shop to complete the rest of my wardrobe. Offer enough to make it understood they shall complete this task and nothing else today.”
Malkor bowed low. “As you command, Master.” Straightening, he moved to the wardrobe and removed the white robes from the two left drawers along the bottom.
Durandas sat down on the wooden bench and returned to his perusal of his features within the sandglass. The Dark King’s own eye, glowing with the dark radiance of his nature, gazed back from a reflection he found pleasing. He could work with this body and the power within it. The clear blue eye, however, he did not like. The Great Shadow would have to accept the fact that the possession did not complete as expected. Their essences, the Dark King’s and Durandas’s, had conjoined, split right down the middle. He’d failed to dominate all the man. Only the left side of the Light User was his to control, and for a split second at a time. Stronger than the Dark King could ever believe, Durandas’s awareness took over seamlessly, switching back-and-forth minute by minute, sometimes second by second.
Malkor’s reflection behind him straightened with a load of white robes. “While you are there, Dung, give them your spare red robes for the same modifications. No one must see your scheming, rodent features. Let any who notice your deformity believe you are one of the Red Rock Lore Masters.”
Malkor shuffled to the right-hand bottom drawer and bent over. “Yes, Master,” he said. Placing the white robes on top, he added his red robes to the pile, then tromped to the doorway, dragging the ruined leg a half step behind.
The Dark King half of Durandas, the Great Shadow, waited until his and the Light User’s manservant fumbled with the latch while balancing the clothing. “One last thing, Dung.”
Malkor froze with his hand stretched out. His other hand shook from the weight now solely upon it.
“The tailor will want to know who affords such a large order of white robes with those that obviously belong to you. Once the modifications are complete, destroy the shop and those that worked there. Make it seem as if an oil lamp fell over. Let none escape.”
“The tailor’s shop is a family-run business!” Malkor sputtered.
“Do you question me?” Durandas, the Dark King asked, the tone of his voice mild, almost conversational.
“No, Master!” Malkor said quickly. “I shall do the deed, as you command.”
“Run along, Malkor. Come back as soon as it is complete. There is much to accomplish before we travel.”
Malkor left without another word, somehow pulling the door closed as he did. Durandas would not have helped him, anyway. His Dark King side would not have allowed it if he had a mind to. The Great Shadow, the Dark King, had been goading the man for several days now with the intimate references to animal waste. Malkor had not taken the bait.
The apparition controlling the left half of Durandas had punished the manservant to test the finer control of the power it now had access to through Durandas. Of course, Malkor would not see it as a trial, but only as the cruelty of the word used against him and the pain of the blows that had rained down upon his back. Which had seemed to come out of nowhere, Durandas knew.
Durandas, too, had gained power. The Dark King’s energy was powerful, stronger than his own with the Flow. The darkness within, the apparition of an ancient king and executioner who had dominated the land ages ago, the shadow of a cruel tyrant who judged and carried out his own executional decrees with a gleeful great axe, had lived eons growing in dark power.
As with any oppressor, back when the Dark Citadel was small and still within its infancy, the axe king may have met an assassin’s bolt or overcome by several conquering tyrants. However, in the prime of his middle seasons, while searching for a legendary artifact of immortality deep underground, the king, already half mad with his own power, unwittingly released the Great Shadow.
Born when the land’s creation, before humans arrived, the shadow of pure evil yearned to cast its darkness and despair throughout the land. But it lacked the means to project its will until it discovered a susceptible human willing to let it inhabit him. In exchange, the Dark King received a great power along with the immortality he had sought.
But a cost came with such a power, particularly one that would keep him alive countless seasons. The Dark King had become completely mad, yet the Great Shadow was not. Evil in its purest form had no such weakness, no limitation to what it could handle with great power, so now the duality of the mad king and the Great Shadow existed within half of Durandas. Half the time, the mad king controlled the dark half of him, but only when the Great Shadow did not have that half of him.
The worst part by far for Durandas was the fact that whoever had control of the dark half within him sought for subtle and direct ways to consume all of him, to take full control. Such a constant internal battle was wearing, and he feared he was losing bit by bit every time such an event occurred.
But he would hold back the darkness, use the power to rid the world of an evil greater than this world and countless others had known. But what if he evolved into a higher power than even the insidious alien creature that rose from the south? All in this world and many others would stand in awe of the great Light User, even as they feared him. All would know fear of what he could do with Light and Dark. Now he could access both good and evil power.
Durandas’s new, and now ever-present, fear.
The Dark King laughed at such thoughts, insinuating Durandas had become as mad as he had. The Great Shadow attempted to sooth such realizations away with sublime insinuations of how he could and would eliminate the threat if Durandas would only surrender full control. Durandas had, at first, almost relented to the Great Shadow’s, the Dark King’s intimations. He had always vowed he would do whatever needed doing for the greater good. There is no cost too high, he repeated within his thoughts.
Yes, yes, you know, you know! The Great Shadow agreed within his mind. No cost is too high! Relinquish control! Let me destroy all those against the greater good!
The mad king laughed with glee at the thought.
A fourth part of Durandas did not agree with the other three sides of him, that side that believed such a collaboration with darkness in any form and, for whatever reason, was wrong and could only come to a terrible end. Durandas ignored the fourth side of himself, his consciousness, as much as he could. The feeling it presented was troubling.
Sitting in front of the smoothed reflective sandglass with the white hood pulled low over his head, Durandas could well believe he watched someone else entirely, someone he did not know. But he did not wish to know a Light-Dark User with four sides to him.
Dual duality.
Two sides of Light, two sides of Dark. The whole thought of such an occurrence was absurd and maddening at the same time. But it had happened, and he was the victim. Perhaps beneficiary.
The Dark King laughed. The Great Shadow smiled.
Durandas clamped down on his resolve. For the greater good. His consciousness stirred. Is it?
The Dark King’s manic laughter echoed maddeningly through his mind.
Durandas pushed the bench back with his legs and stood up. Such thinking would pendulum him into madness darker than that of the Dark King’s. He must exercise rigid control.
Striding through the doorway the manservant had left from, Durandas slipped through the Muddy Wagon Inn’s kitchen and down the narrow stairway at the back. The lighting the outlander Trenton had installed on the table still put out some light, though it had grown noticeably dimmer since yesterday.
As he removed Malkor’s wards and activated the hidden doorway leading into Hastel and the prophecy vessel’s secret caching room with a simple wave of his hand, Durandas briefly wondered if Kara Laurel had fulfilled her commands. The vexing woman had not reported in.
Then he put it from his mind. Her mission and that of the Flow worms were secondary now. He had the power now to take on the lurker that had skulked about the caverns under the Dark Citadel for ages, converting some of the Great Shadow’s subjects for its own alien use. Be it from this world or not, the Dark King now could terminate the threat to its dominance for the greater good of the world.
Looking neither right nor left inside the room, Durandas strode to the exquisite wardrobe resting against the end wall. Again, a slight wave of his hand dissolved his own wards. Pulling both doors of the cabinet wide open, he checked on the amber obelisks. Though the Sapphire Gate was gone, taken by Kara Laurel, the one that had resided behind it, this gateway gleamed with its magnificent yellow crystal splendor.
Once Malkor came back, he would activate it.
Closing the wardrobe, Durandas busied himself by going through the various wooden and golden chests lying around the room for almost four bells. In one chest—a small plain one that lay obtusely out in the open behind an ornate chest—he discovered something that took his breath away. A white crystal candle …
It exploded with a multicolored light. Many symbols fashioned from multifaceted jewels, possibly diamonds, covered the base, and fewer appeared on the main upright. Two crystal wings protruded from a clear crystal ball mounted on the upright. Something flickered inside the ball. Durandas leaned closer. The white mist of the Flow raged throughout the wings and sphere, endlessly moving back and forth as if searching for an escape. He picked it up.
The greater good side of Durandas smiled. Here was a great artifact he could use to help the world. The Great Shadow recoiled from the premier power of the Light stored there. The mad king laughed, though it seemed a cover for nervousness. Within Durandas, the fourth side had concern. Would truly use such a powerful device for good? Such dual duality views were troubling in itself. Durandas knew disquiet.
Malkor returned, dashing into the chamber with only two-thirds of the robes he had left with. Of those, two or three were red. “Four Bridges burns, Master!” he said without preamble. The edges of his robes near his feet and hands had singed black and had the scent of smoke. As if to add value to his words.
The Great Shadow glared at his servant. “Specify, Dung!”
Malkor cringed. “As I waited at the tailor shop as you ordered, shouts and screams floated in from outside. The tailor commanded his son to investigate, but I kept them sewing on your requirement. The family complied. No one went to look. When the roof exploded into flame, I grabbed the completed pile and fled, sealing the exit door from opening behind me. The pounding and screams of those inside informed me of my success. Making my way here, I circumvented burning structures and townspeople who pleaded for help. With the proximity of the structures on fire, I feared I was too late, but the tavern had only started to blaze. We should flee, Master.”
Seething, the Great Shadow surged within Durandas. “I should scorch you myself for leaving a single cloth of mine behind, Dung! Are you such a great fool?”
Malkor cowered. Twisting his good and bad legs apart, his head nearly banged on the floor.
The mad king laughed.
Durandas’s consciousness wondered if the world would benefit without such an evil man. The red robe had blocked them all inside. How could he? 
The greater good side took pity on the groveler and let him live. For now.
Setting the ward on the hidden room, Durandas interlaced it with frost as freezing as he and the Great Shadow’s power could muster. Then he activated the amber gateway.
Grabbing Malkor by the back of his hood, Durandas lifted the red robe to his feet and hurled him into the dark curtain of raging flux. Then he strode into it.
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Chapter forty-six








Little Bubble of Life


BEYOND THE GREAT BEAST’S RIGHT wing, the black plateau stretched onward, filling Jade’s vision from horizon to horizon. As large as the Citadel was underground, the sheer size of the monolithic mesa above ground made her giddy with wonder. One could walk for days without crossing it. 
The thought of it sobered Jade, made her appreciate just how big an undertaking Camoe had taken on when he’d helped her escape it, before the One Mind had enslaved her body and infested most of her mind. Even back then, the two of them wouldn’t have made it out alive without the help of the kitchen help she’d befriended, the dark creation she’d named Burl after the texture of his burlap skin. Camoe had argued so fiercely at first to kill Burl, citing the danger of the creation reporting telepathically to the Dark User creator, but Jade would not allow it. Not then. Not now. Never.
Jade missed them both deeply. Only death would keep them from somehow helping her with her present predicament, as the death of both of them had. The thought of the loss of her friends made her want to cry badly. But without control of her tear ducts, the slow release from grief’s stranglehold would not come, may never come. No! Don’t say it. Don’t make it true, she admonished herself. There had to be a way to escape, a means to reclaim her mind, her body, her soul. Though without hope, without Crystalyn, without her dad, Jade had nothing, was nothing. Her friends and family had died, or would die, for nothing ….
Veering slightly northwest, the dragon flew over the twisted-mess avalanche of the former Plunging Chasms that she, Camoe, and Burl had climbed down, making their escape from the Dark Citadel—it now seemed so long ago.
After the chasms, the dragon flew perpendicular to the Stair of Despair and the dark wall before it. Jade could sense only a fading remnant of the powerful, frightening entity that had guarded the stairway. Whatever evil had lorded behind the great black wall was gone. No dark thing below them noted their coming. Once they’d flown over the black wall and it became clear the Stair of Despair wasn’t the One Mind’s destination, Jade wanted to sigh with relief.
If only she could.
The Fetid Fume Swamp came quickly into view. The dragon flew over nearly the same pathway Jade and her companions had taken several weeks ago as they fled from the black wall. Coincidence? Or had the One Mind read her memories and followed? Were some of her neurons leaking out from her little protective bubble?
Jade felt whole inside her little dome, inside the tiny portion of her brain left to her, but how would she know if the cognitive part that ran the self-check was really there? What if some crucial part of her synaptic function for storing memories, both new and old, was now controlled by the One Mind and what she thought she knew for fact was, in reality, something entirely different?
What if she’d actually gone mad and didn’t know it? Had she slipped far worse than her big sister Crystalyn had after killing the Hartwig kid when he’d attacked her on the farm? Thinking of Crystalyn brought anxiety. Please, Great Father, don’t let her be dead! Not after she’d escaped from so many in the courtyard. Not when she’d finally freed herself and her friends from the Dark Citadel’s evil.
The One Mind believed the prophecy vessel destroyed, along with another one whose demise had ended a slight taint upon its cold and supreme arrogance. Frying Atoi had relieved a small bit of wariness it had held for the girl. Which made Jade wonder: Why would it have such a high esteem for the pale-faced little girl? From its glee afterward, it was like it had acquired a bonus termination when it black-flamed both of them.
Yet Jade hadn’t really sensed an ending from her dear sister. She’d picked up … nothing. A complete and utter blankness now resided where the warm sense of Crystalyn used to be within her. In some ways, it was worse than having sensed Crystalyn’s aura fading away. Jade had anxiety—it flowed higher and stronger within her than ever before—but it came missing the devastation of absolute loss.
Thoughts crept into her thinking. One after the other. Each more frightening than the last. If Jade had slipped—broken a cog within the gears of her brain and “slipped into madness,” as Crystalyn had often put it—how would she know? If she had, she had less time to save herself and those she loved than she believed. Or was it already too late? Had Crystalyn really died, though there was no sense of it?
Terrifying from their very insipidness, dark questions struck Jade, booming into her thoughts. What if she had already slipped some time ago? What if her mind had broken, like Crystalyn believed hers had, and then she had spiraled into madness from the first instant the One Mind invaded her body within the cold black depths of Lake Bracken as she drowned, wrapped in the tentacles of the giant squid-like creature?
Back then, on the shore of the dark lake, her younger, more powerful dad hadn’t been able to save her from the monster that was the One Mind. But he had stayed beside the creature she’d become, hoping against hope to return her to her old self. The One Mind hadn’t yet absorbed his neurons into the Over Mind, but it was maddening to think it could happen in an instant and she was powerless to stop it.
Another black thought occurred, creeping inside with the frightening certainty of strong plausibility. Suppose she hadn’t really survived the submergence in the lake. What if the One Mind controlled her body through some alien power, having no need of oxygen, no requirement to breathe for her to stay alive? After all, the mindless no longer drew breath, yet still moved. Was she dead and didn’t know it? Even if she did somehow break free, she would die … cease to exist at all?
Again, Jade wished she could cry.
Please be alive, Crystalyn, please! Jade thought, feeling a surge of defiance. I cannot keep fighting this thing without knowing you’re out there somewhere searching for a way to get rid of it. I won’t believe the blasted One Mind killed you. Please, I cannot!
The cathedral roofs covering the high cliff dwellings of the Brown Recluse monks passed below as the magnificent beast passed but a few hundred feet above the edges of the two narrow cliffs that ran sharply together. There, they formed a near-perfect tip. The sole reason behind the Point’s naming.
Though her stay in Brown Recluse had been short-lived, Jade had deep feelings of warmth for the sturdy antiqueness of the elegantly carved stone statues and buildings. Her expansive room there had come with an extensive library and well-illustrated maps where she had gleaned a wealth of knowledge of Astura’s turbulent history. Jade missed that time, though she shied away from thinking of the young monk Dirk’s attempt on her life and the taking of his own.
The One Mind gazed down at the monastery as they flew over the courtyard, giving Jade a glimpse of the statue of the winged lady and the steep-roofed building of the meeting hall. Jade wondered if Caven, Camoe’s portly brother, prominence for the Brown Recluse monks, was in attendance. Providing the monk still lived. He’d put himself in a dangerous situation when last Jade had seen him, all so she could reunite with her sister and return to Terra.
Brown Recluse passed with a few strokes of the dragon’s powerful wings. The ground below widened and flattened. Cultivated fields replaced the stone houses with only an occasional farmhouse blemishing the horizon of immaculate rows of corn and wheat fed by elaborate tendril-like trenches of glistening water.
An endless sea of brown and green replaced the tended fields as they flew on, picking up speed from a tailwind above the Great Plains, a place she’d only seen drawn upon a map. There was no mistaking the grassy flatlands running from horizon to horizon.
Reading the One Mind’s primal thoughts had told her nothing of where they were going beyond a base desire. The alien hungered, which was nothing new. Jade hated the thought of touching, however briefly, such a vulgar supremacy—it left her feeling dirtied beyond cleansing. But she probed the edges of her bubble, brushing against the cold inhuman intellect with the briefest contact.
Raw, humanlike emotion permeated her mind.
Rage. Fear. 
Rage at having fear, however small. Rage for the time it perceived it would take to consume a world of base intellect. Fear of the Flow and … an unspecific fear and desire for control of … of … the color azure? Jade couldn’t fathom what it meant. Though it disgusted her, she reached out again.
Vast power. Supreme arrogance. Murderous intent.
The dark malevolence struck at her the moment of contact, lashed out with a black rage. The One Mind hated free will. Despised resistance. Loathed, not having full control of her.
Jade recoiled.
By instinct alone, she held on. Pushing back, she refused to give ground.
Nearly as fast as it started, the onslaught ended. 
Jade sensed why.
The One Mind had reason to conserve its strength. Wherever they were going, it expected resistance. Powerful resistance from more than one source. Though what the sources were for its wariness eluded her.
Jade had hope. With a fervent rage that bordered on slipping into madness, Jade hoped that whatever they were going up against would destroy the One Mind.
Even though it may well end her little bubble of life.
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Chapter forty-seven








Only Death


THE BROWN AND GREEN SPOTS rushing past below shifted into rows of bare earth and grasses as the dragon slowed, preparing for a longer flight. Try as she might, Jade couldn’t picture what was beyond the plains from the maps she could still see in her mind’s eye and perhaps guess where they were going. The One Mind had provided one memory of a raised map by studying it within the Dark Citadel. The rest she recalled from books, yet nothing stood out. They were flying too far west for Surbo to be a valid direction, which would’ve been a logical destination for destruction, as was a capital city of the White Lands. 
Search and destruction was something the One Mind intended, Jade knew, after sensing the great rage the creature harbored. The fear mingled within the One Mind had come as a surprise, something she wished to know the cause of. Knowing the source of a “supreme being’s” ultimate terror could hold the key to its termination. Brushing up against its powerful intellect wasn’t an option, however. At least, not yet, not after such a powerful retribution following her last attempt. Jade would wait. Wait and search for a weakness, a moment of distraction when she could handle the mind-crushing assault for domination. After all, there wasn’t much she could do now but bide her time and watch.
Well after midday, the grass grew greener, then gave way to an immense lake that pooled within a steep, nearly circular valley, broken only at the wide southern end at the south outlet that flowed toward the plain. Wooden houses built on log stilts lined the eastern and southern banks of a lake. Four bridges spanned the three tributaries, feeding the lake with a single great river providing relief from the constant feed of the others. At the northern end, wooden piers jutted out into the lake. Boats, large and small, floated beside them. Colorful structures made from the same or similar forest as the wharves filled the gentle shoreline banks where sandy beaches ran nearly to doorsteps.
Jade knew the town.
When she, Crystalyn, Broth, Hastel, and Atoi had climbed out of the valley going east on the way to the Vibrant Vale, before the Dark Users had destroyed the Vale months ago, she’d looked back and seen much of the lay of the land she saw now. Three rivers flowed into Lake Ever Cold; one flowed outward.
The One Mind had brought them north to Four Bridges.
Four Bridges was a place of sanctuary for her and what came to be her family, back then, a few months ago. When Crystalyn had decided they were going to help the Vibrant Vale withstand the siege of the Dark Citadel, Jade had been reluctant to leave. She’d been happy tending to Hastel’s tavern in whatever way needed—she’d even scrubbed the middens a time or two. Though she and Crystalyn hadn’t found Dad yet, it had been one of the best times in her life. Crystalyn had grown even closer to her after Darwin’s betrayal. Perhaps because of it.
Now Jade felt only fear. Arriving at her sanctuary away from her polluted home world on the back of a flying beast while residing in a body no longer hers could only mean one thing. Jade could sense it emanating from the blackness of the One Mind.
The alien creature intended to destroy her past.
And not just hers, Crystalyn’s too. Wiping Jade’s fond memories of her sister could weaken her resolve, the One Mind calculated. At the very least, such a move would forever alter the way Jade thought about the sanctuary of her past by changing her yearning for home and family and the normalcy of controlling her body to despair. A tactic meant to push against her little bubble of control. A brutal ploy that would wear away at her consciousness until she slipped and blackness swallowed all that remained of the young woman known as Jade Creek.
Now that the One Mind had eliminated Crystalyn, the one person who could’ve helped her, the one Jade cared most about, the creature controlling her body would attack psychologically by burning her place of happiness, razing her sanctuary to the ground. The vile thing would make her watch, force her horror to grow as it destroyed her home away from Terra; it would have her view all the horrid details as it laid waste to Four Bridges.
The black dragon dived, opening its mouth wide.
With the first pass, it set most of the docks and boats ablaze. A second one turned the shoreline structures into raging infernos of heat. The third flyby set fire to the market street, courtyard, and outlying structures as townspeople fled before them, not all quick enough to get out of the way. Methodically on the fourth flight around, the dragon sprayed each of the bridges, giving access to the town with its fiery breath. Though some brave souls fought back by shooting arrows, the beast’s thick scales repelled them.
When satisfied the town of Four Bridges burned, the dragon landed on a road, keeping well back from the flames and out of projectile range. A few valiant bowmen shot a half dozen long arrows and broad bolts that fell well short of the great beast. Jade doubted such weapons would harm the dragon, but they may destroy the One Mind’s host. Herself.
Once the fall of arrows ceased, the One Mind climbed from the back of the dragon and darted into some thick brush nearby. Keeping to the thickest smoke that billowed past, the One Mind closed Jade’s eyes and followed the sense of fear, despair, anger, and—most strongly—grief, which emanated as dark tendrils from several places about the outskirts of the town on the same side of the river.
Opening Jade’s eyes when the smoke lessened, the One Mind selected a tendril thick with grief. Gaining power, the One Mind sucked the tendril within its corporeal form inside her and followed it to a boy who sat gazing at a blackened corpse still smoldering beside a burning small fishing boat beside the Even Flow River. Tears streamed down the boy’s face.
Without a single hesitation or deviation from the straightest path forward, the One Mind strode toward the young lad. The boy looked up. The hope of not being forever alone shone dimly within his watery blue eyes. His relief at seeing someone, even someone he didn’t know, was palpable. Jade wanted more than anything to shout at the boy to run, to dash away and not look back, but even had she been able, the time for it had passed.
The One Mind gripped the sides of the boy’s head, tilted it back, and forced him to look her in the eyes as it absorbed the despair within him, along with his life’s essence, into the Over Mind. The boy’s eyes dulled with the finality and permanence of the controlled. And the One Mind grew stronger. No! Jade’s voiceless cry rang throughout her mind within her little bubble within her mind. He’s just a boy.
The boy got up and staggered upriver, and the One Mind followed. Going around three sweeping river bends, the boy clomped toward the charred wood-and-stone bridge spanning the Even Flow. Two men wearing chain mail armor stood on each side. Threaded through sheaths that held longswords hanging from their hips, leather straps wrapped around their waists. Each bridge guard leaned on a pike twice the length they were tall.
On the far side, a small crowd of townsfolk worked at putting out the last of a bridge fire with buckets dipped in the river. The boy made to move past the two men as if to join the crowd when one of the bridge guards reached out with his pike and blocked half the way across. “Here now,” the guard said. “Where do you two think you are going? The bridge is not safe to cross.”
When the boy made to go around the pike, the second guard’s pike swung into place beside the first, creating a steel barrier that spanned the bridge entrance. “Are you his mother?” the second bridge guard asked Jade as the One Mind moved toward him. “You cannot cross, not for at least two bells. The workers will have a single-sided path restored by then if all goes well.”
Clumsily, the boy reversed direction, staggering toward the bridge guard. “What’s wrong with you, boy? Are you hurt?”
The One Mind neared the second guard. He frowned at Jade as the creature controlling her came within arm’s reach. “Nothing you can say will allow us to let you cross. The bridge is not safe.”
“I do not have to plead to get you to do my bidding,” Jade heard herself say, though her voice boomed as if from a great distance. “A simple touch shall suffice,” the One Mind added, grabbing the guard on the exposed right wrist he gripped the pike with. The soldier jerked once as the consummation took place, the ethereal transfer of his neurons into the Over Mind. A moment later, the other bridge guard joined the mass of minds inside the One Mind’s mind that all lived inside Jade’s mind. Jade felt sorry for the bridge guards. They had only been concerned about keeping her safe. And the boy. He was only a grieving innocent. Only death would help them now.
Satisfied that it had three humans under its sway to spread its vile infection, the One Mind commanded them to wait for the bridge crew to finish the way across before going forward. Then, the One Mind crept back to its fearsome steed, closing Jade’s eyes when the smoke thickened. There, the dragon took to the air, its great wingspan carrying them upward with large, powerful strokes.
Gliding right, the great reptile caught a thermal updraft and rose to an enormous height, climbing slightly higher than a massive mountain ridge east of Four Bridges, where it hovered in place to review its handiwork. Popping into her inner sight with shocking suddenness, Jade was stunned to realize that what the dragon viewed the One Mind saw, which provided the scene for her to view. The fires burning out of control below had spread quickly from wooden house to house, which did much of the work for it. They would not need another fiery flight over the town.
Hanging in the air at the top of the ridge, the dragon gazed around, its sharp eyes noting movement several leagues beyond a large, walled stone structure. Someone or something moved along the left side of a wide and slow river. The One Mind sent a telepathic command to the dragon, and it responded. Flying over the ridge, the dragon gained speed as it dived downward on the leeward side.
Soaring with frightening speed, the dragon flew down the mountainside, leveling out at the base. Flying over a crude wagon road, the dragon’s broad wings kept them aloft over the tops of a forest of the great falun trees, part of a thick belt of trees that ran east to west. Even at such high speed, it took a quarter bell to come upon the river cutting through the forest.
Turning right sharply, the black dragon raced along the river, swallowing the ground below with each powerful stroke of its wings. Ahead, on the ground, a large party of horse and riders had halted at the slow river’s source, a great spring that appeared out from under the base of a cliff within a ridge of northern mountains that surrounded a wide valley on three sides. The thick forest of evergreen trees walled the southern part of the valley.
Amid those on the ground, the bright light of a powerful aura beckoned. But who? The One Mind had burned Crystalyn, though oddly, her aura, the sense of her warmth, of who she was as a sister and person, hadn’t lessened.
The river cut through part of a meadow in a wide ravine, which ended at a hill covered with pine trees. On the right side, a wide rockslide sheltered many of the horses and their riders. In the middle, above where the river began, several people stood, one of which was the bright aura. The dragon bore down on this group. As they came close, Jade glimpsed the aura’s owner and got the fright of deep concern that mingled with longing for someone she’d missed and thought dead for many seasons. Jade would know her mom’s aura anywhere. Sureen’s glow surrounded her with a radiance that only death could extinguish. And death flew for her … coming from above.






  
  [image: image-placeholder]
Chapter forty-eight








Overcame


THE DECIMATION OF VIBRANT VALE had been the prelude to the assault on the White Lands city of Surbo, or so the Lore Mother informed Casan when they had first arrived two days ago. Safe and sheltered in the big wilderness of the Black Wolf Valley, he had not known of such conflicts fought over the right to survive, to exist. The crumbled sections of walls they passed, the blackened, burned-out stone and wooden homes, and the blank faces of the ragged-robed and leather-garbed townspeople testified to the grim fact that a battle had slammed its brutal hand down upon even the once pristine capital city. Briefly, Casan wondered if his … if Laran had known of the sieges as they occurred, and expected he had. Someone with his connections surely would have. Just another of the world’s important details his so-called father and mother had kept from him. Now he would never see the Vale, a place he had always wanted to visit. At least not with its original splendor intact. Never. 
Keever pointed at a nearly intact, elegant section of the city near to the untouched dome of the Circle of Light. “Do you see the one with the tallest smokestack? We are going there.”
“Okay, but make it fast. Daramay has someone for us to meet back at the dome.”
Keever glanced at him. “You kind of like that one, right? What about Nuri?”
As they strode up to an unadorned square stone structure constructed from white granite that had blackened significantly around the forge’s chimney vents, Casan returned the glance. “Daramay is too old for me, and Nuri seems divided about what she wants. Since you brought it up, even though you were completely wrong, I suppose you like the Valen woman with her eyes of white radiance.”
Keever halted with his hand on the door latch. Looking over his shoulder, he grinned. “You have to admit, she is as beautiful and as unique as they come.”
Casan laughed. “That she is. But you are far beneath her.”
Keever let out a good-natured guffaw and then smiled. “For certain. But I can admire her from way down here, right?” Still grinning, he thumbed the latch and pushed open the well-worn front entrance.
Casan followed his friend into a shop he had only heard about in stories, mostly from old Fargas. Glimmer shards of every shape imaginable glowed with an amber light and sat on shelves and behind a long display counter made of clear glass. A lean, mustached man wearing a black-smudged apron of leather stood at the end of the counter farthest from the door. As they moved toward him, the room plunged into darkness and then burst into amber radiance again. Without an infusion from the Flow, the glimmer shards had synched together because of their proximity and pulsed at the same time. After the second pulse, Casan faced the man behind the counter.
Eyeing them for a long moment, the man twisted one end of his white-and-gray mustache, keeping it in line with the corner of his down-turned mouth. After a while, he worked on the other side of it. “Is there something you boys require?” he finally asked.
“Well, I, we—” Keever began.
“Are you the one called Crafter?” Casan asked, interrupting.
After another blackout pulse, the man’s penetrating gray eyes fixed on Casan. “Who is asking, boy? I am starting to believe you two wandered into the wrong place.”
“Camoe Shadoe said to ask for Crafter. Only Crafter. No other will do,” Casan said, meeting his eyes with a steady look of his own.
The amber light faded, and the man’s voice floated through the darkness. “Did he now? Though that sounds like what he would say. I heard that crusty old merchant had gone to stand before Onan.”
When the dim amber light returned, the man had a large double- headed war hammer balanced on a shoulder that glowed with a faint orange radiance.
“Whoa!” Keever said, drawing his sword.
Casan gazed at the man without flinching. “Put your sword away, Keever,” he said without glancing at his companion. “Camoe nearly returned his blood to the land. Master healer Daramay said it took nearly all the healers, including the Lore Mother, to bring him around. And he is not a merchant that I know of—he is a druid, Crafter. May I call you Crafter? We do not need to know your proper name.”
The lean man pursed his lips, his mustache bristling outward as if a baby porcupine huddled there and felt threatened. “Aye,” he said. “Come around the end of the counter and follow me,” he added, pointing south with the hammer as the room again faded to black.
Casan and Keever waited for the amber light to return. Then, rounding the counter, they slipped through a narrow doorway at the back Crafter held open for them. The door banged closed behind them as Crafter let go. The inside room was large and hot. Three full-sized forges fitted with bellows and wide granite chimney vents loomed in the area, leaving barely enough free space for the various benches, worktables, and anvils.
Slinging the hammer once more over a shoulder, Crafter stopped at the first and smallest forge. “I ask again. What do you boys require?”
“You are going to want to use the master forge,” Keever said.
His gray eyes speculative, Crafter eyed Keever. “You have the bearing of a smith, but know this, knowledge comes shown, not spoken.”
Keever nodded, his features unusually serious. “Yes. Show him Breach, Casan.”
Gripping the hilt, Casan handed his birth gift hilt first to the man, which Crafter accepted with his free left hand. The fine black etchings of the woodland scene of the elk, deer, and kell swimming toward the breach in the dam imprinted on the polished steel caught Crafter’s attention.
Tossing the sword into the air, Crafter deftly flipped the fine weapon over, catching it with the same hand. On this side of Breach, the grizzly bear, the pack of wolves stalking the moose, and the swimming kell etched with intricate detail.
Then, with the hammer in one hand and the sword in the other, Crafter hefted each and took a few practice swings, using the two weapons in tandem. Watching the precise movements, Casan knew the man could use both with an expertise he would not wish to go up against.
Leaping into fighting techniques with blurring speed, Crafter whirled the length of the room, both weapons slicing and swinging through the air nearly too fast to see in a whirring, whooshing, deadly elegant dance. Spinning to a stop at the largest forge at room’s end, he faced them, barely breathing hard.
Keever was already moving toward the man. Impressed beyond measure, Casan followed.
Crafter held the sword at eye level and gazed at it with appreciation. “This blade is worthy of an infusion; it is truly a masterwork. The balance is without flaw and the quality goes beyond exquisite. For one so young, I am in awe. Tell me, how did long it take to craft it?”
Keever beamed. “That is the highest praise from one such as you, but I had aid. My father and I folded the steel over one hundred times during nearly a season. Tell me, how long did it take to learn those fighting stances?”
Crafter barked an easy laugh. “A lifetime.” Then his light brown eyes, nearly ginger, grew serious as he looked at Casan. “I am indebted to the essence druid for something that one can never repay. I shall infuse this on one condition only.”
Casan gazed at his gleaming birth gift. Keever’s blacksmithing had made a masterwork indeed, all for him. “Name it and you shall have it.”
Crafter lowered the sword to his side, his brown-orange eyes penetrating. “Choosing the glimmer shard and supplying the power must come from within you.”
Casan frowned. “What power?”
Crafter turned to the master forge. “I shall show you. First, choose a shard,” he said, pointing. Crystal shards of various shapes and colors of every sort lay strewn around the rim of the forge. Inside, an orange-red glow bubbled halfway to the top. Casan barely noticed. On the far side of the rim, between a palm-sized black diamond and a cloudy amber sphere as large as his head, a pair of small azure shards gleamed.
Ignoring every other shard, Casan strode around the forge and picked up the two pieces, multifaceted spheres sliced in half, each the size of a man’s cornea. Inside the crystals, something dark moved from one to the other as if connected, though a finger width separated them on his palm. Raising his hand for a closer look, he gazed in fascination. Though nothing dark appeared, both shard’s facets sparkled with lighter hues.
“So it is done,” Crafter said as he came near. The tone of his voice was hushed, as if awed. “Sapphire is the rarest crystal, and those you cradle in your hand are the best shards of those now known in all the land. They are flawless. Know this: these crystals have journeyed from master infuser to master infuser every few months for over three hundred seasons. Only recently did they arrive here, carried personally by Master Jard in Gray Dust. No one since their discovery has selected them over the rich bounty of others.”
Casan looked. Though every color of the rainbow had representation around the curve of the rim and even some looked like diamond- shaped sapphires as big as his fist, not one appealed to him. Only those he held.
Keever stood opposite Casan. His brown eyes were pensive as he, too, looked at the wondrous display. “Are you saying those tiny sapphires are worth more than all these crystals? There are enough crystals here to buy the White Lands and all that is in it.”
Crafter nodded. “These crystals and any others known throughout the land combined do not come close to matching the sapphire pair’s value. And likely any others discovered for the next three hundred seasons. Their value is incalculable.”
Casan closed his hand around the sapphire crystals as gently as he could. “I suppose I should put them back, then,” he offered, though he did not really wish it.
“No!” Crafter said, his features aghast. The orange glow within his eyes flared brighter. Slowly he calmed, the orange dimming into a natural light brown. “The moment they left your hand, they would shatter to dust, lost forever. There is no going back now. I just hope the two of us have sufficient power for the task.”
Suddenly afraid to hold the crystals and terrified to let go, Casan gaped at the man.
“Is it really that difficult?” Keever asked.
“More than you know. No one has tried an infusion of this magnitude before.”
Keever gaped.
“What must I do?” Casan asked.
Pushing a large rectangle of emerald beside an ebony crown, Crafter balanced the sword and hammer on the lip of the forge and slipped on a pair of thick leather gloves. “The steps are simple, but each is critical. Keever, hand me the smelter dipper behind you on the table.”
Keever did so, silent and reverent.
“Now. We only have a few seconds before the forge fire stoked to extreme temperature with the Flow will eat through the hardened grit ladle. Supply your coldest power to the crystals—all you can muster—and drop them into the scoop. Let them absorb the heat. From there, I will infuse them into your Breach. Failure to power them cold enough, and the forge shall have them forever. Where do you wish them infused?”
“The eagle’s eyes,” Casan and Keever said as one.
Crafter gave a stern nod. “Follow my exact instructions. When you deem the crystals powered, say so. I will then scoop out the forge fire. Drop them in it. If all goes well, the crystals shall absorb the heat quickly, and I will install them in the sword while they are still warm. The extreme temperature change is the key to the process’s success.”
“And if you fail?” Keever asked.
“We lose the crystals, the sword, and the infuser. Failing is death to all three.”
Keever again gaped.
Casan gaped again. Then he frowned. “But how do I get these cold?” he finally asked, holding up his suddenly sweaty fist. Though it took some effort, he opened his hand. The crystals gleamed with azure brilliance.
Crafter scowled briefly. “Did I not say I would show you? Use that which you carry,” he said, pointing to the staff on Casan’s back.
Having never used the staff since the Lore Mother presented it in the woods outside of Four Bridges, Casan had almost forgotten about it. Reaching over his shoulder, he pulled it from its tubular sheath. The clear crystal sphere glowed with a faint blue hue on top of the ivory staff that had strange symbols carved into it. “I would love to use it, but there is a problem. No one has had time to show me how.”
Now Crafter gaped, his eyebrows rising so high on his forehead, creases appeared above them. “I erroneously assumed you knew, since you carry a greater artifact. Most Users seem to just light up one of their hands and send the radiance into whatever they wish. They all access the great river that underlies the land, the power of the Flow,” the older infuser said after a time.
Keever brushed a stray lock of his long blond hair out of his way. His deep brown eyes were penetrating and intense. “Do you interrupt the Flow for infusing?”
Crafter gave a quick nod. “In a way. I feel the green flows in the river without ever having seen the source as Users do. With much effort, I concentrate on the river, visualize it within my mind, and view it how I truly believe it would be as if I had seen it in all of its frothing splendor, as my Light User mentor described it once. Then I coax a single tiny strand to pull away from the river, slipping it from the Flow into the infusion by the force of my will.”
“Perhaps that is all you need to do,” Keever said, grinning. “Tap into the Flow within the eye of your mind.”
Casan thought about it. How would he know unless he tried? As Laran had shown him on the outskirts of Kell, he looked down at the floor and concentrated. As before, the limestone flooring and the ground underneath it melted away. The frothing river of white and blue flowed soundlessly underneath, but visually loud. Flashes of light illuminated the froth, adding wondrous colors wherever he looked, as if a storm of colors flowed beneath him, raging in a constant flux. Now that he could see it, what was he to do with it?
As he stared into the great torrents of energy, a blue glyph flitting around within the floes just under the surface caught his eye. But the torrents did not really carry ice sheets. They were turbulence of energy in its rawest form. On an impulse, Casan dipped his will into the frigid river and pulled at the glyph. Slippery with an icy feel, the glyph sank deeper into the freezing flow, nearly sliding away. Clamping down with determined force, Casan wrenched the glyph free.
Dumbstruck, Casan gaped in awe at the glyph hovering in front of him. Simple in design, a triangle surrounded four Z-shaped lines intersecting at the middle. An azure radiance illuminated all of it.
“What is it?” Keever asked. The hushed tone of his voice spoke volumes of wonderment.
Casan had no answer.
“The artifact!” Crafter breathed. “Use the greater artifact as a catalyst!”
Uncertain if he had it right, Casan plunged the blue crystal shard into the heart of the glyph. A blinding flash transposed the glyph on a duplicate symbol on the staff as it vanished, lighting it and the crystal sphere with a brilliant azure radiance.
Then, before he could think it through, Casan willed the staff to infuse the sapphire gems with the polar throes of windswept ice- capped peaks. With an intense azure light, the flawless sapphires flared briefly, burning two white spots of coldness into the palm of his hand. The roar of a frigid wind filled his mind.
“Now!” Crafter yelled. Weak in volume, his voice faded against the wind. “Drop them before they can warm at all!”
A vast tiredness chilled Casan, freezing the heat of his body and robbing his bones of warmth. With an inhuman effort, he stretched his arm out and turned his palm down.
Showing amazing dexterity, Crafter lashed out with the scoop and deftly caught the sapphires as they sank into the master infusion well. Almost as soon as they submerged, he lifted out the scoop, shouting a tiny plea to Keever. “Help me with the infusion! This one’s power is beyond me!”
“What do I do?”
Keever’s shouted question penetrated the roaring in Casan’s mind, though barely coming through as a high-pitched squeak as his vision again blued. The roaring increased. The well was suddenly at eye level, and he reached for the edge for balance but came away with only blue crystal shards. 
Blackness overcame him.
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Chapter forty-nine








Out There


DARAMAY’S BEAUTIFUL FEATURES WERE THE first sight that Casan’s retinas organized into coherence when he opened his eyes, though all of her had a blue hue. Her long and lush curly blond hair, aquiline nose, and large compassionate eyes gazed at him from above, quite striking with the added blue tone of the bare skin of her shoulders, neck, and lovely round face. Concern interlaced with wonderment shone within her large and vivid blue orbs. The azure tint that permeated everything faded as he stared back, as if an ocean’s high tide receded from the pull of a full moon. 
“How remarkable. His eyes have returned to normal.”
“Can he stand?” a masculine voice asked from behind Daramay—while coming closer, by the sound of it. Stepping beside the healer, a man with black streaks running from cheek to chin on one side of the beard stood above Casan. The man’s long white robe stilled without a rustle, the shadows of his deep hood hiding most all other features. “He has only now awakened, Durandas. Please, control your impatience for a bell, perhaps longer,” Daramay said.
Casan had heard the name, mostly since their arrival at Surbo. Durandas, the First on the Circle of Light, likely the most powerful Light User in all the land, stood above him in the room.
“We have a quarter of a bell, no longer. The skulking enemy now compels most within the city,” Durandas said, his soft voice grim. “If he cannot move of his own accord, other means shall need implemented, and quickly.”
Other means? Casan sat up. The roaring returned. Loud and strong for but a heartbeat, it then subsided to a buzz—for which he was grateful beyond measure—but it left behind a weakness he did his best to ignore as he leaned forward. Swinging his feet over the edge of the bed he had lain on, he prepared to stand.
Keever rushed from where he had stood beside the druid woman, Kerna, next to the entrance door and gripped Casan under a shoulder. “Let me help you! All we need is to have you black out for three days again!” Keever’s sandy-blond hair had flattened on his right side as if he had slept on something hard, like a floor. Knowing Keever, he probably had insisted on staying beside Casan until he had woken. The added support of his friend lent some strength to his legs, but not enough. No matter how hard he tried to stay upright, both legs slowly gave way.
Daramay put her bare shoulder against his, supporting the weight of his right side with surprising strength for her lithe size. Only then did he notice the absence of his kell tunic and a recent scar defacing the smooth skin of his upper abdomen. “What happened? Did the infusion work?” he asked, suddenly afraid it had all been for nothing.
Durandas motioned to Kerna. “Show him.”
The short leafy green dress the woman wore peeled away from her smooth, brown-skinned waist and upper thigh, revealing the straps of the plain scabbard Keever had made and exposing too much of her toned waist and lower anatomy. Casan had trouble keeping his eyes focused on Breach as Kerna lifted it partway from the sturdy leather sewn skillfully around two pieces of oiled wood. The etched portions of the blade blazed with a brilliant azure radiance.
Kerna dropped Breach back into the scabbard, and the living wide-leafed dress slithered over it and around her, quickly covering all without even a telltale bulge pointing at the sword’s existence. Though it made her hips seem slightly wider now that he knew it was there.
Keever urged him to take a step. “The Valen, Lore Rayna, offered for Kerna to carry it for you until you have recovered. Lore Rayna and the Lore Mother believe we should keep its unique existence secret for now.” Looking at the Lore Mother and Durandas, Keever hesitated. When neither spoke, he continued. “There’s something you need to know. Surbo has fallen to the attack of the ‘insidious Great Enemy’ as Durandas put it, in less than a day. The Circle of Light’s dome is all but overrun, but we could not chance moving you until you could regain consciousness after the healing. When you fell unconscious, you stabbed yourself with a crystal shard.”
“Yes, yes, the dome has fallen,” Durandas said, the tone of his voice impatient. “We need to go. Most of those who survive in the Circle have abandoned it. Can you walk? The distance is not far.”
Casan took a step forward and nearly swooned as the roaring peaked and then waned again.
Daramay slipped her firm shoulder under Casan’s. “He has not fully recovered, Durandas. We need more time.”
“You do not have it.”
“I can do it,” Casan said, trying to project a firmness in his voice. But it sounded weaker than he liked. “First, though, how did I get here and where is Crafter? I want to thank him. The infusion did not come easy.”
Keever looked at Daramay, who gave a slight nod. “Crafter did not make it. The attack came on the way back here with you in Crafter’s wagon after you fell and wounded yourself. The enemy converged on us as we arrived at the dome of the Circle of Light. His sacrifice allowed me to get you inside.” Keever looked away as he finished speaking.
“There is something you are not telling me,” Casan said. “What is it?”
Daramay shifted his weight a little as she spoke. “Crafter is one of them now.”
“One of who?” “The enemy.”
Casan frowned. “Not Crafter! He would not join with them, not willingly.”
“No one does,” Durandas said softly. “As with countless others, he no longer has free will. With a single touch, it now controls him.”
Lore Rayna burst into the room and came to a stop in front of Casan. “There is no time left for us. I shall carry him.” Without ceremony, the big Valen woman scooped Casan up in her powerful arms and strode through the high doorway built with the Valen race in mind, as all were within the dome, and onto a stairwell landing. The stairs beyond it descended into darkness.
Durandas passed by. “I shall lead. We cannot afford to lose more of us.” His right hand suddenly bloomed with a white radiance.
At the bottom of the stairwell, the Lore Mother, Cudgel, and Kerna’s lifeheart, Peers, waited. Standing slightly back from the other two, the Lore Mother carried a torch that flickered from the light of a dying flame. Cudgel had his steel-tipped weapon, which bore the same name as he, gripped in his right hand. Peers’s swords occupied both hands.
All of them expected trouble. As they descended the stairs, at the edge of the light, Casan glimpsed why. Dim figures shuffled along a hallway toward them.
“Stand to the side!” Durandas said. A white ball of flame, three times larger than the head of a Valen, soared along the hallway and slammed into the figures with a thunderous boom. As the light faded, Casan thought he saw Crafter, though not for certain.
“That will not hold them long, come!” Durandas said.
Racing along the hallway, they soon found he was right. Row after row of shuffling figures trampled those blasted into pieces before them, some still smoldering. Instead of casting another white fireball, Durandas turned sharply right, running into a room that had its own illumination. Carrying Casan as if he were a child of only two seasons, Lore Rayna followed. He suspected the Valen woman could handle his weight with only one arm if desired.
Durandas ushered them through a narrow foyer, through an iron door, and into a medium-sized room with a ceiling barely high enough for the eight-foot-tall Lore Rayna cut from the bedrock the Circle of Light’s white marble dome foundation rested upon. As soon as Keever dashed inside, the last one to enter, the First, slammed the iron door closed.
Raising his right hand, which burst into a brilliant white sphere, Durandas coated the door with an intricate pattern of white lines. Fading to match the color of the brown iron, the lines vanished. The First lowered his arm. “That should hold them long enough for us to escape.”
With his head swiveling back and forth, Keever made a show of glancing around. “How do we do that? I see no way out of here.”
Durandas smiled, an expression made more prominent by their being able to see the First’s features only from the mouth down. The shadows of the deep white hood cast gave the smile a grim cast. “Exactly what I would wish for an adversary to view. Behold!” Raising his hand and calling forth the Flow again, the white-hooded man shot a ball of white fire into a nearby wall of rough-cut rock.
Three feet apart, two brown crystal obelisks appeared out of the stone centered within the blast. A third of the way down from the tapered tops of the obelisks, a pair of swirling black symbols sprang into view. The dual symbols lifted out from the obelisks and then swung ninety degrees to face each other. A black line shot from one to the other, piercing each center. A curtain of darkness dropped to the gray stone floor. Inside the curtain, dark purple storm clouds blasted jagged bolts of radiant lightning onto a landscape of turbulent winds swirling about in a constant flux.
Though appreciative of Lore Rayna’s strength and efforts, Casan was uncomfortable with her carrying him. The living dress shifted around at odd spots, leaving behind bare skin that seemed firmer than it should be. “You can put me down now.”
Lore Rayna’s glowing white orbs fell upon Casan, nearly at eye level from the way the big Valen woman held him in her arms. The bright luminosity of them was mesmerizing; there was constant activity within them. Tiny pools of silvery brightness rose and fell like mud pots of thermally heated clay. “You are certain that you have standing functionality? I have not yet tired.”
The iron door boomed from something large thudding into it from the other side. Intricate white lines appeared all over it, some cracked, some broken completely. As the lines dissipated, another louder boom racked the underground chamber. Dust fell around the ceiling edge of the doorframe.
“Through the gateway, now!” Durandas said, the tone of his voice thunderous.
Lore Rayna set Casan on his feet. “Go now, young human!”
Casan knew he should feel anxiety from his first use of a great gateway, but all he could think of was that whatever was out there would soon break through.
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Chapter fifty








Youngest Daughter


SUREEN DARTED AWAY FROM THE burning soldier and his screams of agony, putting an arm’s length of distance between them before the heat of the human inferno caused her to combust into black flame. Raising her staff, she drew upon the Flow, preparing a blast of cold to cover the hapless man, then she slowly lowered it. The soldier’s screams had ceased with the abruptness only death could instill. The man’s burning body collapsed to the ground. Though the Flow was much stronger at the source, Sureen had had no time to save him or the half dozen others caught in the fiery line the dragon’s molten breath had left behind. The beast’s initial attack had caught them all by surprise. If not for the dark creation grabbing her shoulder and turning her around, more would have died. Sureen had belted out a warning mere moments before the flame came. Those that heard and reacted without hesitation lived. For the time being. 
Searching for the beast, Sureen looked wildly around, fearing to find it bearing down on her, afraid not to. For others would die.
Kara Laurel was running. The toned, auburn-haired woman ran to the base of the steep slope, rising to the Black Wolf Mountain Range, which gave her a better view. Turning, she faced back the way they had arrived. “Everyone! Head for those rocks where the outlander is near the trees—it’s banking round!” she said.
Khiminay ran for the rocks. Trenton’s gray robe was nearly the same color as the rocks Kara Laurel had indicated, and he waved the blond-haired woman toward him, as if his frantic gestures would bring her to him faster.
Sureen moved. With a dragon, particularly a fiery- breathed one, one did not argue. One moved. After slipping down beside a boulder that sat in a rounded depression nearly as tall as she was, Sureen peered over its cracked top and the grassy edge of the ten-foot-wide shallow hole, risking a glance around the lush greenery of the clearing at the headwater of the Silver River. She looked to the sides, front, behind, and up, trying to see everywhere at once. The dark creation and Captain Bronaham slid in beside her.
Captain Bronaham, too, turned around and around, searching the air and land. “This blasted depression is keeping us from seeing the dragon’s low-flying attack!” he shouted. “We have to get away from it!”
“No! Stay put for now!” Sureen said. “We can always lie down and let the flame pass over. The flying beast will have to land to get to us or hover directly above.”
Most of the soldier escort scrambled throughout the rockslide within the sparse copse of trees, seeking shelter behind anything large enough to provide some protection from the air. Those that stood on the north side of the evergreen trees had nowhere to go except behind a pine tree. Having no choice there, nearly ten soldiers huddled against the largest lodgepole pine trees they could find. With their backs to a line of trees, most of their bodies stuck out on either side of the straight, but not very wide, trunks.
“Move away from there!” Sureen screamed. “Run to the rockslide!” Her cry came too late. Soaring in low, the dragon torched the lodgepole pines with a ten-foot-wide rake of fire. The trunks of the trees exploded into an inferno as it flew past, expelling its gaseous breath. Six soldiers combusted into flame, dying without a sound as their charred husks toppled to the ground.
Four men, the last in line, scrambled out from the false shelter of the forest. Away from the burning evergreens. One man ran with the rectangular wooden box that protected the sapphire gateway balanced on his broad shoulder, one hand gripping the top of it.
Three men made for the depression. Getting there, they slid beside Bronaham. One soldier ran toward Kara Laurel as another sprinted toward Khiminay and Trenton.
Sureen turned around, facing the way the Silver River flowed, the path they had come in on. Slightly above the tallest falun tree at the river’s first bend, the dragon flew, bearing down on her position, coming straight for her. “Everyone! Get down!” she shouted, dropping to her back beside the boulder. They had only moments.
The hole, which had looked large at first, now seemed small with four men, one creation, one long rectangular box, and one woman all lying as flat as they could at the bottom. Sureen wondered if she made a grave mistake by insisting they stay put. Too late now. There was no time. Drawing from the Flow, Sureen drew a sheet of ice over the top of the depression. Keeping it on the same plane as the boulder’s top, she thickened it down toward where she lay as the dragon arrived.
The ice sheet bubbled and boiled, turning to steam and drenching all of them almost immediately. The dark shadow of the dragon appeared through the steam above. Next to her, the rock grew uncomfortably hot and then cooled as the creation squirmed between her.
“We are all going to die!” one soldier screamed.
“Do not move a single muscle until I tell you to!” Captain Bronaham said, lying beside her. “Or so help me, I will remove your armor and offer you to the beast personally!”
Blue sky appeared as the dragon’s shadow passed. Sureen stood.
The dragon flew on, diving toward Kara Laurel and the soldier.
Instead of installing a physical barrier around herself as Sureen expected, a protection that would save her but not the soldier, Kara Laurel pulled a flask from an inside pocket of her white kell coat. Holding it outstretched so there could be no mistaking it, Kara reached out with her free hand and wrenched the wooden stopper from the flask’s wide neck, removing the wax seal with it.
With her eyes locked on the beast bearing down on her, Kara Laurel upended the flask, dumping the liquefied contents onto the ground. A puff of white steam rose into the air. The dragon flew past, the force of its passing blowing Kara Laurel’s hair back and nearly horizontal for a heartbeat. Showing incredible dexterity, the great black reptile raised its wings and lowered its rear legs to the ground, stopping forward momentum only a few yards beyond the woman, leaving two sets of gashes behind in the dirt from each of its three- clawed feet. In line with Kara Laurel’s head, and a mere inch or two from her, the beast’s great tail whipped sideways as it spun around, lowering its head to meet hers.
Sureen drew in a sharp breath of excitement. Beyond the dragon’s lowered neck, Jade, her youngest daughter, glared down upon them. Though Jade wore a provocative sheer black dress with matching high boots, so unlike her daughter, there was no mistaking her youngest girl—even if it had been many seasons since she had last seen Jade. Dark mascara rimmed her daughter’s wonderfully wide green eyes, and dark lip makeup covered lips, fuller than she recalled.
“You do the Offspring’s bidding, which ultimately is mine. Why?” Jade asked.
Kara Laurel smiled. “The Alchemist, the ‘Offspring’ as you call him, works toward a worthy goal for the greater good, one that I am delighted to have caused. Once the Flow’s potential for abuse removed, then world order can start with the elder Green Writhe guiding the way. Then, with me promoted to elder, no needless deaths from abusive Users shall come about. I shall see to that.”
Jade’s glare relaxed, though only slightly. “An intriguing notion. No one has expressed the eradication of the raw energy underlying this land in such a way. I may allow you to continue. But first, one is wondering. How is it you are aware of me?”
“Your Offspring remains in contact.”
“Are there others the Offspring communicates with?”
Kara Laurel frowned. “How would I know? That one is as closed as they come.”
Jade’s glare returned, a piercing green dagger of a look topped by her thick auburn eyebrows as they scrunched downward. “Do not think to toy with me. How extensive is your network? You shall tell me all you know!” Jade thundered. The tone of her voice changed, echoing across the meadow as if it came from a great distance.
The dragon’s wide mouth opened.
Preparing to shield Kara Laurel and the soldier, Sureen drew from the Flow, though she doubted her ability would protect them fully.
Jade’s gaze fell upon her.
The dragon sprinted over to her, stalking along the meadow with amazing dexterity. Suddenly, Sureen stared up into the eyes of her daughter as the dragon lowered its majestic head to the ground. Oddly, Jade’s left eye blinked once, slowly.
“You!” Jade said. “You are the bright spot that has brought us here. Though you reek of the taint of the raw energy, the One Mind should consume you. However, the host believes such an undertaking as a detriment to the Over Mind with the raw energy you still hold. Therefore, the One Mind shall not!” As the last of Jade’s words boomed all around, the dragon leaped into the air above Sureen, taking flight with quick, powerful strokes of its large membrane wings. Seconds later, the dragon carried her daughter over the treetops and out of sight.
Grappling with what she had just heard, Sureen could only stare at the point where she had last seen her youngest daughter.
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Chapter fifty-one








Worlds of Neurons


ALLOWING ELATION TO SLIP THROUGH her bubble of protection at the One Mind’s mention of consuming Jade’s mother had been nothing short of brilliant, though Jade had no one to share it with. Jade smothered the relief that came after the One Mind accepted her ruse to make it think she wanted her mother consumed into the Over Mind. Since the One Mind controlled most of Jade’s mind, what she allowed to leak through her bubble of protection for the One Mind to pick up on was critically important. One tiny slip up, one infinitesimal marring in the last of her final resistance of consciousness, may give the One Mind the blemish it scanned for. A way in. Still, Jade couldn’t help feeling somewhat jubilant. A minor battle won meant she wasn’t completely powerless. 
Though Crystalyn had mentioned to their dad back at the Dark Citadel that their mom was alive in Astura, seeing her in the flesh had come as a shock. And her mom was strong. Not only with Using the Flow, but with vibrancy and endurance as well. Surviving the dragon’s attack had proven that. Trim and fit, her mom looked sound and handled herself with a clear head and adeptness that came with seasons of Using. Jade desperately wished she could talk to her. There were so many questions careening around in her thoughts. Not the least of which was, where had her mom been these past seasons when all of them had needed her most? Her disappearance had nearly ended Dad.
Thinking of Dad made her wonder how he fared. The One Mind had ordered him to lead the siege upon the town of Brown Recluse, even after he’d killed many of the controlled. Her dad had ended so many of the mindless and it hadn’t cared a bit. And the alien entity had caught him speaking with Crystalyn, the only one that had thwarted it somewhat. Still, it put him in charge of its regiments. The thought of Crystalyn made Jade wish, once again, that she had tear ducts. Jade missed their conversations badly. At least Crystalyn had gotten to talk to their mom.
The dragon carried them farther north, as near as Jade could tell, flying over an ancient dark forest of tall brooding spruce trees that abruptly ended at a huge mound of granite rocks nearly overgrown with grass and dirt. The mound, created from some ancient cataclysmic rockslide, sprawled along the base of a massive bluff where a colossal half circle overhang, ten stories high, ran for half a league. From there, the cliff face rose for more stories than Jade cared to count.
The black dragon landed as close to the tree line as its huge reptilian form allowed and lowered the left wing to the ground, making for an easy dismount. The One Mind took the proffered ramp, reaching a packed trail after only a few dozen steps. Climbing slightly, the path followed the base of the mound. Rounding the northern side, the cliff wall rose to the ominous overhang of heavy granite on the right. On the left, the mound towered nearly as high as the hanging stone. The now well-worn pathway descended toward a dark and jagged opening that would permit three to four people to walk abreast. Leveled rough landings below the steepest parts of the packed earthen path made for rudimentary steps in varied places.
The One Mind strode downward, looking neither left nor right, as if it knew where to go. Because it does, Jade realized. The One Mind followed a memory shard within the Over Mind. Jade’s fear of her predicament grew. The supreme alien intellect controlling her was far more versatile, with its considerable power than she had first believed.
As they walked by a mid-sized patch of hardy-looking brush that grew between the path and the cliff wall, the brush moved. With surprising quickness, several of its branches as thick as a man’s wrist snaked around Jade’s body, wrapping snuggly around her ankles, waist, arms, and throat. Those that wrapped around her arms pulled them tightly to her sides.
A humanoid shape glowing with a white radiance that flickered from opaque to transparent in a near-constant manner stepped out of a small opening within a pile of granite rubble mounded behind the brush, blotting out and then revealing the path behind.
Seen through the diaphanous stage of the shape, three obvious hominids ascended the trail in a leisurely, unhurried manner. A faint sheen of white radiance outlined two broad-chested muscular men and a tall woman, who carried a scepter carved with the flora of plants and trees, between them. A silver crystal orb mounted at the top of the scepter flickered with something inside as they drew close. The two men, both with blond hair, wore wide straps of black wolf leather wrapped crosswise over their chests, which provided loops for two pairs of sharpened daggers carved from antlers. A pair of greatswords made from the bones of a dragon lion hung from black leather-wrapped wood scabbards at their backs. Furred at the cuffs and waist, brown leather pants made up the rest of their attire. Each man gripped a long-handled wooden spear tipped with a long piece of bone coned to a sharp point.
The woman wore a short brown leather tunic and leggings that left her slim belly and toned calves bared. Small brown leather bags stuffed with items encircled her small waist, tied to a wide brown kell- leather strap. All three halted near the flickering shape.
“Release her,” the woman carrying the scepter said.
The shape shifted toward the woman as if to confirm the command with a quick perusal of her serious features. Then the shape moved toward the granite mound as the brush branches withdrew, slithering back to their original position with surprising speed.
“Forgive us our security, rider of the great dark flyer. I am Tur Juranne, leader of the Dark Tree clan,” the woman said, lowering her head. Her head full of blond hair fell across her fine angular features as she did and then sprang back into place when she straightened to regard Jade with eyes of the deepest black. “How may we serve?” The One Mind held up Jade’s wrists, examining them. A red abrasion encircled each one. “Your race uses the energy flowing within this world,” the One Mind observed. The otherworldly voice that spoke from Jade’s mouth didn’t sound pleased. The remnant of the memory it followed hadn’t shown it that.
Tur Juranne exchanged a look with the two men. “If you speak of the vibrance, the life essence that underlies all—only those who hear the harmony of it have this gift. A rare few now commune only within the harmonious vibrance,” the woman said, glancing briefly at the brush the humanoid shape had vanished into. “But such matters can wait,” she went on. “You have sustained injury from the tangle root. Please, absolve my negligence. We have poultices which aid the healing process and relieve all pain. Allow me to send for them.”
“No need,” the creature within Jade said as the woman turned away. “Such minor wounds have no inconvenience to the host.”
Tur Juranne frowned. Then her face smoothed. “Some of your words are murky to us. Perhaps, in time, we shall know all. No matter. You come at a fortuitous time. A gathering of clans has begun, and many of their scouts viewed your method of arrival, as did ours. The entire gathering shall wish to meet with you.”
“A gathering is desirable,” the One Mind said.
Tur Juranne smiled. “Then walk with me, if you will,” she said, motioning with a wide sweeping gesture downward with the scepter. As she did, Jade swore the plants and trees carved on the wooden rod swayed from the wind of the motion, and a pair of eyes opened briefly on the largest carving, though she couldn’t be certain.
The One Mind strode beside the clan leader as they descended the dark earthen pathway interspersed with the simple granite landings. The two warrior guards fell in behind, silent and steady.
Tur Juranne glanced sidelong at Jade. “Will you share with me how you commune with a great black lady?” she asked, the tone of her voice low.
“When the time comes, it is my intention to make this known to you, to your entire race, to all the Tharg,” the One Mind said.
“Ah, so you know of us. Have you spoken with other clans?”
“No, you are the first.”
The eyes on the scepter glanced quickly at the One Mind and then closed, fading back into the grain of the wood. Jade was certain she’d seen it this time. Had the One Mind noticed? Probably. The memory the alien entity accessed most likely knew of the wooden scepter’s trait. Jade found it frightening. Wood wasn’t supposed to move on its own whim. Scepter or not.
At the entrance to the mound, the clan leader stopped, halting the One Mind by stretching the arm that held the scepter in front of Jade’s chest. “Please excuse my abruptness, dragon rider woman. I would gain much exaltedness with my clan, with my entire people, if you would simply reveal to me how you can commune with the black. Is this something you can show me now? How difficult is it to learn?” Tur Juranne asked, her black eyes intent and standing out from the pale white of her round face and blond hair. The white sheen of radiance outlining her had shifted to black at the dark opening and blended in with the shadows. All the scepter’s trees and broad-leafed plants sprouted eyes that opened at the same time. Black and angry, they glared upward at the One Mind. Then a maw opened below each set of eyes. Those Jade could see along the now horizontal piece of wood grinned with malice.
Behind, the two men leveled their spears horizontally and moved close. Their spears’ sharpened bone points nearly touched her back.
The One Mind faced the Tharg leader without flinching. “You shall gain the high credit as the first to know much, if not all, of the considerable knowledge I have available. However, there are some assurances you, Tur, and those of you that lead your race must provide.”
Tur Juranne’s black eyes gazed at the One Mind for several moments, the white of her face as ashen and unmoving as the light gray granite stone behind her. “I shall accept your words,” she finally said, lowering the scepter to her side. “Walk with me and do not stray, or safe passage may not occur.”
They moved through the darkness of the entrance. Once inside, a comfortable wave of heat accompanied the dim green glow of glimmer shards, which revealed a vast domelike chamber created from the granite and packed tightly with humid earth placed circularly up to roof height. Colossal branches of wood latticed the great dome ceiling of the mound, holding up smaller rocks packed with soil. Standing around the perimeter with weapons in hand and seated on the soil all around, the Tharg waited in silence.
Centered within the dome, another mound towered toward the cavernous ceiling, a mound within the mound. The structure was much smaller than the one that housed it, but still a massive wonder to behold in its own right. A crude path of the stepped landings twisted around the mound, ascending upward to where a bright green glow lit the top of the mound.
Tur Juranne again stopped the One Mind by raising the scepter to block the way forward. In the dim green light, the flora faces took on a more sinister light, their evil grins seeming to hold the glee of malicious anticipation. “From this point on, it is necessary to traverse the Knoll of Ascension one at a time. Stay close. Do not deviate,” she warned, taking the lead.
The path narrowed after only a few steps, becoming only a footpath barely wider than a large man’s boot. Barefooted, Jade might have been able to place both feet together. As it was, there was room to put one boot in front of the other, no more. The One Mind put one hand on the left side of the mound for support, as Tur Juranne did, and like countless others who had used the narrow pathway. A wide band of the mound’s dirt and granite surface worn smooth ascended. Upward they climbed, moving quickly around the mound as if they circled a giant termite lair. Below, the gathered Tharg faded from view as if they’d not really been on the same plane of existence as Jade. Behind was only silence. The two warrior Tharg must have stayed to guard the entrance.
Though the path seemed long, they topped out after only half a bell. At the top, a dozen warriors holding spears ringed a pool of water that glowed with the green radiance Jade had seen from the bottom. Six naked women and two men floated within the pool or sat on a carved ledge around the perimeter. The radiance from the pool reflected off the ceiling. There, the tree-branch ceiling grew less compacted; no soil filled the insides between the meshwork of sprigs
that crisscrossed the center, and Jade could see daylight in small places.
The temperature of the air around the pool was markedly hotter. Steam rose to the meshwork of branches. Turning to liquid, water dripped back into the pool but mostly rained into a catch basin channel that ran down around the mound above the smoothed handhold side. The water cooled as it traveled around and down the mound. At the bottom, Jade felt certain there would be a cistern of sorts. The entire mound constructed into a clever water filter for a hot mineral spring.
Tur Juranne removed her clothes and climbed into the pool, her scepter still gripped in one hand like the other Tharg leaders’. The clan leader swam across the pool to the side opposite the largest woman of seven in the pool. There, she stood waist deep on an underwater ledge.
“Behold! I, Tur of the clan Dark Tree, have brought the very one who flies on the back of the great black. I give you … what are you called?” Juranne asked.
The One Mind said nothing.
Several of the Tharg laughed. “Well done, Juranne. Your starter is as good as your leading ability,” the female opposite Juranne said. Broader and more well-developed than the Dark Tree leader, the woman looked at the other Turs, who laughed companionably when she did.
Still, the One Mind remained quiet.
With a jerk, the muscular woman raised her scepter, splashing water over the basin and into the trough that ringed the pool with her sudden movement. The laughter ended abruptly. “When asked a question by the Tur of a clan, you must respond or die,” the big Tharg leader said.
“A designation is of no importance. What is relevant is the power I can supply to the clans,” the One Mind responded. Each word echoed around the top of the hot spring as if coming from a distance.
The large clan tur climbed out of the pool, using the trough’s lip as a hand- and foothold. Dropping easily onto the mound’s natural mineralized top, the naked leader strode toward the One Mind. “Let me tell you about relevancy, human lady who has no designation,” the woman said, pointing at Jade with the scepter as she strode forward, her tall form straight. “As High Clan Tur, it is my pleasure and obligation to prove the Tharg worthy of a great flyer’s allegiance,” she said as she came close, raising the scepter to breasts. “Killing you should do it.”
The One Mind shrank back from the scepter, confirming Jade’s belief the scepter was a product of the Flow somehow. A hard shove from behind propelled the One Mind to the pool’s edge, where the alien entity caught at the edge to keep from plunging in.
The High Tur came up behind, her voice husky and loud in Jade’s ear as it drifted past her shoulder. “I shall take a great liking at squeezing your last breath of air into the pool of life,” she said, dropping the scepter beside Jade’s feet, where it landed with a dull thump. “In you go, hu—.” the High Tur said, putting one hand on her bare shoulder.
Pleased, the One Mind absorbed the neural energy of the clan leader. The alien being within Jade transferred most of the Tharg’s thoughts, emotions, her entire way of thinking—most all of what constituted the High Tur—into the storage of the Over Mind. All but the initial fear the Tharg had radiated when she encountered the most powerful creature any sentient being could ever have the misfortune to come across. Those unique and powerful neural tendrils, the One Mind consumed upon contact.
Had the woman not dropped the scepter, her source of power, the alien may not have fed upon her mind. And worse, touching the host’s body—Jade’s body—made it easy for the One Mind to absorb the high tur’s neurons. Jade found it hard to feel sorry for her as the One Mind stuffed the thoughts, memories, and emotional remnants inside the burgeoning area of blackness-within-blackness within the darkness of Jade’s mind, the Over Mind. After all, the woman had thought to drown her.
A simple, unheard command from the One Mind caused the high tur to jerk upright, to stand straighter and step toward the nearest Tur lounging in the pool. “What is the matter, Dura? Did you lose your taste for death?” Tur Juranne asked.
Several of the Turs laughed, including Tur Juranne, only to have her laughter die abruptly when Dura clamped a big hand on the top of her head. The clan Tur jerked, her body coming out of the water nearly to her waist before bobbing downward and then upward like a waterlogged slab of timber. Then the Tharg Tur sank, her wooden scepter submerging last, the mouths and eyes on the flora looking as dull as the Tur Juranne’s had as they vanished from sight. Dura turned and shuffled toward the next Tharg who hung onto the pool’s trough.
“What have you done, Dura?” a clan Tur asked, his voice loud. “Have you taken to a human? The rest of us will not tolerate the murder of a clan leader!”
“Tur Jost is right!” the golden-haired Tharg hanging onto the wall across from him said. “Warriors! Stop Dura! Kill them both!” she screamed.
Three of the Tharg broke rank from the twelve who ringed the top of the mound, stepping in front of Dura as two others darted from the ring and grabbed her arms from behind.
Tur Dura barely slowed. Without even trying to wrench her arms free or move away from the sharpened bone tips of the three spear weapons pointed at her chest, she shuffled on, dragging her left foot slightly. As one, the two warriors holding her arms let go, their arms dropping slack to their sides. The three warriors stepped backward to avoid impaling her.
Pleased, the One Mind turned away and moved back to the way they had come. A lissome Tharg warrior, one of the few Jade had seen with cropped straight brown and not long, flowing blond hair, stood in front of the footpath leading downward. The others had left their station to aid those attempting to forestall the high tur, though it wouldn’t have made much difference, Jade believed. They had no way to prepare for the One Mind.
The Tharg held up her left hand, palm up. Her right hand gripped the hilt of her bone sword. “Do not come closer, or I shall end your time upon our plane of existence.”
The One Mind continued walking toward the Tharg and the way down. “Your clan Turs would have much displeasure with such a brash act. They need me, as I require them,” Jade heard herself say in the odd echoing tone the creature spoke with.
In one fluid movement, the warrior woman drew her bone sword and thrust.
Jade didn’t expect such an explosive move, but the One Mind did and moved faster. Jade’s body twisted unnaturally to one side, accepting a deep gash in her ribs as her right hand shot out and grabbed the woman’s wrist. The Tharg warrior jerked rigidly, as if impaled through the back of her ribcage to the heart.
In a very real way, the woman had. Her heart and mind now belonged to the One Mind, to do whatever an ancient intellect that had survived by going around swallowing worlds of neurons would have her do. Again, Jade felt saddened for the Tharg. Did she have a home? A family? A lover? Jade could find out by reading her thoughts when the One Mind manipulated them, but she didn’t have the heart. The One Mind had now converted over three people, and soon the seven leaders would succumb, which gave it the confidence it desired for swallowing an entire people.
Doom came for the entire race and they did not see it.
Pleased, the One Mind healed the long slice in the host’s side as it transferred the woman’s neurons to the Over Mind. Then it looked to the ceiling and the latticework of growing wood there, and Jade was not pleased. Only terribly sad and frightened. The great black dragon landed on the mound and clawed a way inside, and the smoke from its colossal nostrils rose past its dull golden eyes. Knowing what was to come after the compulsion at the Dark Citadel, Jade sadness grew deep knowing she couldn’t change the outcome.
Not a single iota of it.






  
  [image: image-placeholder]
Chapter fifty-two








Propelled


KARA LAUREL’S RAISED HAND HALTED Sureen in her tracks. Ahead, Captain Bronaham lowered his own hand as he searched the trees for a sign of whatever had caught his attention. Sureen signaled for the three that followed to remain alert, glancing their way to make certain they had seen. Khiminay squatted beside Trenton and the soldier who he had helped lug the sapphire gateway with for over two bells now. Already they had set the burden of the wooden box down and kneeled beside it. As mute as always, the dark creation stood beside a pine tree near Sureen and seemed as much a sapling as any in the forest. With no oxygen required, the creation’s chest did not need to rise, nor could it. Only its yellow-orange eyes seemed alive as they followed her every movement. Sureen wished she knew what it wanted, what it expected of her, but she had no time to dwell on it. 
Though she had done it a dozen or more times in the last bell, Sureen checked the sky’s horizons—all four of them—for the black blip that would grow larger, which would then mean the return of the dragon. And her daughter. Again, the sky was clear. Only a few sparse clouds drifted around in the warm spring air. Had it really been Jade? How had she gotten the power to control a dragon? Why did her youngest not seem to recognize her? The questions were many, the answers few to none.
Those left in the company—only nine of them now—had shed their jackets early in the walk. Sureen had tied hers around her waist and now carefully disengaged the errant sleeve that kept snagging on brush and tree limbs. This time, the supple but strong kell-leather had caught fairly well on a thornbush, and a sharp tug failed to release it. Getting it loose, she pricked a finger.
Mashing her fingers together to start the blood clotting, Sureen tucked the jacket arm under the other tied at her waist, knowing it would not last long there. It would do for now. Not for the first time, she wished the horses that had survived the dragon’s flame and not run off. A horse could easily have packed the jacket for her and all the little company’s coats put together.
One soldier scouting ahead appeared at the edge of the small valley bench in the forest, where Captain Bronaham waited next to the Silver River. After conferring in inaudible whispers, the soldier left the way he had come, vanishing down the short hill he had climbed. Captain Bronaham gestured for them to come forward.
“We cannot stay here long,” Captain Bronaham said to Kara Laurel as Sureen came up to them. “This forest is crawling with the Tharg. Two of the scouts had a skirmish with a pair of them in the last quarter bell.”
“And the outcome of that encounter was?” Khiminay asked, raising a fine, nearly white, blond eyebrow high on her smooth forehead.
Sureen had not heard the woman arrive. Her respect for the woman’s skill with using stealth grew.
“Our company dispatched the Tharg warriors. One soldier, Gran, sustained a minor wound, easily bandaged,” Captain Bronaham said.
Sureen exchanged a look with Kara Laurel.
Sureen took a step downhill. “Where is he?” she asked.
“The weapons Tharg warriors carry are coated with poison,” Kara Laurel said, the tone of her voice urgent.
“Blast!” Captain Bronaham swore. “Why has no one thought to inform me? We have fought these barbarous tribes for two bells now! Come! I shall take you to him.”
“We all go,” Kara Laurel said. “I do not wish to spend the night in this blasted moss pit of a forest.”
Though the need to hurry was strong, the necessity for stealth was stronger. Sureen forced herself to descend the hill as quietly as possible. She followed Captain Bronaham, who seemed as comfortable moving quietly over deadfall and through thickets as he did striding about a meadow, or walking along a trail gawking at mountain flowers. The man had sheer competence with everything he took upon himself to accomplish. Sureen hoped she was half as good.
Once down the small hill, Captain Bronaham followed an animal trail that wound beside a small ravine where a stream flowing into the river had run deeper in the past. Now it was little more than sparse pools of moisture in the shaded areas. Occasionally, the heel or toe print of a soldier’s boot showed the captain followed the right course.
The water in the ravine grew more frequent and flowed into a fair- sized pond after less than a hundred yards following the path. Lily pads covered the leeward side of the pond. Beyond it, the ground leveled out and opened up into a good-sized meadow that Sureen could see patches of through the trees. Captain Bronaham slipped into a long copse of wide-leaf falun trees, with Sureen following close on his heels. The three soldier scouts waited there under the boughs. Two looked outward into the meadows. One, the soldier who had reported in last, marked their arrival, her brown eyes watching them intently.
“Which one has the wound?” Sureen asked without preamble.
A tall, muscular man, one of the swarthy quiet ones, spun to look at her. A black kell bandage, nearly the same color as his armor, wrapped around his neck at the base. Standing out within his ashen face, his blue eyes regarded her with some curiosity. “Such a slight cut is little concern,” he said.
Striding closer, Sureen ignored the comment and drew from the Flow. At least she started to, but then stopped. The river of power was there, but it no longer raged. The volume of Flow was significantly less, which shocked her to the core. Again, Sureen drew from the Flow and once more nearly severed the link, for it felt so different, weaker by far than she had ever known.
Sureen looked down at her left hand, the one she had raised to her waist with her palm facing downward. Her hand barely had the luminous white glow of the Flow ready for release. Such an occurrence had not happened before, but she felt certain of the cause now. Her blood ran cold as she whirled to face her childhood friend. “What have you done, Kara? How could it affect the Flow so quickly?”
Kara Laurel gaped. Then a blue-white radiance enveloped her right hand, but not all of it. “This was not supposed to take months, or longer.”
Khiminay held up her right hand, her eyes wide as she stared at the nearly translucent ruby glow. “Do you think it is because of our proximity to the source at the head of the Silver River? We are close to where you released the Flow worms. Do you believe they would have reproduced enough to dry the river as the Green Writhe planned? I had thought we would have had more time before the worms could consume so much.”
Sureen spun, rounding on Kara Laurel. “You came here to release more of the Alchemist’s foul creations into the river of power and dry up the Flow? Are you mad? How am I supposed to help this man now?”
Kara Laurel looked wildly around. “We have to get away from here!”
“Where do we go?” Captain Bronaham asked. “Charging around in this forest is ill-advised. We need to plan a route. I say we go back to the river and follow it downstream to get out of here as soon as possible, like we have been doing.”
Khiminay frowned. Not at the soldier captain, but at Kara Laurel. “We cannot follow the path we have been taking. The closer to the Silver River, the less power we have. The river is transporting your Flow worms downstream, Kara, allowing them to feed at a faster rate.”
“I do not understand. The Alchemist assured me there would be more than enough time to complete the task.”
Sureen glanced around warily. For now, there were no attackers in sight, which meant little with the Tharg. They were a race known for their fierceness and stealth prowess within their forests. Or so they taught at Surbo and Brown Recluse, just about everywhere in the White Lands. All Users were required to know much about every race, those human and nonhuman, along with the animals inhabiting Astura. “Bring your men, Captain. We have to get away from the river if we wish to have a fighting chance.”
Her blue eyes wide, Khiminay suddenly spun, looking back the way they had come. “The outlander! Where is he?” Without another word, she sprinted off, her long black hair bouncing with her quick strides.
Nearly as one, Sureen and Kara Laurel chased after, running headlong around the pond and then beside the ravine. Soon they climbed the short ridge. Sureen slowed slightly in order avoiding slipping on the loose dirt and gravel of the incline on the trail.
Kara Laurel had no such compunction. “Blast that woman!” she said as she charged off trail around a bush, taking the lead when she returned. “If she gets us all killed, I shall throttle her,” hung in the air behind her.
Scrambling up a small rockslide, they topped the ridge, charged through a small copse of trees, and sprinted into the small clearing, coming to an abrupt halt. Khiminay stood in the center, staring at the two sapphire obelisks placed a door’s width apart from each other. Standing in front of a lodgepole pine tree near it, looking like an abnormal growth on the trunk, the dark creation was the only other entity visible. Surprisingly, the magical creation had not followed Sureen to the pond.
“They are gone,” Khiminay said. “And the crimson orb, too.”
Kara Laurel strode to within a pace of the obelisks and put her hands on her hips as she stared at the emptiness between them. “I do not believe the outlander knew how to activate the gateway, besides the fact that the Flow has weakened considerably. How did he do it?” Kara Laurel asked no one in particular.
Sureen opened herself to the Flow.
As the land melted away at her feet, she saw the stormy river of the Flow, where white lightning flashed and curls of light blue frothed within a turbulent, noiseless current of raw energy. Quickly, Sureen drew from the river of power and activated the black symbols carved near the top of the blue crystal obelisks.
As a deep blue curtain of misty darkness dropped and spiraled in a constant flux between the obelisks, Sureen dashed across the clearing and slammed into Kara Laurel’s back.
The force of her momentum propelled them both into the sapphire gate.
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Chapter fifty-three








Dark Town


KHIMINAY GAPED AT THE DARK blue mist that had rolled out from the top of the swirling symbols on the obelisks and then scrolled to the floor, leaving a misty clockwise swirl behind. Deep within the mist, darkness stormed with a constant flux, growing dim and then bright, pulsing back and forth between light and dark. The sapphire gateway. The portal between worlds that Kara Laurel had vanished through. Pushed by Sureen. 
Her Kara Laurel. Khiminay blinked.
A dark shape strode past, reaching out to the mist. The dark creation vanished upon contact.
Khiminay spun at a sound. All that remained of Captain Bronaham’s soldiers had come forward. “Wait! We all cannot go after them! Someone must get the gateway to safety.” No one looked at her.
Captain Bronaham paused at her side, watching as the three male soldiers, one by one, touched the sapphire spiral between the blue crystal obelisks and disappeared in an instant, the wounded man going last. “My loyalty is with Kara Laurel,” the captain said.
“Hardly. Your desire is for Sureen.”
Captain Bronaham looked at Khiminay sharply. The twilight shadows that draped upon his bald pate hinted at the handsomeness of his youth. “You shall have to handle the obelisks, though I suggest you do not dawdle. The Tharg are still close.” Without another word or single hesitation, he strode into the gateway.
Suddenly alone in the small clearing, Khiminay stared after him. What an infuriating man. I should go after him and teach him some respect. A moment passed as she considered, and then the dark curtain of mist rolled upward to the spinning symbols like a paper scroll trained to snap back into place once read. The symbols slowed and stilled.
Now what was she to do? Kara Laurel, her mentor and closest friend, gone. The dark creation gone. Durandas would bind them with light and then flay the skin from them one blinding, painful ray at a time. She could likely open the gateway herself, but then all hope of keeping possession of the sapphire obelisks would vanish the moment she stepped through, another thing the First and the Green Writhe would likely fry her for.
Even worse, without them, how would they all get back? Since the portable gateways were one way, Kara Laurel, Sureen, and the others now depended on her to find another set of sapphire obelisks, carry these through, activate them off world, and bring everyone home. Why had that infernal captain not left at least one man, preferably not the wounded one, to help her with the toil?
There it was.
Khiminay made her choice, as if she had one. Leaving extremely rare artifacts lying around a forest full of the Tharg was not an option.
Khiminay lifted the left obelisk and set it next to its counterpart. They were not heavy, only awkward. Getting through the thicker parts of the forest unscathed might be tricky, but there was no help for it. She would have to carry them both in her arms.
The soft sound of leather dragged against the earth came from ahead. At the tree line behind the obelisks, several Tharg moved.
Khiminay glanced quickly around. Movement at the left and right side of her indicated the Tharg attempted to surround her. Giving a quick longing glance at the sapphire gate, she spun and dashed to the south end of the tiny clearing. Without a backward glance, she charged through the trees, hoping she gained enough surprise with her sudden action to put distance between her and the Tharg. The stories of their atrocities to outsiders were mostly true.
The south end had no sign of the Tharg. Emboldened with the knowledge, Khiminay glanced back, then slid to a stop, putting two lodgepole pines between her and the small opening she had just fled from. There was no need to keep running. The Tharg shuffled into the clearing from the north, east, and west and … stopped.
At first, Khiminay believed they waited for someone, but after longer than a bell, no one had moved and no more had joined them. Khiminay’s weak hope they would all turn around and go back to wherever they came from faded after the first half bell. Any thought of circling back and retrieving the obelisks faded the longer she had to wait.
Twenty-two strong the Tharg men and women were warriors all. Their varied weapons—bows and arrows, sharp bone-tipped spears, and blunt armaments fashioned from bone—adorned hips by kell- leather straps. Or carried in relaxed hands. Well-disciplined, not one of them had even so much as flinched from where they had originally moved into the small clearing.
Khiminay found it strange that not a single warrior had come to see which way she had gone. But they were Tharg. Perhaps they knew something she should know. Was there a creature stalking her right now? Or was it because they had what they wanted, because they now controlled the obelisks? Perhaps. Khiminay felt there was more to it than that, but she was not about to stick around and ask. She would come back for the gateway. With help. Lots of it.
Slipping through the thinning lodgepole pines and evergreens, Khiminay soon found the Silver River. Striding fast and glancing in three directions constantly, Khiminay kept the river to her left, not even trying to look behind. Doing so would cost a lot of time. The twilight had already deepened. Thankfully, the moon looked to rise nearly full.










…
TWO BELLS AFTER DARKNESS HAD fallen, Khiminay came to the bridge that spanned the Silver River. Instead of crossing it, she strode the road east toward the only town in the Black Wolf Valley. Kell. She could get help there, likely at no cost, for the townspeople had a reputation for helping those in need.
Though the light of the moon enabled her to reach her destination at a fair pace, an icy wind chilled through her kell-leather pants and shift. But it also brought something else. The sickly sweet odor of death.
Slowing some, Khiminay crossed a dark and deserted town square. Empty of life, at least. At the northern side of the town’s gathering place, the dim light of the moon revealed several corpses lying about in macabre poses of demise. Most bodies ended at the lower or upper neckline. Crude pick weapons and butcher knives, some still gripped in a severed limb, lay strewn nearby.
A few yards north of the bloodbath, Khiminay found the source of at least some mutilations. What first appeared as a horned mutation unfamiliar to her became a maimwright when she drew close. Two dark-feathered arrows protruded from each of its multifaceted eyes. Even dead, the creature was frightening.
Staying on the primary thoroughfare, Khiminay quickly moved past all the darkened buildings. Going inside one of them would not produce desirable results, likely only more signs of a bloody struggle. Where there was one maimwright, another usually loomed nearby. Though probably not safe, the road was the fastest way to Durniss Keep, her next place to find help.
After more than a league of scurrying through shadows, trying to see everything at once, the outskirts of Kell were noticeable because the structures were sparser. Khiminay darted past every one until she saw nothing but the shadowed road and the looming presence of tall trees.
Breathing a quick sigh of relief, she left the carnage of the dark town of Kell behind at a run, glancing over her shoulder all the while.
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Chapter fifty-four








Secrets


KHIMINAY HAD GAZED AT THE outer wall of Durniss Keep for a quarter of a bell, perhaps longer. All appeared normal. The two soldiers who had drawn morning guard duty for the western portcullis halt a farmer and his lifeheart. The couple pushed a melon cart using a sanded wooden crossbar wide enough for two people, but they stopped at a word from one of the guards. Though the soldiers seemed to do most of the talking, the farmer replied without the hurried gestures that accompanied distress. A heartening sign. Stumbling into another place of mutilated dead was the last thing she wanted after a harrowing night of running and looking over her shoulder. 
Taking in a deep breath and then releasing it, Khiminay stood and stepped away from the evergreen pine, whose umbrella branches had provided her decent cover. Making her way through the trees to the road, she moved along it for half of the five acres of clearing the keep kept trimmed back along the entire circumference of the outer wall. Should the enemy conceive of attacking, the soldiers of Durniss Keep would want as much visual warning as they could get.
Abruptly, the couple pushed the cart off the road. Two heartbeats later, mounted soldiers galloped under the raised portcullis. Khiminay moved to one side as a dozen heavily armored riders, three abreast, bore down on her. Even the horses sported steel chain mail blankets, polished front plating, and refined equine helms, which made for an impressive sight.
Riding up to her, a broad-shouldered man mounted on the center horse lifted his gauntleted right hand. Showing grand discipline and dexterity, twelve horses and their riders slid to a stop with only a few inches of open air left between the haunches and noses of those behind without a single snort of protest.
The soldier who had halted the horse regiment spoke. “Where have you come from and what business brings you to the keep?” Though the man spoke softly, the firmness of his words rang clear from under his full helm.
Khiminay lifted her chin. “I seek the duke’s counsel. Please escort me to him promptly.”
“Many pursue the master of Durniss Keep’s wisdom this day, my lady. You shall have to convince his steward and those that have his ear that yours is the greater need beyond all others. Now. I ask a last time. Where have you come from?”
Khiminay stared at the man. Though he seemed relaxed, he sat straight in his saddle. The slits of his helm gave nothing away about the man underneath. Frankness would be her best course of action. “The forest north and west of the town of Kell. I came from there.”
Every helm within hearing turned, stopping at the precise angle as the soldier who confronted her. “The Tharg forest. Such a place is unusual for a woman alone, even if she is a User. What news have you there?”
“The Tharg have something of great value I must speak with Durniss about.”
Her answer seemed to satisfy his need to know more of the barbarous clans, as she hoped. The Tharg were acting strange, but in what way was hard to grasp.
“And Kell? What of the town?”
Khiminay hesitated and then plunged on. “I traveled through last night when the town should have been lit with the evening luminance of candlelight or the occasional glimmer shard. There was none. By the light of the moon, I discovered a dead maimwright surrounded by the corpses of good townsfolk.”
Though her matter-of-fact words seemed harsh to her ears, the soldiers did not seem surprised.
The soldier confirmed her suspicion, saying, “As those who arrived early this morning attested, the town overran by dark creatures. We go to clean it out if we can. The large detail of you passing through unharmed gives me some confidence we may have success. Go now, lady. Tell the duke’s men what you have spoken here.”
Raising his reins, he leaned forward in his saddle. The big warhorse he rode jumped ahead. 
“Wait!” Khiminay said. “What are you called?”
Too late. The broad-shouldered soldier was already galloping away, his well-disciplined men following in unison close behind.
Though the armored men and horses seemed capable of handling themselves, Khiminay hoped they would not encounter something vile and powerful. The leader had been intriguing, and she would like a chance meeting in the future. Moving onto the road, she strode to the outer wall gate. Striding past the wagon, she flashed a smile at the farmer’s lifeheart. The woman returned a tentative smile. Khiminay imagined she must look a mess. After all, she had walked all night, fleeing a forest and a town of corpses.
Both guards glanced at her but did not stop her from entering. After witnessing the twelve riders had allowed her to continue, they must know Durniss Keep was safe from the Khiminay monster. The two soldiers focused their attention on the cart and its owners once more as she moved deeper within. Behind the wall, cultivated corn and wheat fields spread out around a walled fortress constructed at the top of a small hill. Durniss Keep itself.
A half-bell jaunt along the wagon trail took her up a small hill and through the inner keep wall. The two guards there eyed her speculatively, but did not accost her. After passing through two alfalfa fields and a small orchard, ignoring the statue of some ancestor displayed in the carriage yard she failed to recall from training, Khiminay climbed a grand stairway. At the top, a long half-circle landing smoothed the way to a massive set of black steel doors. Two unarmored, but heavily armed soldiers—two longswords adorned each hip, various long knives peeked from scabbards at their belts, and each cradled a half-spear in the crook of an elbow and held a full-body shield—leaned against the wall beside each door. She came upon them, and they turned and lifted long iron poles from the boreholes in stone reinforced with steel. Crossbows strapped to their backs completed the ensemble.
Khiminay gave a small tilt of her head to each man as she passed through, which went unacknowledged by either—it did not matter. Their duty was to stay alert, which they did well. Their ice- blue eyes observed her every move.
The doors opened into the keep’s main hall. Rectangular and grand, smoothed granite pillars that lined both sides of the room helped support an arched roof two and a half stories high. A group of people gathered at the far end, watching her progress toward them.
Garbed in his customary black kell-leather livery, Duke Corval Durniss acknowledged her presence with a large nod of his head full of curly black hair, as she halted two steps away from the group that ringed him.
Three Khiminay knew well.
The duke smiled, his teeth even and white and standing out within his full beard, which he or his attendant had groomed with meticulous precision to match the contours of his neck and high cheekbones. “My lady, I would express surprise at your unexpected arrival if not for the events that have transpired within the valley of late. I fear I cannot show you the cordiality you deserve.”
Arelya, the gifted contactor the Circle of Light had assigned to the keep, stepped away from a big man hovering behind her. “Do not overly concern yourself, my duke. Khiminay has the look of immediacy. I would wager she cares little for pomp and ceremony.”
Arelya’s light blue tunic—which looked a size too small, though it fit her lithe form well—and brown kell-leather boots that climbed near her knees would trap the eye of any man and many women in a room. If not for her sister, Alina.
Though Alina’s lovely face was pale, as if she had been deeply ill, her blue eyes were intense. “Where have you come from? Did you come over Wannabe Pass?”
“No, I came from the Black Wolf Valley, through Kell.”
Throughout the room, all eyes gaped at Khiminay. Even those tired and blood-splattered townspeople who stood or sat down beside the nearest wall close to the others.
Alina blinked. “Do you toy with us? Kell is lost. Overrun three days ago with known and unknown dark ones, as we were discussing. Only by severely draining myself with Use of the Flow are we here now.”
Laran, lifeheart to Alina, the third one she knew, spoke. “I believe they came from the Tangled Forest. Has the dark army abandoned the town?”
Khiminay felt heartened to hear Alina still had the Flow capability to help them escape Kell, but if her suspicions were right, it would not be for much longer. The Flow worms had to have proliferated exponentially through the night. A river the size of the Silver would speed the process faster than any infection yet.
She kept such thoughts to herself. Explanations of her involvement would not go in her favor with this group, no matter how well intended. Kara Laurel believed in the greater good the Green Writhe worked toward. Khiminay believed in Kara Laurel. Going to her aid was paramount. These people had the means to help them if she handled them delicately. “Kell had an ominous feel about it, Laran, but I encountered nothing.”
Laran, Alina, Arelya, Duke Durniss, and the big brown-haired man all exchanged a glance. The five of them were who she would have to convince for aid. Then, not just the duke.
Alina’s next words confirmed it. “We should discuss this somewhere more intimate after I see to my people.”
Well known within the Circle of Light, Alina’s strength at manipulating the Flow was near legendary, even though she had not been involved with it or the Green Writhe for nearly twenty seasons. Khiminay could not allow her to leave. The woman’s skill would help get Kara back. To do that, retrieving the sapphire gate was crucial. She raised her voice. “Your fleeing the town drew the evil after you, which shows a desire for one or more of you. What it wants is uncertain at his moment, but I can help you against further attacks—and there will be more—if you first assist me with regaining an artifact. The great artifact will be our salvation if it all goes bad.”
Her words stirred comments. The bedraggled townspeople grouped together at the nearest wall spoke together. Murmurs of “Can it be?” and “We should have had forewarning. Where were the soldiers?” floated into hearing, though most seemed incapable of any additional excitement after what they had been through. A young man, nearly an adult, who had suffered a horrible maiming to his left arm, raised his remaining intact arm head high as he spoke. “Calm down! Do not forget we would have all died, every one of us, if not for the As’walls and their companions.”
“Bayne’s right, they saved us all!” a rotund woman and man wearing kell-leather aprons stated almost in unison.
As the murmurs subsided, a man with a topknot woven into his long gray hair and the sturdy kell-leather of a warrior strode over, trailed by a beautiful girl, nearly a woman, whose close-cropped hair went well with her angular features. The girl wore a tight-fitting short green dress with a matching jade cloak pulled low, which shadowed her face from the tip of her nose upward. “Do you expect trouble?” the topknot man asked quietly.
“This woman wants us to believe that, but I do not trust her,” the girl-woman said.
The group of five, the leaders, had all moved subtly closer together, surreptitiously taking in everyone nearby, gauging the reaction to her carefully chosen words. No one replied to the man’s question or the girl’s outburst.
The duke finally turned and appraised her with a scowl. “Very well, if you would follow me, all of you, we will slip into the map room. If you will excuse us, Thon,” he said to the topknot man.
Thon nodded his acknowledgment.
Khiminay almost smiled. Such a place would work very well to plead her case.
The girl-woman opened her mouth.
Already turning away, the duke spoke over his shoulder. “Come along, Nuri. You will just follow us, anyway.”
Closing her mouth, Nuri followed without comment.
Coming up to the nearest column, Duke Corval spoke again. “And you might as well join us too, Torin. I would not want you to hurt yourself by crawling along the rafters to listen in on our conversation.”
A boy of ten to twelve seasons with brown hair an inch above his developing muscular shoulders stepped out from behind the column. With a small grin on his face, his agate eyes glistened with curiosity.
Alina and Arelya both strode to the boy. “There you are, Torin,” Arelya said.
“Stay beside us so we can keep an eye on you,” Alina said.
Torin hung his head, then gave a shy smile through his long bangs, looking up.
Duke Corval Durniss led the small procession beyond the throne and past unclothed statues of fetching noble ladies and dashing lords and then behind a narrow walkway where two hanging tapestries hid a fake wall of half bricks masterfully made to look like the granite stonework.
The map room looked not much different from when Khiminay had last been inside the rectangular chamber over twenty seasons ago, when she was only a few seasons older than Nuri was now. The map was larger and more detailed, but the long table and chairs were still the same sturdy oak set.
“Please, everyone, take a seat where you will,” he said, though he made no move to do as he offered. He gazed at Khiminay with an unreadable expression. “By now, my chief steward, Rarle, is on his way with refreshments, hoping to glean some news of what this little gathering is about. I suggest you speak quickly.”
Torin and Nuri slipped into two of the chairs, but no one else made a move to pull them out from under the table. Torin’s agate eyes shone with his rapt attention.
Going to the raised map centered at the long table, Khiminay placed a slender finger on the tree-filled area southeast of the headwater for the Silver River. “Is anyone familiar with this area?”
Laran moved closer. “No one is knows the area well except the Tharg. The darkened area of the forest is their domain.”
With a nod, Khiminay frowned. “I suspected so.”
“Then why do you ask of it?” Duke Durniss asked.
Khiminay looked at all those in the room, one after the other. “Surrounded by the Tharg, I left a greater artifact there, a gateway. We need it.”
Alina, Arelya, and several others, including the duke, glanced at each other. “What color are the obelisks?” Arelya finally asked.
“Sapphire.”
Alina stared down at the place Khiminay still pointed at with the touch of her finger. “That is a most precious artifact indeed, but it does little for us currently. The sapphire artifacts are a gateway between worlds. The only kind we know of that does that.”
Khiminay nodded. “Which is why we need it to get your sister back, though you may not even know who she is.”
Alina’s scowl was as beautiful as she was. “You have it wrong. I have but one sister, and she is beside me.”
Khiminay shook her head from side to side and then hooked her pointing finger under the dark lock of hair that fell across her eyes. “You have another, older sister besides Arelya, though you both have no memory of it. Her name is Sureen. All three of you and Sureen’s lifeheart, who goes by the name Garnet Creek, agreed to allow the Green Writhe to mask much of your childhood for the greater good. Durandas, the Alchemist, and the Lore Mother can attest to it.”
With both women’s fine brows furrowed, Arelya and Alina looked at each other for a long while. “How can we both have no memory of this? I do not believe her,” Arelya finally said.
“Nor do I,” Alina said. “But there are gaps in my earlier seasons of life, always have been. You too?”
Arelya shook her head slowly. “Few. I recall some games we used to play in Surbo before coming here, but I still do not believe her.”
Bareck laid a reassuring hand on Arelya’s shoulder. “How could anyone accept her words as true? Why would anyone allow their childhood to be erased from memory?”
“Nor do I,” Alina repeated. “I know you, Khiminay. You want help with the gateway and will do and say anything to get it. We cannot afford a skirmish with the Tharg. Too much is happening. Bareck and I need to find our sons, who are nearly two days missing. Besides, there is more you have not told us, I am certain. You already had a run-in with them, you said as much. But why were you there in the first place?”
Khiminay looked around. Alina’s question was one of those best avoided. “Laran, you are going to have to back me up on this; it is too important,” she said, seeing no other way.
All eyes turned to Laran, Alina’s widest of all. 
“What is her meaning, lifeheart?” Alina asked.
Laran scowled at Khiminay, long and hard. “The Green Writhe will have you up on charges for breaking several oaths. If you cannot prove your motives were for the greater good, you could face heavy consequences,” he said. Then he sighed. Turning to Alina, he gripped her hand. “As a ranking member of the Green Writhe, I verify Khiminay speaks the truth. Sureen is your eldest sister.”
Alina pulled her hand from Laran’s grip. “I do not believe you. Sureen was one of my trainers within the Circle of Light’s dome at Surbo. I would have known. Sureen would have known. Why would she not inform of something so important? And worse, how could you keep this from me? All these seasons …”
Duke Durniss pulled out a chair and dropped into it. “Blast you, Laran. You have always guarded so many bloody secrets. I should have guessed your affiliation with the Green Writhe.”
“Everyone, take a moment to think about this. It is vital you understand. Please!” Khiminay said.
The ironbound wooden door banged open against the stone wall. A general, the same one Khiminay had spoken to outside the keep walls, strode inside. Not Chief Steward Rarle, as they had all expected.
The general bent down and whispered into the duke’s ear.
Duke Durniss stood abruptly, glaring at Khiminay. “Looks like you shall get your desire, after all. The Tharg are attacking. If we can somehow slay them all, you can skip through an empty forest and pick up your blasted artifact,” he said. Durniss strode from the room, the general close behind.
The rest of those in the room stared at her, their eyes accusing. Except for Alina, who glared at her lifeheart. Khiminay raised her head slightly and gazed back. How could she get them to believe her? Did it matter now? With the Tharg coming, she might not survive long enough to save her friend and companion.
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Chapter fifty-five








Dark Cloud


WILD MEN AND WOMEN OF the Tharg in rows wider than the outer wall of Durniss Keep came out of the forest from all directions, as if the shadows of the trees moved out from within. Laran had not seen or heard of so many Tharg at once. Fighting among themselves for rank and privileged living areas, they rarely banded together, not since the Durniss dynasty founded during the settling of Black Wolf Valley, and the need for the fortress had arisen. Fortunately, the duke had already evacuated Porta Town. Its inhabitants and most of their meager possessions were safe behind Durniss Keep’s outer wall, the same barrier he now defended. Constructed from portable tents, the town had not taken long to empty. 
Laran disliked the look of the Tharg, the barbaric human tribes. They wore cracked elk and deer hide leather tunics and pants dried with little or no animal fat, which would have kept them supple had they rubbed it in when curing it. Instead, the wild peoples who made up nearly all the Tharg consumed the fatty proteins to help them survive the bitter winter season with the added heat their bodies would produce from the substance.
Every Tharg wore a thick coating of black and white paint that divided face and body into two shades from forehead to feet, and they wrapped small to large patches of black wolf hide around female breasts and stitched the tails of the animals on the front of some of the men’s faded wolf hide loincloths to dangle between their legs. But the clothing was not the cause of his disquiet. Nor did it cause him unease to view the carved finger bones tied into some few of the male’s hair or the knucklebones wrapped around the Tharg’s muscular biceps in wide bands.
Such garb was the same primitive clothing he had grown accustomed to from seasons of repelling attacks from the warlike tribes. No, what they had donned did not bother him. Something else did, but what?
Their movements. The way they moved had changed somehow.
Quickly he scanned the leading edge of unordered rows, typical of the deep-woods tribes, as they raced ahead of each other for the honor of delivering the first blow upon the battlefield.
Nothing strange about that.
Watching the first lines pass the halfway mark, it came to him. Not a single man or woman ran. No one sprinted across the cleared ground before the outer wall of Durniss Keep for the glory of the first blow, which was decidedly odd. How had he not noticed right away? There was something even more blatant. No one marched either—they lumbered. Hundreds upon hundreds of the barbarian Tharg shuffled forward as if they had suddenly grown old and weak all at once, but were too stubborn to stop moving.
Looking farther away, Laran spotted figures moving through the sparser trees, growing out from the darkening forest at the same rate as the unordered rows. A slow, shuffling gait, as if they, too, were too fatigued to go on, only moving by sheer determination. What happened to them? He wondered, awe filling him. Every man and woman of the Tharg had always been fierce, eager for battle. What changed?
Near him, Alina drew a sharp breath. “There are children with them!”
Laran glanced along the rows, stopping when he found the source of her distress. Shorter, lithe shapes bobbed in and out of sight, shuffling along like their elder counterparts in eerie silence, which was another thing that ground at his senses. The Tharg should have come charging across the clearing, wailing battle cries that promised a blunt death to those that had caused their battle frenzy after the first view.
Here, the first sighting should have been the duke and well over two-thirds of the keep’s soldiers and Laran’s little group of seven spread out along the wall’s four-man-wide granite top. But the ground below echoed back only the inexorable scraping of countless feet. Leather strapping lashed their wooden and stone-tipped hammers and cudgels in place, hanging unused at many a hip.
Laran leaned back from the crenellated archer wall built atop the one-and-half-story-high outer wall surrounding Durniss Keep, and he caught the black-bearded duke’s eye. “When did they start bringing their young to battle?” Duke Durniss had been repelling the wild Tharg, protecting his people since he was a boy, when the untimely death of his father at the hands of the Tharg had thrust the dukedom upon him.
Duke Durniss glanced at the field sharply, frowning. “Blast, bloody blast!” he swore. “Have they gone mad? I refuse to slay children!”
Alina came near and reached for Laran’s hand, then withdrew it, stepping away hastily. Laran did not blame her. He had faithfully kept the secret of her sister’s existence from her, from everyone, to keep her and the rest of the town safe. But at what cost? Losing her was too high a price, and he hoped with everything he had inside him it would not come to that. He would bury his own steel in his flesh if it came to that.
Alina turned away, gazing out at the fields below to cover an action that had become routine over the seasons. “Perhaps that is the point, coming from those barbarians!” she said. Her words, though spoken low, came out a hiss forced through her clenched jaw. “I cannot, I will not, use wide area bursts of the Flow upon them. Not with the risk of hitting a child. I am reduced to single targets, which is grossly inefficient against such numbers.”
Farther along the wall, Arelya strode to Laran. Bareck came soon after. “Bareck and I do not believe even the Tharg would bring a child to be executed in the field. Some other need must have brought them here.”
“Then what—” Durniss started to say.
“We have no way of knowing why they come,” Bareck said, interrupting. “But with the wee ones here, the tide of the battle has turned dark before it has even started.”
Sitting down with her back to the wall, the hood of her green cloak pulled low, Nuri laughed. “You think? That is precisely why they brought them! Kill them before they touch us. Standing here atop this wall while they creep close enough to get their hands on us is daft.”
What an odd way to put it, Laran thought. Then he put it from his mind. Marching along the west wall, he gave commands to the archers interspersed among the soldiers under his charge. “Do not release until it is a certain hit! Make every arrow count!”
Pacing near the northern corner, Commander Dorn picked up his cries and strode toward the east, where commander Esen would meet him at the northeast corner. He would then relay instructions to the southern wall where Duke Durniss carried on the commands or gave new ones if the flow of battle required it. Surrounded by so many Tharg, changed commands would certainly come.
The thought of having to fight against the young and very young sickened him. He empathized with his lifeheart’s distress. The men atop the wall did not like it either. Their grumbles followed him as he reversed direction, repeating his commands.
Nearing the portcullis constructed closer to the southern side than the northern, one of his soldiers, a young clean-faced archer of only twenty seasons, stopped him by stepping away from his crenulation. “Why are they waiting, my lord?”
Laran glanced past him. The Tharg had come to a standstill just out of bow range. Row after row, the enemy stood silent and still. “Return to your post, soldier,” Laran said loudly enough for those near to hear. “Do not draw and fire until your arrow is certain to find its mark with fatal accuracy,” he said, reiterating his previous order.
“Yes, my lord! Please excuse me, my lord,” the young archer said, hurrying back into position.
Calling out the same commands, Laran continued along the wall, coming back to where he started. Alina glanced at him as he stopped beside her and again scanned the rows of statuesque Tharg. Like the archer, he wondered why they waited. He looked for Arelya, the one person who might can tell him. With Bareck blocking the view, Laran found her only by leaning back from the wall a little. Bow at the ready, Arelya had squeezed in with a group of defenders, mostly archers, who covered the portcullis.
“Something is coming,” Alina said.
Laran stared at his lifeheart as he returned to his original position. “You had Arelya check,” he said, more as a statement than a question. “How big and how many?”
Alina did not look at him. “That is uncertain. My sister described it as a moving darkness. It frightened her since she could not get a solid sense of what it is.”
Beyond the Tharg within the trees, nothing stood out. Whatever the darkness was, the tribes of wild men and women and children likely waited for it. “And her sense of the Tharg? What of them?”
“Similar, but different in a way hard to describe. The Tharg darkness seems more rigid, as if all have suddenly become stoic somehow, less terrible, but still bad.”
Laran again stared. Again, Alina refused to make eye contact. His lifeheart had to be wondering how one darkness could be worse than another. Did he want to know?
Alina looked at him after a time. Her lovely green eyes were wide. “We shall soon see what we face. The shadows within the tree line have darkened.”
A glance revealed the reality of her words. Darkness slipped from the shadows of the forest along the tree line. Sleek and powerful, hundreds of black wolves padded forward on silent paws, their wolf’s eyes glowing with a radiance as dark as their fur. Behind them, the bigger shapes of black bears interspersed with smaller though fierce wolverines. Spreading out, they, too, halted outside of bow range, lining up beside the Tharg as far as Laran could see.
Within the forest, a dark oblong cloud rose above it and moved toward the keep.
At the tree line, something big detached from the shadows. Standing on the other side of Alina, Nuri laughed without mirth. “Good luck killing that.”
A massive shape leaped out from the shadows after the bears. Higher and wider than the tallest warhorse, the creature stalked into the light of the late morning sun. Scales of armor-like plating covered its elongated lizard-like body to the neck, where a cougar’s fierce, tawny head snapped at the world around it, displaying abundant menacing teeth. A dragonlion, and a huge one. Another followed, and another after it, all larger than any Laran had heard of or seen personally. Moving quickly with a sinuous deadly grace, the three dragonlions slipped through the rows of Tharg tribes, the way opening only as they came close. The colossal beasts were on a direct route to the southern portcullis.
A disturbance broke out at the northwestern corner. The dark oblong cloud had reached the wall and swarmed along it east and south. Men and women screamed atop the wall as the cloud came close, moving toward Laran and his companions with uncanny speed. The cloud of black vultures larger than the great eagles clawed and bit at eyes, scalps, and throats, their bird eyes glowing darkly. Those warriors without helms dropped to the limestone walkway in clusters. Blinded, some fell over the crenellated wall, trying to get away from the silent aerial attacks of white-hot agony.
Swatting a vulture hovering above Nuri into two pieces, Laran opened a conduit to Alina, but she already had the radiant white-blue ball of power covering her raised right hand. A gigantic sphere trailing a white-blue tail like a comet soared from her hand and tore through the swarm. Vultures exploded to ash. Burning feathers floated down from those farthest from the raging inferno as it sailed nearly the length of the western wall before losing energy. It got small at the end, then vanished.
But it had given them a precious respite. “Everyone!” he yelled. “Use your shield atop your head, anything you can find to protect you from the scavengers!” Without his having to ask, Bareck took up the call. Soon he heard his commands repeated down the line.
Scraping and tearing at the crenellated wall, a dragonlion clawed its way onto the walkway after a powerful leap from below. Oddly, a Tharg warrior woman sat upon its back. Instead of charging, the beast gathered its great haunches under it and leaped to the ground beyond the portcullis.
Bow in hand, Arelya ran to the inner pony wall and looked into the fields surrounding the keep. “They are going for the gate!” she shouted, drawing and firing an arrow from the quiver on her back.
“Archers, target the neck of the dragonlion,” Bareck shouted.
Laran opened a conduit to Alina, but failed. The great river of power had vanished. Confused, he closed it and reopened it. Raging with the frothy whiteness he knew so well, the Flow filled his tube. Alina drew from it before it had filled, pulling a great surge into herself. Dashing to the edge, Alina released a comet ball behind the portcullis below.
Nuri appeared behind his lifeheart. The glint of steel in the young woman’s hand caught his eye as she lifted a long knife chest high. Glancing around, she noticed him looking and smiled. Abruptly turning, the young woman carved a vulture into two feathery pieces just before it sank its claws into his lifeheart’s head with a skill he both admired and was unaware she possessed.
Laran had no time to smile back. The Tharg marched forward as the two other dragonlions scrabbled atop the wall. The swarm had regrouped. Though half the size, they were still formidable and swooped toward him. He did not know which way to turn.
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Chapter fifty-six








No Frothing River


NURI SMILED AT LARAN AND then sliced through the scavenger the Offspring within her had commanded to attack the target User, Alina, as a feint with the outcome of eliminating a powerful threat to its existence. Nuri then lowered the sharp instrument as the Offspring took stock of the situation. The Offspring disliked the necessity of terminating one of the controlled, especially one of those of higher neuron functions—without so many base instincts—when the One Mind was not in feeding range and could not benefit from the action. But it had little choice. Revealing its symbiotic existence inside the host, Nuri, was not something it would do unless it believed the host’s companions were too weak to stop it. 
The Offspring had sent the telepathic command for the first dragonlion—a gray-colored beast with black outlining the edges of its scales—to climb the wall and draw attention to itself, believing Laran distracted. The path chosen for the additional benefit of the sun’s rays lancing into human eyes. Unfortunately, the humanoid Laran had looked at his mate right at the exact moment when the Offspring had set out to carry out the order given by the One Mind.
The One Mind’s explicit command was for it to target the most powerful Users for termination with whatever resources it had available, but those means were dwindling quickly. The Offspring did not have to require the host to look over the wall to know the User had destroyed its pet, the first dragonlion it compelled to the gate. Though wary of losing others, it sent out another command. The One Mind’s last contact had been forceful. Final domination had commenced.
The Offspring’s last two largest beasties scrabbled up the wall and leaped onto the walkway. Their massive claws clicked noisily on the granite as they clawed for purchase within the tiny cracks of precision-cut masonry constructed by humans to keep humans at bay. The petty wall was only a minor deterrent to one of the One Mind’s wrested.
The One Mind had wrested control of many of the natural and unnatural creatures of Astura away from the Great Shadow some time ago and given them to its Offspring for slaying Users. This Offspring—the one who had latched on to Nuri’s organs and motor control ways and now had mobility derived from the new adult and not from the child the One Mind had provided—had become attached to its pets within the domain of the Tangled Forest and disliked losing them.
Wrested away from the shadow or compelled by stumbling into the Offspring’s original trap within the Tangled Forest, it made no difference.
Over time, hidden away in its grotto in the forest’s heart, the Offspring had developed telepathic control over its pets. There, it had been content to stay within that domain, communing wordlessly with its beasts with only the occasional run-in with foolhardy humans who wandered too close to its lair deep in the heart of the twisted terrain. Those it had fed to its favored pets. Then, the elder remnant had come along and demanded it assist with the destruction of all Users in the valley. At first, the Offspring had resisted. But after losing its most precious pet to the elder there on behalf of the One Mind, the younger Offspring had relented.
As the scavengers swooped along the wall, the second dragonlion, a rust-colored beast, raked the defenders above the portcullis off the wall with wide swings of its great spiked tail. That cleared the way for the third one, which had aquamarine colorings on the edges of its thick gray scales. The Offspring thought of them only as Rust and Aquamarine, denoting them by their markings.










…
CONNECTED IN SO MANY WAYS with the Offspring with both neural pathways and inner organs, Nuri sensed the weight of riders on the dragonlions, a burden not familiar to the wrested, and only tolerated because of the flayed instinctual mind controlled by darkness and then taken over by something alien and equally dark. A Tharg archer, a female, sat atop the big red-scaled male dragonlion, though she fired no arrows from the bow strapped at her back. Nor did she carry any with her, only the bow. The smaller but faster aquamarine-scaled female dragonlion carried a male atop her sleek back who had no weapon. Nor did the mindless humans need one.
They were the weapon.
Nuri wondered at the Offspring’s boldness. One blast of power from the User Alina had ended one of its oldest pets. What if they lost another? Did it really matter? The parent of the offspring inside Nuri controlled the mindless Tharg that surrounded the keep, and the cloud of birds made berserk by the Offspring’s telepathic rip-and-tear frenzy had significant numbers left to do damage. The wolves and bears below would go into the same state when the time came. Though unknown to those who fought so valiantly to defend the keep, they had little chance of surviving.
Once the area swept clear, the aquamarine dragonlion leaped over the side of the wall to the ground below in one swift movement. Sliding down the shoulder of the dragonlion, the Tharg woman dismounted clumsily, nearly falling as her knee-high leather boots scraped the stone of the bulwark. Her features blank of emotion, the woman came toward them. Behind, the red dragonlion leaped over the balustrade, taking the same path as the blue had.
“Whoever has a projectile left, fire at the dragonlions!” Laran shouted.
The human woman Khiminay, a User to a lesser extent than the one Nuri’s Offspring was to destroy, shouted from the east side of the rampart wall. “Too late!”
Dragging one leg a half step behind, the woman shuffled forward.
As the Tharg woman started past Dorn, who wore the heavy armor of a commander of Durniss Keep, he grabbed her hair and put a dagger to her throat. “That’s far enough—” he said, the arm with the weapon falling slack to his side. He followed the woman, his gait matching hers.
Sword in hand, Laran strode toward them. “Stop where you are, woman! Dorn, kill her if she keeps coming.”
Neither one responded.
Just a little closer, Nuri thought. Once Casan’s not father consumed into the Over Mind, the Offspring would deal with the User.
Streaking across the walkway, a red missile slammed into Commander Dorn’s chest, knocking him from his feet. “Laran! The great enemy has them!” Khiminay screamed.
Laran dashed forward and lopped the woman’s head off, then circled around the bodies. “No one touch them!” he shouted.
“The Tharg are at the gate!” Arelya shouted.
Laran grabbed Bayne’s good arm as he moved to the east wall. “Pass the command. Save your arrows for the Tharg, only the Tharg,” he said. Bayne nodded and sprinted off, already shouting.
Laran ran to the eastern wall and looked over, Alina and Durniss at his heels. Nuri followed, staying close to Alina. Below, the dragonlions gripped the chains in their powerful jaws and lifted the portcullis up. A pile of soldiers lay dead around them, even though several arrows stuck under the plating and some in the neck fat of the dragonlions. Wolves loped through.
The Offspring noted the human leader Laran, the not-parent of Casan, opened a conduit to the Flow. “Alina, seal the gate!”
The Light User Alina’s right hand glowed with a white radiance and then winked out. “Laran, something’s wrong! I cannot access the Flow!”
Nuri smiled, seeing their dilemma. The power source the Users relied on was empty. No frothing river of power raged beneath the land. In its place, there was only inert soil and bedrock.
The Offspring was pleased.
Drawing a deep breath, Casan’s not-father shouted the command to fall back to the keep.
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Chapter fifty-seven








One Chance


AS LARAN REMOVED THE HEADS of two more Tharg warriors, Alina installed a blazing light wall in front of the deranged enemy. Though it flickered violently for longer than a heartbeat, it stabilized this time and expanded to half the length of the field. The men, women, and children of the Tharg shuffled onward, unknowing of its existence or beyond knowing. Controlled, they would continue on, as unthinking as dark creations. Alina had seen it with her own eyes. The great enemy’s power would be hard for anyone to believe if not for the behavior of the wild peoples and animals of the valley. Interspersed within the mindless Tharg, black wolves stalked, slinking sinuously along, seeking the opportunity to tear into those already fighting for their lives and self-awareness. The rest of the forest beasts stormed the wall battlements, destroying all defenders who had no escape path available to them. Only a partial bell after they had fled into the fields behind the outer keep wall, the unbalanced animals had overrun the battlement stairs, gaining full access to the defenders. Some of those atop the wall had resorted to dropping into the inner fields only to break a leg, or both, which made them easy prey for the wolves or Tharg. Those the Tharg touched joined the crowd, crawling after the untouched defenders with blank singlemindedness. Those the animals attacked ended with brutal savagery. Nuri’s parents died together, taken down by cougars as they fought side by side. The young woman seemed in shock, showing no emotion while watching it happen. 
From there, those soldiers and servants left living retreated hastily from the wall and into the fields of fava beans, kale, and collard, but the retreat had not come without heavy damage. The Tharg streamed through the portcullis and shuffled toward them and some of those vagabonds from Porta Town who sought protection behind the keep wall. The only bright side had come when the dragonlions left immediately after securing the two portcullises.
Now, with the Flow fizzling out intermittently and the enemies’ ranks swelling with each passing moment, their situation bordered on doomed. They needed space to flee while saving as many lives as possible.
Alina looked around in desperation. “Khiminay! Help me extend the light barrier!”
Another wall, a translucent crimson one, sprang up beside Alina’s own, which now covered nearly the north-to-south distance within the wide courtyard. Oblivious, the Tharg shuffled on. The first of them struck the barrier and burst into pillars of fire. Unlike someone uncontrolled, the Tharg continued on for a few steps before human muscles burned away and they fell, some still crawling forward a pace or two. “Everyone, run! We cannot hold them long!”
Khiminay’s crimson wall sputtered and then dissipated. “There are too many and the Flow is failing!”
“Over here, all of you! Back to the keep!” Duke Durniss shouted from the top steps of the keep’s entrance. One-armed Bayne, Mack Longhollow, the merchant Thon, and Jonah Atwater and his three men gathered their wind beside Durniss. Several armed and unarmed townspeople of Kell and Porta Town and a few of the keep’s soldiers and those without armaments streamed through the double entrance doors.
The six of them ran, Khiminay and Nuri in the lead. Bareck and Arelya were next. Laran grabbed her hand and pulled her faster. As they climbed the steps, a soldier pushed one side of the keep’s entrance doors closed, forcing the thinning crowd to use the remaining one as they charged up the steps two at a time.
“Inside!” Duke Durniss shouted. “Hurry! We cannot hold for long!” Alina wanted to protest; there were still people out there needing her help, but Laran pulled her through the only open door. Two soldiers stood ready to close it behind them. Wrenching her hand away, Alina spun around, reaching for the Flow. Mercifully, it was there. Bears, cougars, wolverines, even badgers and squirrels and the slower- moving Tharg converged on the steps.
Though the Flow was there, it seemed shallow. She cleared a wide strip at the stairs base with a ball of white fire. “All of you, come inside now!”
No one argued. The duke fled inside and everyone followed. Once the last one entered, the two soldiers slammed the door closed and threw the crossbar. Heavy thuds from outside bounced the iron stud nearly high enough to clear its brackets. A soldier pushed it back in place using his strength to keep it down, but the thudding from outside continued, knocking him backward some from the force of it. Two other soldiers joined him with the same result.
Torin dashed to the soldiers holding a long piece of rope. Wrapping it around the bracket and one end of the studs, he tossed the rest in front of the three struggling men and then zipped behind them, secured it to the other side, and tied it off with a square knot.
One by one, the three soldiers nodded their thanks to the boy and went to stand near Durniss for further commands. Clad as Torin was with the gold-and-black-colored vest and black kell-leather pants of Durniss Keep livery, Alina had almost mistaken him for a servant, many of whom now stood about the room, most grouped together and looking frightened. They were wise to be. The Black Wolf Valley had succumbed to a nightmare.
Torin did as the three armored men had, though he stood back. His wiry frame shifted from foot to foot, causing the toes and heels of his boots to scuff softly across the gray limestone flooring as he looked about the room. Not with fright mirrored in round eyes, but with concern for how to help those he cared about staying alive.
Durniss had seen what Alina had. “Come here, boy,” he said, his black-bearded face grim. “The enemy will break through soon, and I require a great service from you.”
As Torin brushed back his long brown hair, which revealed a new excitement shining within his dark agate eyes. His large biceps rippled with strength. “You have but to ask, sire,” he said, his words only slightly marred by the trembling of his lips.
The duke’s features softened, but not for long. “Lead everyone to the secret escape path you discovered the first week I brought you into my household,” he said, his expression growing as grim as his words. “Take the shortest route and do not delay. There is no time to spare.”
Torin’s lips quivered again, as if he warred within himself about how he should respond, but he mastered it quickly. “Aye, my lord.” He turned to face those crowded within the room. “All of you, follow me as close as you can. We move fast from here.”
The gold-and-black livery of the servants crowded behind Torin. Bayne and Mack gathered those few that remained from the battle at the Silver River Inn and the town of Kell—too few—and got them going. Though a hardy folk, most were now dull-eyed with grief.
His piercing eyes serious, the gray-haired merchant Thon saluted Durniss with his bared longsword. Slipping his weapon into the scabbard at his side, he, too, turned and faced the townspeople and guards. “You all heard the boy. Go! I shall guard our retreat.”
The thudding outside the heavy doors ceased.
As the crowd filed into a side passage from the greeting room, Alina drew from the Flow and set a barrier wall in front of the main entrance, stretching it between two pillars in a half-square formation that would trigger it on contact from the front and sides. As it faded to invisibility, she looked at her sister. “How long do we have?”
Arelya unfocused her eyes. A heartbeat later, they were back to normal as she spun to look at those moving deeper within the keep. “Not long enough.”
Nuri flashed a nervous smile. “What do you mean? Surely the door will hold; the enemy has stopped pounding.”
Arelya nodded, her green eyes round. “They have, for a dire reason. They make way for a pair of the largest bears I have ever seen.”
As Alina caught her breath at her sister’s words, she glimpsed Nuri smiling, which seemed odd. Before she could verify with a closer look, the girl turned away to join the end of the line, which moved abysmally slow even though all did their best to hurry.
A thunderous crash rocked the iron doors, then another. The middle bracket bent outward and the fine dust of stressed stone billowed downward.
“Move, people!” Bareck shouted with such volume he elicited a small cloud of dust of his own from a nearby pillar.
With an enormous boom, the crossbar flew into the room from bent and mangled brackets. The doors sprang inward and slammed against the inside wall with an enormous clang. Almost without pause, a massive bear charged inside, followed by another.
The first bear to reach Alina’s unseen wall burst into flame with a flash of blinding light. The grizzly lashed out blindly with its long, fierce claws, raking the second bear across the snout as it moved forward. Slabs of raw bear flesh peeled away. The second grizzly, nearly as large as the first, kept unaffected by the blow. The white flame spread to both, and the stark scent of burning meat filled the room.
Behind the brown bears, cougars and wolves stalked inside. Arelya tugged Alina by the arm. “We have to go now!”
Alina reached for the Flow, intending to set another white flame barrier, but there was nothing there. “The Flow has failed again; everyone run!”
Khiminay echoed her cry. “The Flow is inaccessible right now. Come on!”
Again they ran, this time to the stairwell. Just inside the entrance, Bareck, Laran, Durniss, and seven of the duke’s soldiers stopped as one, as if all had received a signal known only to them. The rest continued to the bottom of the stairs.
Alina slid to a stop too, three stairs down from Laran and the duke. “You are going to make a stand here,” she observed over the backs of soldiers and Thon, who stood one step up. Bareck stood on the other side of the merchant.
Duke Corval Durniss drew his sword, a long wide blade passed down from his father and his grandfather before him. “The people need more time. Perhaps if you or Miss Khiminay could come up here and toss a flaming wall or fireball out there, or both, I would be grateful.”
Laran spoke first. “The Flow is accessible, but it is just not there, as if it somehow dried up. I do not understand it,” he admitted, leaning out of the entryway to look about the room. “Here they come! Battle formation!”
With space for only four men abreast, Durniss, Laran, and two of the silver-armored door guards stood together as the frontline defense of a half dozen wolves and cougars sprang at them with an eerie quietness. Laran dispatched a cougar with a quick slice to the back of its neck as Duke Durniss jabbed his sharp sword into the neck of a wolf that gnashed its teeth together as if biting at air.
The soldiers took two more wolves down with a series of strokes that left each person panting. Behind them, black bears lumbered forward, two rows of them.
“Switch left front line,” Bareck shouted. Trading places with a soldier, he looked at the woman who had swapped with the other soldier, the one who had fought the wolves. Her brown eyes were large and round.
“I would give much for a pike or halberd right now,” she said.
Bareck faced forward. “Quick jabs only, soldier. Try to go for an organ and stay away from their quick reach.”
“I will give it my best, smith,” the woman said, though the tone of her voice sounded uncertain.
Four black bears charged ahead, instinctively singling out those on the front. Again, Laran and Duke Durniss lashed out with their swords, dropping the beasts, but only after their weight carried them forward, pushing the men back a stair. Bareck dropped the bear who came at him, with one well-placed hammer swing atop its head.
The woman slashed at the waving paw of the bear. She cut into it deeply, but its strength pulled her weapon from her hand as the bear rose. Its wide maw bit into her head with a sickening crunch. Even as the woman dropped, the bear moved on, ravaging the next soldier. With a mighty swing, Bareck crushed its skull. As he did so, a cougar sailed past him, its front paws striking Arelya in the chest.
The force of its leap knocked her backward, taking those below downward.
Bellowing with rage, Bareck leaped down the stairs and clubbed the big cat into the corridor wall, where it left a dark red streak as it fell. With his free hand, he pulled Arelya to her feet.
“I am all right,” Arelya assured him.
Wolves flowed in the space he had vacated.
“Bareck, behind you!” Alina shouted, reaching for the Flow. But as before, there was nothing.
Turning, Bareck clubbed at wolves, his big hammer flailing back and forth. Beyond them, yellow eyes came forth.
Jonah Atwater’s two sentries dashed into the space Bareck had cleared, one behind the other.
“Fall back!” Laran shouted. “More come!”
“Delay that command!” Duke Durniss shouted. “Laran, lead them to safety! My men and I will hold them as long as we can!”
Laran stabbed another bear. As it fell, the room grew dark with the rows of animals stalking forward. Behind them, the Tharg shuffled in, blocking light from the doorway. Squirrels ran underfoot and then booted with a swift kick. Their numbers grew, making it harder to keep them away. Slicing through several rodents and piercing another wolf, Laran stepped back. A silver-armored male soldier took his place.
“Do not play the hero overlong, Corval. I expect most all of you to make an ordered retreat and rejoin us at your escape tunnel,” Laran said.
Using his booted foot, Duke Corval Durniss kicked a black bear off his sword. “Go! We shall come right after you!”
Jonah spoke to his desert warriors. “Give us a quarter bell, no more, if you can.”
The corridor ran straight for over two hundred yards under the keep, then down an extensive set of stairs to an underground crossroads where three other passages beckoned.
“Left!” Laran shouted from behind.
Alina sprinted down the dimly lit left passage without slowing. Not far in, the corridor opened into a cavern of unknown size where a torch lit stone bridge—narrow and without side rails—arched across a dark chasm. Alina raced across the precarious channel, keeping her eyes fixed on her path.
Once across, Alina slid to a halt in surprise. All those who had marched ahead had gathered. “Torin? Why have you not used the escape tunnel?”
As the others behind her arrived, Torin appeared out of the dimness and took her by the hand. “I have no way of opening it.”
“Is it locked? Break it open—we do not have long.”
The crowd parted as the young boy took her to the back of the cavern. “Behold our escape path,” he said, pointing.
There, between the dim light of two round topaz glimmer shards the size of a man’s fist, a russet crystal gateway rose higher than Laran when he stood at full height. There were two symbols inlaid with a swirling pattern three-fourths of the way up from the bottom of each one.
Alina frowned. The soft sound of familiar steps coming toward her told her what she needed to know without taking her eyes off what lay ahead. “Laran, open a conduit to me and pray to the Great Mother there is enough to open the gateway.”
Laran could not hold back a moan. “Alas, it is still dry. I have tried and tried.”
“I do not care if you get sick of trying. Do as I ask! Our lives depend on it!”
Laran gazed at her unblinkingly for several moments and then raised his left palm horizontally to the floor, the tube filling almost before conjoining with his hand.
Alina accepted the conduit. Ignoring the emptiness where the great river of power used to flow, she searched upriver, toward the source, as far as her awareness would go. Nothing. Not a drop of energy nowhere. Moving downstream produced the same result. But it gave her an idea. Returning her awareness to herself, she found only Laran and the boy, Torin, who stood protectively near a group of the duke’s household children. “Where is my sister? Where did the adults go?”
“They are defending the bridge. The animals come,” Laran said, taking a step back the way they had come. “We will give you more time. Perhaps the Flow will return before we can no longer hold.”
Alina shook her head. “Too dangerous. The Tharg will come and make you mindless. Tell Bareck to destroy the crossing with that big thumper of his. Then we find a way to open the gate or we throw ourselves into the chasm with the last of our thirsting strength. Got it? Go!”
Laran trotted off without argument.
Alina turned to the group of Durniss Keep’s legacy. “Torin, I need you to bring Arelya to me as quick as possible. It is very important. I shall guard those in your care until you come back.”
Like Laran, Torin sped away.
The group of children huddled together in fright, servants mostly, but a few wore the opulence of house Durniss, the black wolf crest sewn on gold-trimmed tunics or dress. The irony of the black wolf turning on the keep was not lost on Alina.
Pulling Arelya by her hand, Torin dashed up beside her. “Master Bareck believes the bridge will collapse soon, but the Tharg are coming right behind the bears. Where is the duke, my lady? No one will tell me.”
Alina took Arelya’s hand gently from Torin. “The duke will come join us when he can. We can only hope it is soon.”
Torin looked at his feet, then straightened with resolve. As a group, the children came near and crowded around him in silence.
Alina released Arelya’s hand and slipped an arm around her shoulder. “I need your help sister, and quickly.”
“What do you want me to do?”
“Can you follow me with your sense? Like when you search outward with your mind and touch upon the instincts of animals? Only this time we use my ability and then we go where I go?”
Though Alina could not see much beyond the shadows of Arelya’s face, she felt her younger sister’s eyes upon her. “What you ask I would have not thought possible before your son came along with me outside of the town of Kell, which seems so long ago now. I shall attempt it with all I have.”
Alina gave a quick squeeze to Arelya’s shoulder. “That is all I seek, dear one.” Reaching for the Flow, she found only emptiness where the river once flowed, as before. This time, Alina pushed her will downstream, moving along the dry bed of the great river of power. But the deep pools created from mini waterfalls rolling over something hard no longer abounded; not a droplet of energy remained. Still, she moved on, checking—hoping—for a single lonesome strand.
With her limit reached, Alina’s will floated in place as she wondered what to do. Every man, woman, and child would die. Or worse, lose the capability for cogent thought. That thought frightened her more than the prospect of dying. About to return to herself, a warm awareness touched her own. Arelya. Taking Alina downriver, her sister pushed on. Before long, Alina realized this journey that her sister took her on differed vastly from a simply accessing the Flow. And far more powerful.
Floating just above the naturally formed chasm that the keep’s waste system flowed into from many places, they sensed the minds of countless rodents intent on finding food. Soon, they left the underground cavern and their surroundings expanded. The battle on the walls still raged, though only a few, too few, fought on. Fatigue and fright were foremost on their minds. The minds of the beasts who attacked them were raw, instinctive rage and nothing else. Arelya shied away from them. The Tharg were worst of all. Blackness, dark and resolute, swarmed for them whenever the sisters got close.
Moving faster, they came to the edge of the forest and moved south. A league from the keep, they found the river. Alina drew to capacity, rejoicing. Now they could escape—if Laran, Bareck, Durniss, and the others had given them the time. With a fervency that was nearly palpable in her present state, she hoped the delay of searching for the Flow had not been too costly.
With no actual way to let Arelya know they had completed the task, Alina drew her awareness back to herself. For a moment, her senses reeled as her body and the neurons controlling her rebalanced to the immediate surroundings. Then the screams of children flooded her hearing.
Along with their screams of warning, many of the children pointed at the arched bridge behind Alina. Letting go of her sister and twisting around, the source of their screams stole Alina’s breath. Sleek and powerful, a full-grown tawny mountain lion raced toward the two of them unimpeded. With incredible dexterity, the big cat leaped without slowing.
Intent on sinking its sharp-clawed paws into Arelya’s unprotected spine, surprise took the fierce cat when Torin shouldered it in the side with a strong leap of his own. Thrown from its trajectory, the mountain lion landed beside the gate on all fours and slid toward the gateway.
A second cougar trailed by a smaller, but no less fierce, lynx bore down on them as Arelya finally looked around. Behind the animals, Nuri strode toward them. The golden-skinned cat faced Torin and then charged. With blurring sped, Torin drew a long dagger from somewhere under his livery. Changing course at the last minute, the mountain lion reached for Arelya. Alina raised her hand, preparing a missile of Light to fire upon the beast, but the other two big cats had drawn near. It was too close to judge which animal would get to them first.
Torin threw the dagger with the blinding accuracy and agility of one raised on the streets, sinking it to the hilt behind the great cat’s shoulder and low at the breast. Lighting up the dim cavern with a brilliant white radiance, Alina’s missile struck the second mountain lion full in the breast as it leaped and blasted it end over end into the chasm.
Sprinting past Nuri, Laran ran after the lynx, though he would not get to it in time. Alina’s second missile blasted the tufted-eared cat the way of the cougar before. Each Use of the Flow depleted her more than expected since there was no way to replenish the supply. Just to be certain, Alina reached for the Flow, but it was gone. Only by doing it would she discover if there was a sufficient amount remaining within her to open the gateway. There would only be one chance at it.
Laran stopped. Putting his left palm facing the rough limestone path, he frowned. “How did you manage that? Did the Flow return only to dry up again?”
Alina opened her mouth to explain when Arelya interrupted. “Bareck has at last collapsed the bridge, but it may not be enough. The night flyers come.”
Alina glanced at those who had grouped at the bridge. Most strolled leisurely toward the rest of them, their work complete. Above them, high up where the natural light of a jagged opening shone through, a black cloud swarmed inside. Blood bats. “Everyone prepare! Another attack comes from above!” Alina shouted as loud as her voice permitted. Turning her back on night flyers that somehow flew in the bright light of day, she released her one chance upon the amber gateway.
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Chapter fifty-eight








Foreboding


FORTY-EIGHT BELLS. TWO DAYS AND nights had passed since leaving the Tharg at the Black Wolf Valley with one of its offspring and flying back to the Citadel. Landing on the ledge of the immense iron doors the colossal dark creation had opened for them, Jade expected the One Mind to dismount the black dragon. Instead, the creature remained on the beast’s scaly back as it descended into the Gap of Thundering Darkness two long, nightmarish days and nights ago. At least Jade thought of some bells that had passed deep within the Dark Citadel as night, though there had been no difference in light. Only the rectangular glimmer shard the One Mind held to keep her alive—to keep the host alive—provided its defiant, precious radiance. The black dragon needed no luminosity to guide the way. The large warden-like orbs of the beast illuminated even absolute darkness to a radiant red, picking out thermal heat quickly and easily as it brightened to a phosphorescent green within its vision. 
The gap had been its home and where it came to feed.
The One Mind used the abilities of the creature to the fullest. Once the dragon had gorged itself on the bat-like flyers, it crawled along the narrow ledge deep underground, bringing its master within reach of the flyers as they hung by their three-clawed feet from the cavern ceiling in slumber.
Judging from the controlled dragonlions, and the rock beetles it had called out from their lairs—an event the hapless General Karnas had set in motion months ago—the One Mind no longer desired to wait for the controlled to spread by single contact. The alien infesting her body laboriously touched flyers on through the night, gathering control of the beasties quickly.
The uncontrolled flyers had eventually woken. Then, flying deeper into the gap and the caverns below the Dark Citadel, they feasted on ingrots, those that the One Mind had not yet controlled or had left there to convert the others upon contact.
Waiting for the flyers to return the first day, the One Mind commanded the dragon to a dark pool of liquid, where it filled a flask. Then the dragon flew and crawled farther along and within the gap to where squat, round-bellied creatures dwelled. There, the dragon pinned down three of them at a time with its three-membraned claws, which kept their swordlike tongues from piercing the host body as the One Mind’s touch gained more controlled for its dark army. At last, after two days in the vast darkness, the One Mind now seemed satisfied with its endeavors, though it had nearly overtaxed its power.
Stuffing the glimmer shard in the leather pouch hanging from Jade’s hip, the One Mind commanded the dragon to fly to the landing above the gap. Disembarking from the beast, they strolled the back hallway that led to the dark gate. Jade wondered where they were going next. The One Mind had clamped down on its control, and there was little to no leakage of its intent of late. The creature within Jade was getting stronger, better at keeping her out. Or her capability to access it was fading. Perhaps both were true? Such thoughts frightened her.
But Jade knew, with a certainty born of familiarity with the tyrannical rulers that her dad had worked for as head of security back on Terra, the One Mind’s patience for stealth had ended. Something big was building inside the twisted neurons of evil darkness that were the alien being she unwillingly hosted. The One Mind was amassing power at an alarming rate, something it had been wary of in the past, for it had limited capacity in the Over Mind for storage. Now it had enough power stored to complete world dominion. The reality of the thought frightened Jade badly. She could think of no way to hamper it. Or even slow it down.
The One Mind marched them through the open courtyard behind the looming presence of the massive dark gate and into the soldier barracks. There, they stopped at the common kitchens, where they kept nine enormous cauldrons warming. All served the same gruel. Dawdling only long enough to stuff a half bowl of the gray substance in Jade’s mouth and wash it down with two mugs of cloudy water, the One Mind crossed the practice yard—deserted, presumably from the lateness of the bell—and strode into the war room.
Lord General Tsan and Generals Deit Sa and lounged in shoddy high-backed chairs haphazardly placed at the map table. The two lesser generals sat next to each other on one side facing General Tsan, who sat at the north end. In their right hands, each gripped a flagon of something dark red poured from a silver pitcher placed at the table’s center. As one, all three scrambled to stand upon metal-shod feet as the One Mind entered.
“Dark Lady, Mistress,” Lord General Tsan said. “I—we—were not expecting you back this late.”
The One Mind ignored his comments. “Have you completed preparations, as commanded?” Jade heard herself ask. The tone of her voice was brisk.
“Of a certainty, Dark Lady,” General Deit Sa said quickly. “The soldiers have stood at the ready for nearly a week now.”
Rinn’s close-shorn hair made her wide blue eyes stand out, and she glanced at the other two generals briefly. “Actually, Dark Lady, Mistress of the Citadel, the soldiers’ standing orders reduced from high to medium after two days when you did not return.”
Rinn’s deep blue eyes widened more, the glint of fright shining in them as the One Mind regarded her in silence.
Deit Sa again spoke quickly. “Medium standby will not delay the muster much.”
Lord General Tsan took a step away from the table’s end. “We shall accomplish full movement in two days, my Dark Lady. You have my word it will happen.”
The One Mind looked at him. “You have until the sun rises.”
“That is only ten bells from now, Dark Lady! With over fifty thousand regular-duty soldiers and half that in reserves, such a feat has never occurred in our history!”
“Perhaps I erred when the three of you kept your cognitive abilities. Have your assurances of following my every command explicitly changed?”
Lord General Tsan straightened, his muscular form going rigid. “Not now, never, my lady! I am yours to command. Always.”
Deit Sa and Rinn glanced at General Tsan briefly before quickly looking to the One Mind and straightening their backs visibly.
Deit Sa’s round face and narrow agate eyes implored one to believe the sincerity of his quick reply. “I have sworn, my lady.”
With her rigid back made more prominent by the vertical tilt of the custom-forged chest armor made specifically for her ample proportions, Rinn spoke up as Deit’s last word faded. “I, too, have sworn my utmost loyalty, Dark Lady.”
The One Mind, the dark lady, the creature using Jade’s body, remained quiet for several heartbeats. Finally, it spoke, the words echoing about the room as if from a great distance. “Do not fail to have the soldiers readied and do not decide future changes, or I shall make an example of you in front of those reduced to medium standby. This is your only warning.” The One Mind looked about the room. “Where is the high commander?”
Though Rinn looked more wide-eyed startled than the other generals, she spoke first. “Do you mean the former master commander—General Garn? He is retained in a holding cell within the barracks.”
“Lead me there.”
Her close-cut white hair as rigid as her back, Rinn nodded her head slightly. “As you wish, Dark Lady.”
“May we all go, my lady?” Lord General Tsan asked. “The barracks are the very place to speed up a soldier’s readiness.”
“Agreed. You males, see to it immediately.”
Lord General Tsan could not keep a frown from marring his smooth forehead at the command, but it vanished almost as soon as it appeared. “We shall see it done, my lady.” Giving a quick salute, he charged through the open doorway. Deit Sa tromped a step or two behind him, his shorter legs nearly running to keep up.
Rinn also strode out into the practice yard, walking at a normal pace. The One Mind followed. Large and heavy dark purple granite carved into cubes and stacked five stories high made up the barracks’ base framework that spread across the huge courtyard behind the dark gate in ten orderly rows on two sides.
Taking the smoothed granite pathway between the two sides, Rinn strode through a flurry of activity. Men and women dressed and half dressed in armor and kell-leather ran along the pathway. Deit Sa and Lord General Tsan marched out of a barrack and into the adjoining one on opposite sides from each other.
General Rinn threaded her way deftly through the crowd and then picked up the pace when it thinned. At the end of the walkway, a wooden door banded with wide black iron straps blocked the way forward into the natural purple granite stone the Dark Citadel’s first builders carved out of the great plateau. Had Jade been in command of herself, she would’ve liked to search for written material describing how the massive fortress’ construction. She loved to read, and history had always fascinated her.
With long halberds standing butt end on the stone floor and gripped in one hand, two male soldiers stood at both sides of the door. Beside them, two others, a man and a woman, wore longswords strapped to their sides. The male soldier equipped with the sword saluted the One Mind’s escort as they came to a standstill. A single red hammer adorned the left shoulder breast of his black armor.
General Rinn returned the salute, though much more quickly than the soldier had. “Why has the guard doubled here, Captain?”
The soldier rested his hand on the pommel of his longsword. “The former master commander is not alone. One of the gray ones brought the hound. I sent the gray to retrieve two who still can think before I would allow the gray hound to pass. Have I overstepped my station? I thought it best to take no chances.”
“How many other cells contain prisoners?” the One Mind asked.
The captain looked at Rinn.
“Answer with alacrity, Captain! Have you gone daft? The Dark Lady has no patience with those who cannot answer promptly when addressed!” General Rinn said, biting off every word.
“Two. There are but two, Dark Mistress, my lady,” the captain said.
“Kill them if they do not to serve me,” the One Mind said. “Go. General Rinn and I shall deal with those you guard.”
After a quick look at the other guards, the captain handed a large black iron key to General Rinn, and the four of them trotted off, heading for another unobtrusive ironbound door cut into a corner.
General Rinn stabbed the key in the keyhole, twisted the lock tumbler, and pulled the door open with one powerful movement. The heavy door slammed into the outside wall with a boom. Chained and manacled to the end wall by his wrists and ankles, Jade’s dad gazed at them with a calmness she wished she felt. The One Mind had likely come to exact his punishment.
Sitting on his haunches beside her dad, Crystalyn’s link mate, Broth, also stared at them, but Jade couldn’t tell if the warden was tranquil or not. Broth’s formerly wondrous hourglass eyes now glowed with a dark radiance that shadowed the entire orbs. Almost as an afterthought, she noted his previously beautiful sienna fur was now gray.
“The Dark Lady, Mistress of the Citadel, shall speak with you, former master commander, General Garn.”
“Former is for me to decide,” the One Mind said.
“But this man killed fifty-eight men and women, Mistress! Your soldiers!”
The One Mind ignored the outburst. “Where are your neurons in the Over Mind, canine? How is it possible to hide them?”
“Broth won’t tell you,” Jade’s dad said. “He can’t.”
This time, the One Mind looked to her dad. Though he had several gashes along his chest, forearms, and one on his right cheek, none were bleeding and all would heal quickly. “Elaborate, parental commander.”
“Not hidden. Lost. The warden has come to me from the simple fact that he senses the familiarity of my daughter about me.”
The One Mind stared at her dad for so long she counted ten blinks of his deep blue eyes. “Again, accessing the Over Mind, there are only limited neurons found. The probability of the majority drifting disseminated is high. Though rare, there have been some instances,” the One Mind finally said. “With the fragments roaming, I have limited communications with the creature. Can it connect with you?”
“Only briefly, by its actions.”
Satisfied with the reply, the One Mind turned to General Rinn. “The parental commander’s strategic capabilities exceed those within the Dark Citadel. Use him. Remove the bindings.”
General Rinn stared, but only briefly. “The keys—a different one for the hands and feet—we keep locked inside a chest in the armory. I must get them from the guard there.”
“Retrieve them. Delay is unacceptable.”
With only a slight widening of her eyes, General Rinn charged off.
The One Mind again regarded Jade’s dad. With every passing moment, Jade feared the creature inhabiting her would touch him. Without him near, as himself, all hope for an end to the alien would die. Resisting it then wouldn’t be possible; she couldn’t do it. “Serve well with the upcoming campaign, Parental Commander,” the One Mind finally said.
“Or what? You will absorb my brain waves? Go ahead, then you’ll have to lead your mindless army yourself. I suspect you have too many plots to handle such a chore as that, though.”
“You are correct. Your neurons shall eventually occupy the Over Mind as storage for the One Mind’s sustenance, as all in this world will do. However, should you fail to serve this final time, the host shall end. Comply, or the host dies,” the One Mind stated matter-of-factly. The alien inflection that rang throughout the cell with the stark words added a foreboding sense of finality.
Her dad lowered his head to his chest in defeat. 
The One Mind was pleased.
Jade’s fear grew.
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Chapter fifty-nine








Storm of Sand


SOUNDLESS, THE RIVER OF POWER flowed into Railee at an unimaginable rate, burning deep within with an astounding intensity. White-hot pain seared her to the core, melting away the icy darkness, the nothingness of before. 
Railee cried out.
Relentlessly, the Flow streamed inside, surging past her heart, running through her veins, filling her to the ends of her capillary nerves. She shrieked, though she heard not the sound of it, only sensed a memory of it, a recollection somewhere in her mind that knew there had to be a release for agony.
Railee felt nothing beyond torment … such PAIN!
A thread of an image flashed into her mind. A quick but vivid picture of a place of warm familiarity. Railee clung to the strand, for it led from burning anguish to the Fields of Sustainment. Nestled in a large stone bowl open to the scorching desert sky of Red Rock, the fields grew along a gentle incline dug by her ancestors for efficient irrigation.
Railee had labored there, swapping infertile soil with nutrient-rich earth brought from wagons parked below the Serene Ponds, a bucketful at a time, with the old dirt left to lie fallow along the shores of the largest of the three. After the daunting task of renewing the fields, Railee had cultivated rows upon rows of precious green foods for her clan, those of Slick Rock.
Without the sustaining supplemental nutrients, the clan’s expectant lifelines would have returned to the red sands much sooner. Even with the Slick Rock Caverns sheltering the clan from the searing heat and the nourishing flow of the Slick Rock underground river, life expectancy had been little longer than her present twenty-five seasons before the fields cultivated by her ancestors. Passed down to those who worked the delicate oasis’ by word of mouth through countless bells of training, a life-sustaining operation secured for generations.
An image came of Railee’s seventh season, a period marked by her bold venture of secretly burning her name into the dried white lizard skin for the rite of running the red sky passage. Railee watched as she again ran through the searing desert sands of early morning, climbed the largest dunes at midday, eluded the lethal white lizards in the early afternoon, and impaled a great black scorpion with her spear at twilight before it impaled her with its pole-sized stinger.
Leaving it to death, Railee climbed the sheer Red Rock face as fast as she dared, racing against the deepening red sky. As the sky darkened to blood red, minutes before shrouding the desert with night, she scaled Pinnacle Rock and retrieved the red shroudin, soaked with the blood of the clan’s ancestral warriors and winning her eligibility to gain her first shroudin, younger than any other had in Red Rock’s exceedingly long memory.
With the shroudin, Railee had gained the right to challenge the clan’s strongest warrior, Kull, at a mere ten seasons.
All over again, Railee viewed her defeat.
For a quarter of a bell, Railee viewed the image of herself exchanging furious blows with the tall and sleek Kull. Many times, the flat of her longsword hastily thrown up, she blocked the warrior’s great scimitar from draining her life’s blood upon the sand, but only just.
Then, though Railee knew the outcome, it still came as a shock when Kull’s large, cruel blade deflected from her longsword and cut deep into her thigh before she could dance away. This time was different. Railee viewed it as a spectator would, watching as blood spewed from her leg, taking her consciousness with it. The image of her small little- self-dropped to the sand like a discarded stone.
The next scene put her within the tents of the healers. Kull stood over her, his big brown eyes shining with concern. Little-girl Railee smiled up at him. The smile he returned failed to cover the great relief she only now noticed on his tanned, black-bearded features.
Then Kull produced the black shroudin, his own, from the front pocket of his brown kell tunic and offered it to her. With much joy, little-girl Railee accepted. Railee had shown her warrior prowess, despite the injury. Even now, the warm sensation of joy and pride flowed through Railee at her accomplishment, dulling the pain lurking in the background of her thoughts.
Next came countless grueling bells of warrior training deep within the desert of the Shimmering Sands. There she met Bronz, competing with him in all things. They learned weapon aggression and defense lessons while squaring off upon the slick rocks of the Roaring Caverns, where one slip meant instant death.
After that came the stealth instruction set within the background of the Serene Ponds. At the ponds, Railee beat Bronz time and again. Her agility had always been her strongest talent. With only partial jest, Bronz had always insisted she train as an assassin under the command of the Lore Master, or perhaps plead to be allowed to become one.
Life-cycle images slipped past in rapid succession after that, her life stark with poignant vividness, as if each scene happened now. In one image, she stood behind Bronz as he won the coveted red spear emblem for the highest kills in the Shimmering Sands trials. In another, they stood gazing at the vivid sunset at the western rim the night of their first kiss wrapped in his brawny arms.
Many more flashed by: night raids with her sect sisters, sojourns camping in the desert with her closest sect sister, Sorrna, as they hunted the great horned brown lizard. Another vision had her standing next to the Lore Master, Naa’thon, as he showed the special requirement of traveling through the wind gate with a person of interest; the image then jumped right into sharing water with Bronz, alone in his tent. Then, with sudden clarity, Bronz’s death, a vivid scene reliving his heart impaled by the black javelin of the Dark User, Darwin Darkwind.
Railee cried out again. This time with the roar of loss.
After a time, she found the pain had ebbed, which allowed actual vision to replace the images.
The soft glow of the crimson-tinted faces of seven men and five women huddled around her, touching her up and down the length of her body with both palms. Lore Master Naa’thon stood at her head, his long-fingered hands clamped against her jaws and ears with a firmness belying his great age. His elongated head coned upward, pushing against the hood of his red robe like one of the cavern’s smaller crystals grew from under it.
“The pain shall recede quickly at this stage of healing, sect warrior,” Naa’thon said. Though his grip remained strong, his voice shook with the rasp of fatigue.
Railee’s back rested upon something hard, flat, and smooth, and judging from the red hue reflected upon the faces gathered around, she was inside the Cavern of Ages at Red Rock. And oddly, they had lain her upon the great artifact, the lore stone. Such a drastic measure only occurred as a last attempt at saving the severely damaged, for the greater artifacts always exacted a deep cost.
Why would I need so much healing? Railee wondered. “What has happened?” she asked, the sound of her voice frail. “Why am I here?” Though she’d put much effort into it, her voice still came as only an echo of a whisper.
Releasing her, the Lore Master straightened, his long face drawn. Rolling his shoulders back and forth, he worked at unknotting strained muscles. Then, once again, he bent over her, his hands coming to rest clamped alongside her head like two warm sticks pulled from the fire the moment before igniting. “I shall endeavor to answer your questions, sect warrior. But first, you must do something for those of us here who have labored to restore you. Do not move, not even your head, for a minimum of two bells. At this juncture, it is a critical stage of your recovery that you lie still and do not disturb the link with the lore stone. Can you do this?”
“Yes, I believe so,” Railee said, barely hearing her own words.
Her voice came as a raspy whisper, a pitter-patter of sand thrown against rock from a gentle breeze.
“That is well,” Naa’thon said, his ancient voice close, right above her. As he spoke, his crimson irises, the eyes of a Lore Master who had long had a close association with the lore stone, deepened, darkening nearly black. “Our communal link with the great stone shall now put to the test its wondrous power by attempting to rebuild your damaged skin and touch receptors. Your pain shall be severe. Should you survive, I shall speak of much that I am aware of, though it is likely you shall already know it. The lore stone’s infusion shall determine it so.”
“Wait!” Railee heard her frail voice call out in a whisper. She was not ready.
Too late. A white-hot excruciating throbbing erupted inside her stomach, chest, and neck.
As if her upper half had dipped into a wellspring containing the searing sun, agony struck like a storm of sand throughout her torso.
Centered at the back of her head, pain converged on her brain. Railee screamed.
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Chapter sixty








Reluctance to Kill


THE DARK GATE SWUNG OPEN on silent hinges. Seen from above, the mindless shuffled outward in massive disorderly waves, as if an army of black roaches sprang out from the Dark Citadel in spurts. But there was organization, Garn knew. A vast and complex union. A single supreme alien mind controlled all, either by direct control of their minds or direction given to those in command. Even though the dark gate was the tallest and widest constructed mobile opening he’d ever encountered, eight bells passed before those Garn had climbed the grand stairs to view came through the gates at intermittent interval and then in waves. 
Towering dark creations, giant burlap-skinned creatures came through first, marching with long strides in long lines. Behind them, squat round-bellied creatures with swordlike tongues that flicked from too-wide mouths in search of food—insect-sized to horse-sized, or even larger. Web-footed frogs and fish-faced ingrots came next, and then flying creations twice the size of the natural- born predator species that subsisted on blood, all emptying from the Citadel for well over two bells. Some flyers landed on the shoulders of the giant creations.
Garn rubbed at the abrasions the wrist manacles had left behind while an easterly wind blew his thinning hair to the side, which normally would’ve bothered him enough he would’ve raked it back into place with his fingers. Not this evening. The dark army had his full attention. He watched for some time as the mobilization going on below—the Citadel’s greatest force ever gathered, possibly the largest in the entire history of Astura—lumbered along the Black Road like a colossal winged millipede with hundreds of thousands of legs. Garn was confident he could use such a force to conquer anything, which caused fear knotting in the pit of his stomach. He was to use this evil to destroy his eldest daughter for the slim chance of saving his youngest daughter. The irony of it all made him choke on the thought of it. What kind of father was he? Was it right to even consider himself a dad?
The warden stood on all fours nearby and shook his elongated, powerful canine body—an instinctive habit of clearing debris caught in his fur—and then padded over to Garn on silent paws. When he thrust his great wolflike head under Garn’s hand, Garn’s vision faded into the surreal. Once again, he found himself in the gray world of the Over Mind. The bright shadow that was Broth loped up to him and stopped, brushing up against him as an empty grayness swelled in his mind.
“The One Mind demands to know why you have not joined the army’s march. Its sharp telepathic inquiry why you are not currently at the forefront has caused me some minor discomfort.” The warden projected directly into his brain, more as a feeling of words than something heard. “Controlling such a force is taxing, even to the great One Mind, it seems.”
“Tell the great and mighty One Mind that viewing how the dark force it has mustered performs as a whole is better than leading a confused black mass into battle. I have seen, and now I will overtake the front lines,” Garn sent, projecting a sense of nonchalance into the bright grayness. “Please add the no-urgency feeling I provided, Broth.”
“The Over Mind limits communication. However, there might be a way for me to use my Do’brieni as a pass-through source, but Crystalyn would have to be near.”
“I shall endeavor to get close to my daughter without someone or something in my army killing her. Or worse, touching her. Except for you, of course. I had believed no being alive could go against the One Mind’s compulsion as it feeds on their neural activity. You are as amazing as you are unique, Broth.”
The bright grayness lowered its shadowy head briefly and then loped off into the blackness that loomed not far away from the sanctuary of the gray. Once the apparition vanished, Garn once again faced outward on the battlement atop the massive dark gate, toward the great millipede of an army, his soldiers to command.
He hated the thought.
Though the warden had vanished within the gray world, Broth still stood beside him. Garn resisted the urge to pet the border guardian as he looked into his radiant dark hourglass eyes. “Stay with me as we go to the front.”
Abandoning his perusal of his dark army, Garn strode to the eastern gate stairwell and marched downward. Rounding a sharp corner at the bottom, he strode opposite the hallway leading behind the dark gate and pushed on the dark amethyst stone of an end wall, which opened a hidden doorway only wide enough for him to squeeze through. A tight fit for the warden, even.
Following the narrow passage between a false wall and the real one, they slipped out onto the Black Road a league from the dark gate. Tied to a rock, a dark warhorse waited there. Its large almond eyes glared with utter suspicion and perhaps hatred at every human and creature that stomped past.
Untying the reins, Garn took a moment to calm the horse with a few brief caresses on its large jowls until the big equine stopped, tossing its head with agitation. Finally able to mount, he set the stallion into a trot with a simple lean forward and a slight loosening of the reins. The big warhorse was eager and soon moved into a gallop. Garn let the horse go when he noticed the warden kept pace without too much extra effort.
Charging precariously past the flying or striding creatures, the shuffling mindless, and the marching humans stirring up a fine dust, Garn rode on for two solid bells before slowing the horse. Ahead, row upon row of dark-armored horses mounted by dark-armored soldiers lined the road from side to side, and a cloud of dust billowed up all around, rising higher than before. Broth leaped past, taking the lead. The sea of horses parted, a way through opening up as if by magic, as he loped forward.
Garn followed. Not a single helmed head turned his way as he went, as if following a massive canine with a wolflike head and dark glowing eyes through a half league of armored soldiers was an ordinary occurrence. Perhaps in the life of a Dark Citadel soldier, it is, Garn thought. Broth led them to the front of the army, where three soldiers rode. Garn rode up beside the female soldier on the left wearing the sliver fly-eye black helm forged to model the magic- and steel-resistant spiderbee, matching the pace the three of them had set.
The middle helm, a dragon-like visage with a long snout that puffed out a white steam like mist at regular breathing intervals, leaned forward in the saddle and turned toward him. A full-sized war hammer glowing with a dark purple radiance glared prominently upon his hip. “Nice of you to join us, General Garn,” Lord Tsan said, not bothering to keep the sneer of disdain from his words that echoed out from the long snout with a significant tinny sound.
Garn knew the man for what he was; he’d dealt with arrogant fools for much of his adult life. “Slow down,” he said without preamble and loud enough for all three to hear. “If I lose even one soldier, be it human or not, I shall take it out on the ranking commander who set the pace.”
Three helms, the dragon snout and two spiderbees, turned to look at him, but not a single horse and rider slowed.
“Do as I command. Or the offenders will go to the rear to organize the creations and flyers.”
Almost as one, all three leaned back in the saddle and pulled up on their reins, slowing the big warhorses they rode to little more than a walk. Guiding his horse to the center and head of the wide columns behind, Garn dropped back to within a horse-length, away from the three commanders. Broth matched his pace easily on the right, not touching him, but he knew the warden could hear every word spoken. “We march at this pace until midmorning, then halt for half a bell. Relay my orders down the chain of command,” he said.
“But it will take three days to get to an assault point at this rate! They shall have too much time to prepare,” the male spiderbee protested. His words sounded clear and strong coming out from the head that looked alien even though the creature was native to Astura.
“Their preparations shall do them no good if the greatest bulk of our force arrives intact, fool! Do not question me again, General Sa, or you will join the ranks of those who march.”
“I told you to keep your mouth shut, Deit Sa,” the female spiderbee helm said. “Why do you always have to question the dark lady’s champion?”
“I think the element of surprise is worth a few dozen men, is all I am saying,” Deit Sa said, nearly under his breath. “But what do I know, Rinn? I am a lowly general with only three war hammers pinned on my armor, like you.”
“Quiet down, both of you. Let me think,” Lord General Tsan said. Leaving them to their discussion, Garn rode ahead, out of earshot.
“The fool is not quite as foolish as he sometimes appears,” he said companionably to the warden, who kept an easy pace on his right side. “Hopefully, my reasoning will suffice for the three of them and give my daughter enough time to prepare,” he said out loud.
Broth cocked his large wolf’s head to one side briefly, looking at him with his odd hourglass eyes that glowed with the deepest black radiance in silence.
As Garn had expected, no reply would be forthcoming, neither mentally nor physically. The warden needed contact to communicate in his present state. But Broth could still hear, so he could relay to the warden his battle plan as they went along.
If he had one.
Commanding an army had never been an ambition of his, not in any world he could recall. Though his memory was still sketchy, he knew one thing for certain. He had always had a reluctance to kill. Taking a life, even one that had succumbed to evil, was destroying something precious. He regretted many of those he’d had to terminate. Given enough time, he believed, he would eventually discover a way to wrest them from the dark cesspit they mired themselves in.
And now that he led an army to face off against his daughter with the genuine prospect of having to end her to save another of his offspring for the good of all, his hesitancy bordered on panic. An anxiety that made him want to lash out and kill something. Anything, but what he had to do to save the planet from the monster that was his youngest daughter.
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Chapter sixty-one








Superior Intellect


UNDERGROUND, ON THE MAIN LEVEL of the Dark Citadel, the One Mind strode past the Enlightened Dark Oracle without a second glance. The formerly named Dark Oracle would no longer work for any of the Dark Users in the Citadel now that the Light Users of the Green Writhe had cleansed its dark waters, Jade knew. Ahead, the topaz gateway gleamed with the golden-brown radiance that towered nearly two stories. It was the same pathway Jade had taken when finally reuniting with Crystalyn many months ago when she’d had control of her body, something that seemed so long ago now. Less than a third of the way down from the top of the two-story-tall gateway, the black symbols on each obelisk that spanned three feet vertically, rotated with the motion of activation. Between them, a swirling maelstrom of black clouds and dark lightning raged through a churning landscape of shadowy mist. 
Jade sensed the satisfaction of the One Mind. It would not have to speak to any of the eight black and red robes strung out on both sides of the gate, those that activated the gateways and kept a constant vigil against intrusion. The Users accessed the great energy underlying the land, the same power that had drawn the One Mind to this world, and nearly destroyed it with a single touch. A pair of soldiers stood on each side of the gateway, the only ones that remained within the Dark Citadel. The rest received commands to follow the orders of Jade’s dad for what the One Mind thought of as the domination march.
At first, the One Mind had raged at those who failed to follow its explicit command of clearing the Citadel of all fighting personnel, both controlled and free-willed. But then it selected a soldier—a tall and wide-shouldered woman with light golden hair cut short—with two abrupt sentences. “You. Come with me.”
The soldier complied without question, leading the way through the gateway without a backward glance.
The One Mind didn’t immediately follow. Instead, it stood staring at the roiling nightmarish terrain that flashed and boomed silently within the topaz gateway.
A new sensation drifted across Jade’s senses, one not much used to coming from the One Mind. Trepidation. The One Mind was ill at ease, and once Jade gleaned its intent, she understood why. Though it took symbols activated by the Flow, it did not supply the gateways. They all contained energy powered from somewhere else. The One Mind was uncertain what effect the gateway would have on its corporeal substance.
Hope surged through Jade’s pocket of awareness. Perhaps the gateway would end the One Mind, drive the dark shadow from her body.
The One Mind strode to the gateway and stepped through.
Pain. Stabbing, needle-sharp pinpricks of pain lanced into the One Mind from all directions, a sensation it had not encountered before. Jade sensed it all. Though to her, the pain was only a feeling that the creature experienced, agony from many vague sources all at once. The One Mind’s trepidation renewed.
Then it was gone.
Off to one side of the great gateway, the soldier the One Mind had sent ahead stood beside another armored soldier who stood at a podium, which overlooked a large room full of humans who waited in line behind the stand. There were four other podiums with people standing in line behind them, all waiting to travel through the great topaz gateway.
“By the decree of the dark lady, travel to the Dark Citadel shall remain restricted to those on fortress business only,” the female soldier standing at the nearest podium said to the first traveler in line, a man garbed in a one-piece, tight-fitting silk outfit dyed aquamarine. The man looked at Jade, his blue eyes bold.
The woman followed the man’s look and then abruptly backhanded him along the bridge of his nose with a gauntleted hand. “Gazing at the exalted one, the dark lady of the Dark Citadel, overlong is not advisable,” she said casually, as if she spoke to a companion.
Just as casually, the silk-garbed man spat blood on the granite floor. Facing forward, he kept his eyes to the front.
The One Mind slowed the man’s aura—the gray twisting cyclone that spun around him and everyone else—using Jade’s ability. Once again, Jade marveled at how easily the alien intelligence inhabiting her stopped the rotation to read the images. When she’d been free from the One Mind, it took considerable concentration to slow, let alone halt the cyclone aura spinning around a person, though some people were easier than others.
All three of the images were the same this time, where most were different. Within a background of grayness, a man-sized black shape moved slowly, as if lost, or searching. As the One Mind let the aura go, the images stretched back into the cyclone.
As the One Mind strode over to the man, stopping beside the woman, Jade gazed into the man’s deep blue eyes. Immediately, his thick lips curled slightly upward with a smug half smile, which he likely knew most women would find irresistible. Within her bubble of awareness, Jade cringed.
Jade, the One Mind, the dark lady of the Citadel, wasn’t most women; she wasn’t even human, not most of her, anyway. With an abruptness that startled Jade even though she’d expected something bad, her slender hand reached out and grabbed the man under the chin. The shock within the man’s eyes quickly faded to dullness. With exaggerated slowness, he reached over his shoulder and touched the person in line on the neck, an elderly woman. Then the slower-moving man shuffled out of line, heading toward the next podium.
The One Mind spoke to the woman who had cuffed the man. “What is your marking?”
The soldier frowned, but only briefly. “I am called LaCorra, from house Corino, if that is what you ask, Exalted One.”
“You shall now attend to me until domination had finished, LaCorra. Come, the process here has begun.”
LaCorra looked startled for a moment. Then she flashed a quick smile. “As you wish, Exalted One.”
Not deigning to go through the pain of the gateway again, the One Mind sent out a telepathic call to the black dragon. Then striding across the great room, not looking at those doomed souls who stood in line, nor they at her, the One Mind drove Jade’s body outside, where a cobblestone walkway advanced between two rows of stern- faced statues carved in the likeness of Users and warriors that lined a great courtyard leading to a city in the distance.
Pleased, the One Mind waited there with the woman beside her. The world’s global domination was proceeding nicely, and it now had a personal protector. Perhaps it would gather one or two more of them and absorb them last. Jade knew the next stop was outside the White Lands capital city of Surbo, where a merchant, farmer, or traveler would become the unknowing instrument of free-will eradication—and food for the superior intellect of the One Mind. The creature’s appetite was voracious. In its alien, one track thoughts, the time had come to gorge on a world of inferior beings. However, the Users of power siphoned from the great river of energy may provide a problem for it. But the Over Mind had access to a memory which would solve this issue. A cavern dweller, deep within the Dark Citadel, had Dark User protection. Such a bred adaption should ensure that all who touched such power within the river pillared into a noncontrollable column.
The One Mind was pleased.
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Chapter sixty-two








Something Epic


WHERE THE GREAT PLATEAU OF the Dark Citadel fizzled out, the Black Road sloped downward to the Great Plains. There, brown- robed monks of long ago built a monastery on top of a remnant of the plateau, a two-thousand-foot cliff island left surrounded by a sea of grass eons ago. Earthquakes, glaciers, water, and wind had all done their part to clear away the softer sandstone that had once surrounded it, leaving only the brown limestone bedrock the monks of long ago had built the monastery complex on. Below the monastery, at the foot of the steep road leading up to it, a town eventually sprang up at the base. Dubbed the same name as the ecclesial establishment overlooking it, Brown Recluse town prospered from high-volume trading of diverse goods harvested from cultivated fields with many of the White Lands and Virun races. As a merchant town, Brown Recluse accepted money from all distributors, caring little if crops found their way into the Dark Citadel. 
The town’s sentries had raised the black iron portcullis leading into Brown Recluse this morning, as well as leaving the great gates open. Though guards wearing steel-plate armor linked with chain stood on each side of the entryway and several warriors patrolled the wall above, with two gazing out of each lookout tower that was constructed on the corner wall, townspeople and merchants passed through unimpeded. Crystalyn turned away from the activity centered at the wall and away from the primary thoroughfare, heading west toward a field of fresh earth and large grassy mounds looming like gigantic bulbous growths at the edge of a series of rolling hills. At the base of the hills, where the ground leveled, a few large tents stood stoically looking out upon the mounds.
Crystalyn rounded a large mound, marveling at its construction of wet sod and grass as she wandered toward the group of tents.
“Valens always amaze me,” Hastel said from behind. “I know they can talk trees into doing what they want, but how do they get dirt and grass to do it?”
“This is impossible,” Sabella protested, her husky voice floating forward from behind the mound as she stepped out.
Atoi looked back from her place, scouting ahead. The odd little girl seemed to know where Crystalyn wanted to go, even if she wasn’t certain herself. “How is it impossible if you must make your way around it? Do your eyes not believe what they see?” she asked, rolling her own vivid green eyes. The effect highlighted her pasty, too-white face.
Last to round the big mound, the Alchemist strode forth, his features hidden in the shadow of his hood. “Indeed. I am uncertain if ‘impossible’ is even probable in this land anymore. But that is not the question I wish to discern at the moment. Why have we come here, Crystalyn? Your Valen Vibrant Vale refugees hold no love for me. If you wish to freshen up before we confront the monks of Brown Recluse, I have a manor house close by. My servants shall see to all our needs.”
“Yes, let’s go there. Why do we waste our time here?” Sabella asked.
Hastel stopped walking and turned around and glared at Sabella. Both hands fingered the axes at his hips. “I’ve warned you about questioning my mistress.”
The purple glow of a shield enveloped Sabella. “Your threats are stale, One Eye.”
“This is not the place, daughter,” the Alchemist warned. “There are too many, even for you.”
“Stop it! All of you!” Crystalyn shouted. She’d grown weary of the bickering as they’d walked on through the night to arrive by midmorning, though she’d almost forgotten it. The last few bells had been blessedly quiet and nearly companionable when everyone pointed out pitfalls in the path ahead. Now the squabbling had drawn a crowd. Valens came out from some of the tall, but narrow doorways to watch them. Growing more numerous as she looked.
Crystalyn recognized one of those that came from the large mound as he strode toward her, his long strides covering the ground quickly.
“Sarra’esiah!” RaCorren said, excitedly. “Why have you not sent word of your arrival? With the Dark army led by the high commander called Garn, your father, he would have sent an escort to see you safely here. Many here would vie for the honor of it, for the Sarra’esiah, myself included.”
“Please don’t call me the star savior. I’m not,” Crystalyn said automatically, then wished she hadn’t when RaCorren winced as if her words soured in his mouth.
Wait. Her dad was alive? “My dad leads an army of controlled? Are you certain?”
“The contacting came through only a bell past by druids who stand watch upon the Dark Citadel.”
Crystalyn had amazement and concern at the same time. Her dad lived. But with him leading the dark horde, they were all in deep trouble. “I must speak with the Lore Mother and Lore Rayna, RaCorren. I thought they would still live in the tents,” Crystalyn added, beginning to get annoyed as the Valen warrior’s words sank in. The last thing she wanted was some large ceremonial fanfare of her arrival. The fact she still lived needed kept safe from Jade’s awareness, something she felt certain was paramount to survival. Not only hers, but the entire planet.
RaCorren frowned. “The Lore Mother and the lovely Lore Rayna remained at Surbo after we gated there following the battle at the Dark Citadel. When I returned here to oversee the rebuilding of our race. The word came they left Surbo over a week ago, immediately after recovering the essence druid. I believed they had rejoined you.”
Crystalyn’s amazement ballooned. “Camoe survived?”
Smiling, RaCorren nodded. As he did, his long blond hair swung like a pendulum back and forth. “He lives, somehow. Such a healing has never occurred in our long history that we know about. To save him drained every healer of our race and the most talented humans of Surbo for over a week.”
Crystalyn couldn’t help but smile. “That is wonderful news!” But then she frowned. “Where could they have gone? I need them with me. We all are in the gravest of dangers and I’m not at all certain we can overcome this one. An army comes for us.”
RaCorren’s large blue eyes widened. Reaching out, he took Crystalyn’s hand gently within his own. “We shall prevail with you as the Sarra’esiah. I hold no doubts in my heart that they shall come when their strength is most required. Come,” he said, pulling her toward the large mound they had walked past. “You should speak with those leaders here whose blood has not yet returned to the Mother.”
The unexpectedness of the move caught Crystalyn by surprise. By the time she thought to resist, RaCorren had nearly pulled her to the doorway before letting go of her hand. Though Crystalyn hadn’t expected him to grab her hand, she didn’t mind too much that he had. The tall Valen’s hand had calluses, but still felt soft.
Tied to a green branch mounted to the mound on one side, the thick leather door flap invited entrance for all. Crystalyn gazed within, trying, and failing, to see what lay inside. Finally, she put her hands on her hips. “What am I supposed to say to them, RaCorren? That the world as we know it is about to end?”
RaCorren’s smile was brief. “If that is about to happen, yes. Just tell them what you know and what you expect from all of them. They shall follow you to the bosom of the Earth Mother. As will I. Also, there is someone who has just arrived that the Sarra’esiah should speak with.”
Crystalyn looked to the rest of her companions. “Well? What do all of you think of this? Do we have the time for it?”
“The ordained time has surfaced,” Atoi said. Her voice was no longer that of a little girl. The Dark Child’s voice boomed as if it came from within a confined large space with nothing in the way to absorb sound.
Crystalyn stared. “What’s that supposed to mean?” Atoi looked back at her, her gaze placid.
Hastel stepped between Crystalyn and Atoi, his broad shoulders and girth blocking her view of the annoying little girl. Well, the entity that always spoke in riddles with important hints that everyone only rarely figured out was the genuine spark of her annoyance. Crystalyn supposed it wasn’t Atoi’s fault she’d had to host a Dark Child for the last four hundred seasons.
“We need them with us, Mistress Crystalyn,” Hastel said, speaking quickly. “My gut and the side of my brain where my one eye used to reside tells me that things are going to get ugly fast.”
Crystalyn eyed him with both eyes narrowed. “I think both you and Atoi know more about the Dark Child than you’re telling me. That discussion will happen as soon as time permits. Don’t think it won’t. But your gut and the right side of your brain may be on to something. We haven’t seen the last of the dragon.”
RaCorren started. “Dragon, Sarra’esiah?”
“Never mind, RaCorren. You will know soon enough if I address the leaders.”
“Are you certain that is wise, Crystalyn?” the Alchemist asked. “Everyone agrees there is limited time available, including yourself, yet you consider waiting for an assembly of leaders to gather so you can speak with them?”
“My father speaks well,” Sabella interjected right after he finished the last word.
Crystalyn glanced at the Alchemist. “I will not speak to the leaders, at least not alone. You are going to tell them how you became the Offspring and what you know of this One Mind.”
The Alchemist drew back a step. “I shall not. Have you not listened? There is no time.”
“Oh, I heard all right. How many times must I remind you? I make the decisions, and I’ve decided the gain is worth the risk. Stand with me, or be on your way. Take your troublesome daughter and go.”
With two quick steps, Sabella moved beside Crystalyn. “I stay with you, Mistress. I am uncertain if I have a father anymore.”
The Alchemist’s black hood shadowed his features, even when he looked sharply from Crystalyn to Sabella and then back to Crystalyn. “As you wish.”
Atoi laughed, long and wicked.
RaCorren raised his long arms in the air. “Please, Sarra’esiah! If there is turmoil from the request, I shall talk to them and get them to rescind. We go where you go.”
“No, RaCorren. That is what I need to avoid. My companions and I travel with stealth. There is something I wish for your people, though. Which is why I, no, we must stand before them. They must know what they are up against. Lead the way.”
RaCorren gave a slight tilt of his blond head and then went inside. Crystalyn slipped in behind him, giving her eyes a moment to adjust to the dim interior of the outer edge of the mound. At the center and highest point of the domed structure, sunlight streamed inside through a wide-radius skylight that provided most of the light.
Small white glimmer shards spaced sparsely on tree trunk poles supplied the rest.
RaCorren strode to a raised platform of wood that took up as much space on the earthen floor as the skylight did on the ceiling above. Crystalyn climbed the four steps, which seemed to be made of living tree roots, as they adjusted for her smaller-sized, non-Valen steps.
The Valen warrior general halted a step away from the skylight that illuminated a focused beam at the center of the dais. Crystalyn stopped beside him as the living wood at her feet again closed the gaps between them, so there was no chance of her falling through the platform. Though she’d seen such marvels relating to the Valens wondrous ways with living wood when the Vibrant Vale lived, it still amazed her how much they could accomplish.
The tall Valens and those humans who Crystalyn knew to be the druids who had devoted their lives to learning Valen ways took three sides of the open area around the dais up. All of them were refugees from the decimated Vibrant Vale. The fourth, the side they’d entered, remained open as if their arrival expected. Perhaps so. RaCorren could be persuasive, and he had come out from inside the structure to get them.
Facing the way they had come in, RaCorren eyed the doorway as more Valens and humans came inside, filling the side left open in orderly rows. Hastel and Atoi took up their customary positions whenever the group halted for any amount of time. The little girl nonchalantly dawdled behind the Alchemist and Sabella, who stood beside Crystalyn. Hastel kept watch slightly to the back and right of Atoi.
After only a quarter bell had passed, the mound filled. The last figure who squeezed through the doorway blocked much of the daylight that strove to banish the darkness inside.
RaCorren spoke. “The Sarra’esiah shall address us, those Naturists who follow the Way and the Savior of Worlds,” he said simply. His words carried easily throughout the dome, though he had not raised his voice.
Crystalyn followed his example, speaking as if chatting with a companion at a meal. “I know—” she started and then stopped as the skylight shifted overhead. A golden beam of sunlight shone upon her, illuminating her brightly as if she glowed. Though the daylight was warm, it was unnerving to stand singled out. She’d never been good at speaking in front of a crowd.
RaCorren smiled at her discomfiture. “Please continue. The tangle root sapling wishes to help by providing the grand gift of the sun’s most precious radiance.”
Crystalyn gaped up at the general for a long moment, then looked out upon the faces of those crowded below the dais. Men, women, and even some children, both Valen and human, looked back at her, trust written into their rapt gazes. Steeling herself for what she must ask, what she must reveal, Crystalyn began again. “Believe me when I say I know how much all of you have suffered. I am aware of the high cost in lives you all endured, losing the precious ancient great falun trees, the decimation of the flora and fauna of the Vibrant Vale trampled into mud. The destruction of your sanctuary, the home you treasured and nurtured for yourselves and your children. Right to the end, I was there, there to lead us away from the Dark Citadel’s dark-armored warriors and the Dark Users who wished to obliterate us all.”
Crystalyn paused. Looking around, she made eye contact with many of the faces in the crowd. As one, every Valen and human gazed back at her. Not with wariness, but alertness. As a mark of the stoic trait of the refugees, no one spoke. Satisfied of their full attention, she continued. “Some, if not all of you, call me Sarra’esiah. This designation translates into the common tongue as ‘star savior’ or ‘savior beyond the stars,’ but it is not a calling I promote. However, take heed and know this: I consider every one of you my people.”
Letting her last words hang in the air, again Crystalyn paused, though not long this time. “Which is why I struggle to ask more of you. Before I can let you know what is required, all of you must know what evil we now face, a great maliciousness this world and many others have known. Countless barren husks of planets are a cold testament of its vile existence, which is the only reason I’ve brought the destroyer of your land before you. Forgive me. With his words, you shall know why the destroyer must speak of it to you.”
Crystalyn turned to the Alchemist. “Tell them what you are, what you know, and what you believe of the alien creature that calls itself the One Mind. Leave nothing out,” she said.
The Alchemist’s dark cowl swung toward her. “Again, I ask, is this wise? Mass panic will only serve the creature.” Though he spoke quietly, his voice carried. A beam of daylight focused on him from above, causing the wide silver bands clamped on his biceps to glint with a piercing light, though his features remained hidden in the shadows of his dark cowl.
“Perhaps with other groups, your concerns would have merit. These people—my people—are some of the bravest I know. They won’t crumble with the knowledge. This thing has kept anonymity long enough—something it strives for, for it adds to its power.”
After many heartbeats, just when Crystalyn had thought he would refuse to say more, he turned to face the crowd. “Many years ago, in the arrogance of my youth, I thought to best a known evil. I believed it possible to steal the power of the Stair of Despair and make it my own. In my great conceit, it overcame me.”
RaCorren stepped forward, a question apparent within his furrowed brow. “Do you declare it beat you unconscious and did not destroy you, destroyer? You claim this as a truth? All here know of the power the stairs contain. Surely you do not expect us to believe you survived an encounter with the evil that dwells there.”
The Alchemist’s soft voice grew softer still. “Nay, Valen, I do not claim survival. Though my body retained life, my freewill did not. The dark creature enslaved my mind with a sudden brutal efficiency. The entity—I knew not what it was then—gorged on my cognizance, as a carnivore would feed on an infant. Only a stroke of luck allowed me to break free before becoming a permanent part of the Over Mind, and only then a single tiny speck of me in the vastness of immense superiority that is the One Mind.”
A human woman garbed in the durable kell-leather of a druid near the right side of the dais spoke. “What is this One Mind you speak of? Is it yet another creation of the Dark Citadel that has escaped control?”
The Alchemist’s dark hood rotated slightly toward the speaker. “The One Mind, as it thinks of itself, is not from this world, nor from this galaxy. This species is alien to our world. A being that has streamed the vastness of space, stopping at uncountable planets where it fed upon the brain energy of the hapless planet’s denizens. Whether primitive or advanced, every world it arrived at succumbed to its power.”
Wide-eyed with shock and surprise, many of the humans looked at one another. Only the Valens remained calm, their broad faces unreadable.
“Tell them what you are. Let them know about the true consequence of the ‘stroke of luck,’” Crystalyn said.
The Alchemist’s hood again swung toward her sharply before turning and facing the onlooking crowd once more. He stepped forward, moving out of the brightest daylight streaming down. “I can do better,” he said. Reaching up, he pulled his black hood down to his shoulders. Standing out brightly, a deep yellow in the light, his golden hourglass eyes gazed out at the rows of humans and non-humans, unblinking. “I can show them,” he added. Striding slowly, he walked around the circular platform, giving all a chance to view.
A tall Valen, several rows back, spoke up as the Alchemist took his place beside Crystalyn. “What meaning is this, Sarra’esiah? Many who now attend have seen the hooded one’s eyes, and many more of us wonder why such foulness travels with you.”
Crystalyn ignored the question hiding within the Valen’s words and went on with what she was leading into. “Yes, but where are there similar ones? I will tell you. Wardens have them. And, if I’m not mistaken, they were exclusive to the species in days past.”
“The Sarra’esiah is right! Her link mate has them,” RaCorren said.
“Where is your Broth?”
Crystalyn’s throat dried at the mention of her Do’brieni, but she went ruthlessly on. “The One Mind took control of Broth’s mind and my dad killed him, but that isn’t why I mentioned the eye shape and color similarities. Going by what my link mate once said, wardens, the ones with the gift of linking, were vanishing at an alarming rate for seasons. The survivors believe the Dark Citadel has been capturing them and dissecting them to learn their physic ability.”
The Alchemist’s dark hood again swung in her direction sharply. “How did you know?” he asked softly. Though he spoke in a near whisper, his words carried.
Marveling at the auditory range of the mound, Crystalyn flashed a brief half smile at no one in particular. “I didn’t, until now,” she said. She glanced at the group gathered around the dais before and behind her. “There you have it. An admission from the monster’s own vile mouth. He’s been taking the wardens for more seasons than I care to think about.” She faced the Alchemist fully. “I take it you were successful, judging from your eye features, but there was more to it, wasn’t there? Without the link and the warden’s abilities, your so-called ‘stroke of luck,’ you would’ve become nothing more than a controlled child of the One Mind, one of its vile Offspring that would have no choice but to obey the master’s every command.”
The black hood swung toward Crystalyn with a fervency that left little doubt of the rage contained under it. “Not just any of the Offspring. As I told you, my offspring is the eldest, which is far stronger than the rest. It controls the less powerful children of the one great intellect. Those lesser children, some may know as flickers and dominion wraiths, but only those few left that the Dark King hasn’t consumed and converted as his own. With the potions I created from … using the mental attribute inherent in certain rare wardens, I could resist the compulsion of the elder and convince it of my value in communicating with all the others without having to rely on the One Mind. The overpowering of another, anyone else, would come in an instant.” The Alchemist turned to those gathered at the front of the platform. “You should all thank me for taking on this burden.”
Shouts erupted all around. “How could you do that to the guardians?” a female voice at the back said. “Kill him,” sounded from human voices, more than once. “Protect the Sarra’esiah from the hooded one!” a Valen said from somewhere in the back. Many more repeated it until it became a chant that came from many directions. “Protect the Sarra’esiah!”
Crystalyn brought out her absorption symbol and wrapped it around herself and those in her group, giving it a physical repel attribute. Though some could no doubt Use, most of the crowd would attack with weapons.
RaCorren let out a shrill thrum, a harsh sound reminiscent of a spiderbee’s wings in motion. The thunderous silence that followed seemed near to breaking out as audible. Only the thump, thump of the Valen general’s boots broke the silence as he strode across the platform’s circumference, glaring out at those gathered. Most bowed their heads as he passed by, and no one met his eye. He returned to stand beside Crystalyn, towering over her though she stood six feet in height. “I requested the Sarra’esiah to address the living dais, and this is how you treat her? I know shame! Plead for exoneration or face banishment!”
A cacophony of pleas for forgiveness rumbled around the dome. Crystalyn dissolved her symbol and held up her hands. “Please, all of you, calm down!” The din died at once.
“No one will receive banishment today. However, I have something we all need to do. The Alchemist has a use. For now. With his connection to the offspring, he senses the One Mind is on the move. An army of the mindless is coming here, led by a brilliant battle strategist. I need you all to move to the protection of Brown Recluse. You have one day.”
“A cooperative endeavor of any sort with the hooded one shall only bring deep betrayal,” someone said.
Though the speaker sounded familiar and close by, Crystalyn couldn’t discover the source. Every male face she looked at didn’t fit the mild baritone timbre of it. “Who just spoke? Make yourself known if you have knowledge you wish to share.”
Several rows back, the crowd parted, making room for a man garbed in a hooded white robe to come forward. A tall, lean man, Crystalyn, recognized by his white beard and stray strands of long white hair trailing out from under a deep white hood.
Durandas climbed the four steps onto the platform and stopped in front of Crystalyn. “Need I expound further on the lack of virtues of your companion in public, or shall we talk in private?” he said, his voice slightly muffled by the depths of the hood.
“What are you doing here, Durandas?” Crystalyn asked, then changed her mind. “Don’t answer that just yet. Walk with me outside where we can talk.” Without waiting for a reply, she spoke to RaCorren. “Call an end to the gathering. Let our people know I expect to see them relocate behind the wall of Brown Recluse within a day. My companions and I shall warn the leaders of the town of what is about to happen.”
RaCorren gave a slight nod of his broad head, his long blond hair flipping forward gently when he did. “As you command, Sarra’esiah.” Crystalyn stared up at the Valen warrior, her general. If he took offense by the orders she’d spat out, his placid, broad-faced features, handsome in their own way, gave no indication.
Turning away, she brushed past Durandas, and strode from the platform and out of the mound, not looking back to see if the others followed. They would. Anyone in their right mind would want to leave such a cramped and crowded place.
Durandas came out next, catching up to her as she started down the beaten path that headed away from the refugee camp—well, more of the village now. For an elder human, Durandas matched her pace easily, his white robe still pristine even though they tromped through dark humid soil that had once been a cultivated crop field. Watching a thin stain of brown sliding off the hem of the robe to the ground, Crystalyn suspected Use of the Flow was involved, but had no inclination to ask. She had more pressing things to consider, such as how she was going to keep everyone alive when the dragon returned.
Moving his white hood from side to side, Durandas looked around. “Where are we going?”
Crystalyn ignored the question. “I’ve decided that what’s more important than you’re showing up here unannounced is what you can do to help now that you’re here.”
Stopping his perusal of the surroundings, Durandas gazed ahead. At least, she believed he did. His white-bearded face pointed forward. His features were visible until the base of his nose, where the dark shadows of the hood concealed the rest. “What makes you think I have the leisure of aiding your current cause, whatever that might be, Crystalyn? I simply wished to convey how dangerous it is to collaborate with the Alchemist.”
“So, you said inside. What I do is my affair. For now, I need him for what he really is, and yourself, as well.”
The white hood swung to look at her and she glimpsed his hard and smooth upper cheekbones, though his eyes remained shadowed. Quickly, he again faced forward. “I assume you speak of the Alchemist’s unfortunate consequence of hosting the offspring, but I cannot comprehend what you mean when it comes to myself.”
Crystalyn followed his example and kept her eyes on the path ahead. They strode beyond two other grassy dirt mounds and a vast array of sewn hide tents varying in size that were erected in orderly rows across the width of the once-food-bearing field. In the distance, a dark stone fortress loomed at the edge. “So now you know of the enemy we face, if you didn’t already. I suspect the latter, since you are the First on the Circle of Light, and with such a position, you control most of the Light Users within the White Lands. Now that the Dark Users are no longer attacking Surbo, everyone should have a strong desire to fight back against total domination, which is certain to happen if we cannot stop it. How fast can you get them here? Do you know of a gateway?”
Though Durandas slowed noticeably, he kept walking without looking at her. “You expect me to empty the capital city of Surbo of its already war-diminished protection and bring them here?”
Crystalyn slowed, matching his pace. Slipping her left arm under his, she locked elbows with him and pulled him along, moving slightly faster with every step. Oddly, a deep coldness emanated through his robes and through her dress sleeve with the touch. “No, oh First of the Circle of Light. I expect you to empty the White Lands of every person you can muster and get them here as fast as you can. Will you do that for me? Don’t say you won’t help; this is for the good of the Land. Besides, you owe me. Epically.”
Durandas would’ve stopped then if she hadn’t been there to pull him along. They strode halfway toward the stone fortress before he spoke.
“For the life of me, I cannot see how I owe you, but it is of no matter. I have already started with bringing warriors and Light Users near where we are now. All the portents of those that have some foretelling ability, however small, mention Brown Recluse as the focal point for something monumental.”
Crystalyn opened her mouth, but Durandas held up his free hand. “Before you ask, no one knows, only that something epic is about to happen. I know not what. Which was why I confiscated the Alchemist’s gateway and the manor housing it in order to join the fray. But somehow, I think you knew or suspected some of this, since you appear to be moving toward it anyway.”
Crystalyn again opened her mouth. Then closed it.
Durandas had already begun building an army at the fortress of a Dark lord who turned out to be the Alchemist. Events changed faster than she could keep up with lately. Something epic was happening indeed.
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Chapter sixty-three








Blasted White Lands


THE ALCHEMIST’S DARK MANOR WAS an appropriate name for the fortress that had sprung up in a matter of months at the edge of cultivated fields. Planted with peas, onions, corn, and wheat mostly, one or two of the fields had grown hemp plants used occasionally for rope, though mainly for scrolls the monks of Brown Recluse cherished. Crystalyn thought the designation she’d silently given the black limestone structure fitting as they strode through a defensible iron gate that opened inward. She crossed a small courtyard where a vibrant and well-maintained floral and herb garden surrounded a narrow step fountain that looked magnificent with the multicolored crystals lining the bottom. Crystalyn would’ve happily spent bells examining the wide varieties of herbs and flowers and picking out a shard or two dozen to keep, but there was no time. A dark army marched toward a town of thousands of souls, perhaps because of her. 
Though smaller than Crystalyn would have liked, the Dark Manor’s construction had an esoteric beauty and defensibility that exuded an air of foreboding and inviting loveliness about it all at once. Towering walls comparable to those around the city of Brown Recluse encircled the primary structure. An impressive building with a steep cathedral-like roof covering its twenty sleeping rooms, seven grand chambers, nine servant quarters, and a massive dining hall with a six-chimney kitchen—or so Durandas claimed. The Light User droned on in a cold, flat monotone as they walked, as if he were the architect for the entire structure and knew it with the intimacy of its creator.
Neither the Alchemist nor Sabella offered any additional descriptions or contradictions to the monologue; they didn’t speak at all the short way from to the manor house from the Valen’s makeshift home. Nor did Atoi, or Hastel for that matter. The one-eyed warrior always spoke some promise of violent harm toward the hooded man or his daughter, if they even looked like they were thinking of speaking out against her commands. Which usually one or the other did. Not this time. His silence spoke volumes. Were they all struck dumb by the presence of Durandas? Absurd. The man was just a Light User like any other, though his longevity and prowess with the Flow bordered on legendary.
Cutting into the First’s recital of how many fireplaces graced the plush rooms of Dark Manor, Crystalyn said what was foremost on her mind. “Show us the gateway and the one you wish me to meet that cannot wait. What we do with our time has reached a critical stage.”
Durandas’s silky white robes rippled without sound as he led them past a long mahogany-stained dining table made to seat twenty on a side comfortably. Passing through a hallway with two exits, the First selected the right wing and entered a plush antechamber that opened into an exquisite bedchamber containing a large curtained bed surrounded by gilded mirrors.
“Well? Where is it?”
“Patience, my dear. We are almost there,” Durandas said mildly, though the tone of voice that drifted out from under the white hood of his robes was brusque.
Moving beside the bed’s headboard, the First went to the only open wall in the room and started pressing on the stone, his hands moving swiftly in a complex pattern. Curiously, his right hand glowed with a white sphere of radiance, his left with a translucent black sphere.
“Durandas, what are you up to? You heard the vessel. We have no time for your cryptic antics. There is nothing behind the wall but an escape tunnel. I would know, I built it,” the Alchemist said, finally speaking. “And why have I not thought to speak until now?”
“Curiously, neither have I,” Sabella said.
Hastel looked wildly around the room. “Nor I. Something is off here.”
Reaching into the slit on the right leg of her dress, Atoi drew Jewel, her dagger. “Methinks the Flow has been used to fog our thoughts.”
Durandas ignored them and pressed a last block of black limestone. A door-sized chunk of the wall swung inward. A frigid dark wind blew into the room, chilling Crystalyn to the bone and rendering her thoughts lethargic. Moaning, as if lamenting the loss of living so long ago it could utter only an instinctive craving, the dark breeze drifted about the room, freezing the Alchemist, Sabella, and Hastel with a touch.
When it reached Atoi, it paused and seemed to shrink away. Atoi did not. Lashing out with blurring speed, the little girl stabbed into the heart of the darkness. Wailing with incredible intensity, the darkness fled back through the wall opening. The doorway slammed shut with a thunderous boom, cutting off the shriek with a stark abruptness and leaving behind a red-robed man curled into a fetal position on the floor. His elongated head arched back and forth in agony. The Dark User, Malkor, jerked with racking spasms and then stilled.
Her lethargy from the first wail subsiding, Crystalyn brought out her netting symbol and released it upon Durandas. Picked up off the floor, the First slammed in the very wall where he had only moments before opened a doorway.
Pinned in place, Durandas hung a few feet from the wall’s base. As if he were used to getting smashed against walls, the First spoke quickly without a single gasp for breath. “Destroy me, Crystalyn, if you must. I had to use subterfuge for the assurance of your coming here first. And I likely deserve it. But you would have gone straight to Brown Recluse otherwise.”
Sorely tempted to tighten the netting and slowly tear the Light User apart, Crystalyn glared at the man who had blockaded her efforts to find her sister over the last months while providing little to no help. Her ire rose. The symbol tightened, seemingly of its own accord.
Durandas screamed, cutting off abruptly. Inhaling shallowly, he gritted his teeth, wheezing for breath.
“I see no reason to come here only to be attacked,” Crystalyn said casually, almost amicably. The netting tightened some.
Durandas exhaled, hoping to gain slack, though his jaw again set with pain, but the symbol tightened with his exhale. He moaned.
Crystalyn glanced at her companions.
Hastel had his crossbow tucked to his shoulder, his one eye fixed on the Light User, gazing at him through the front sight. “Is squeezing him into little bits a good idea, mistress? We might have some use for his legendary ability in the coming bells ahead. Of course, his prowess might be a tad exaggerated. I’ve not actually seen him do anything spectacular.”
“End him,” the Alchemist said.
Sabella’s hand burst into a dark purple radiance. “My father is right. This man is dangerous and will betray anyone if he believes it will advance his own agenda. If you do not wish to do it, let me.”
With the bloody dagger still gripped in her left hand, Atoi stared at Durandas, her expression only slightly curious.
“You need me,” Durandas croaked, the tone of his voice stiff with pain. “Because of me, there are those here who can aid us.”
“Who?” Crystalyn asked.
“Us,” someone said from the room’s entrance.
Crystalyn whirled. Bringing out her wheel spike symbol, she set it facing the voice. Black on one side, white on the other, and octagonal, the symbol’s pinwheel pattern drawn with thin stick-like lines formed a myriad of intricate wheels tipped with round spikes. One of her most powerful and intimidating symbols.
“Whoa, that looks angry,” a boy of nineteen seasons said, standing a few steps in the doorway. He pulled a stray lock of golden hair away from one of his big brown eyes and smiled.
Crystalyn wanted to smile back, though she didn’t know why.
“I have seen that before and it was just as foreboding back then,” another, younger boy—possibly eighteen seasons—who stood to the right of the first one said.
With his head full of sandy brown hair and penetrating blue eyes,
Crystalyn had the strongest feeling she should know him, though she knew for certain they hadn’t ever met, but his words indicated otherwise.
“I’m not in the mood for cryptic comments. Who are you and what do you want?”
Looming large, a man entered the room and halted behind the two boys. Someone Crystalyn recognized. Cudgel.
“Durandas was supposed to do the introductions, Crystalyn,” Cudgel said. “But I suppose I now have the distinction. The boy on the right is Keever Rees, a blacksmith apprentice of Durniss Keep.”
Keever beamed at Crystalyn at the mention of his name.
“The other is Casan As’wall, a backwoodsman from the town of Kell.”
Casan frowned as Cudgel stopped speaking. “That place will do for now as my town of birth. But in reality, I have no certainty of it.”
Another obscure remark. Crystalyn was about to ask him what he meant when Cudgel’s bass voice rumbled over her. “Are you going to kill him?” he asked, sounding curious. “Perhaps you should get on with it. He looks a little pale. Though not as much as your little girl companion. Not yet.”
Startled, Crystalyn looked to Durandas. The netting had slowly tightened, and the First’s skin and white robes bulged through the rope like substance of her symbol. Crystalyn dissolved it and the one pointed at the newcomers. Durandas slumped to the ground.
“Crystalyn! What have you done?” the Lore Mother asked, pushing past the two boys and dashing toward her.
Then Camoe Shadoe, Lore Rayna, and three other unfamiliar people came into the room. The boys moved to one side, letting them pass by. A beautiful human woman with long blond hair entered first. Then another human couple, together judging by the way they moved and kept an eye on everyone but themselves. The man carried two swords sheathed at his back. The woman wore a living dress comparable to Lore Rayna’s, though of a different flora. Crystalyn watched them come, a thousand questions clamoring in her mind. One stood out the brightest. What in all the blasted White Lands was going on?
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Chapter sixty-four








Troubled Eyes


CERTAIN SHE HAD HEARD WRONG, Railee gaped at Long Sand’s reflection, viewed through the reflective sandglass he had made for her. “How many?” 
Standing tall and winsome and dusty behind her in front of the center tent pole, Long Sand flashed a grim smile. “You heard true. Hundreds of thousands. Over ten bells passed as evil swarmed through the dark gate of the Citadel.”
Gazing intently into the reflective sandglass, Railee carefully added the creamy sand paint under her blue eyes, an exclusive to the Red Rock clan. The warrior women of the Clan, her sect sisters, always carried spare wooden hollows of the substance whenever long treks away from Slick Rock were required. Permitting the harsh sun to dry and crack the skin of her face was not something any warrior would allow. She set the brush down on the small wooden table, part of a paired set with the stool she sat on. Yet another in a long line of items Long Sand had brought her. Railee looked beyond her shoulder at the man who had kept her alive these past weeks, nurtured her through the endless pain in her skull. Without him, she would have given her blood to the sand. “Where is such eminent violence and dark malevolence going?”
Taking a step back, Long Sand gripped the center pole with his right hand, using it to help hold his weight, a certain sign of fatigue. Though one would not know it by speaking with him. He would rest when their conversation finished if he could. “They are marching along the Black Road. Their destination is uncertain. There are too many places they could attack from there to venture where they intend to strike.”
Using a charcoal pencil, Railee outlined her eyes, one at a time. “I know you have a hypothesis, betrothed. Where do you think they plan to attack, and why there?”
Long Sand’s light brow scrunched with a frown. Even scowling, he was adorable. “The closest place for force that size, one that would require extensive resources to maintain, is Brown Recluse. But the town, especially the monastery, has a high defensibility. Some say it is impenetrable.”
“Hundreds of thousands might do it,” Railee said. “But wait! Would that not empty the Dark Citadel of its reserves? Leave it unguarded?”
“I believe so,” Long Sand said. “Though one cannot know for certain. The last to leave through the dark gate were races of creatures we have not yet encountered in battle. They may have left some of their kind behind to guard the mighty fortress, but I do not think it is likely.”
“Why so?”
“The dark lady of the Citadel is intent upon total domination. Crystalyn’s sister will settle for nothing less.”
“What? The warrior queen of sun and sand, the Kalaesanamun’s sister, is the dark mistress of the Citadel? How?”
“That I do not know, only that it is so. When you …” Long Sand said, trailing off. Then he began again. “When your wounds took your consciousness from you many of the Searing Sun clan thought your life’s essence had returned to the sand, we froze your core with the power of the Flow at the citadel, the Kalaesanamun met with her sister Jade and her father, Garn, who is her master general.”
Railee swung her legs around the wooden stool, putting the reflective sandglass behind her and facing her betrothed. “Her father too? So their family is in control of the Dark Citadel? Then why have we not gone there, strode through the front gate, instead of you scouting the Black Road all this time? You know Crystalyn saved my life once. I wish to swear fealty to her, which you also know, my love.”
Long Sand sat on the floor at Railee’s feet. Crossing his legs, the right over the left, he clasped her hand in his own. “I must confess something, betrothed. While you were healing at Slick Rock within the Red Rock clan, and adjusting to a new life role as a Lore Master, I sent two of my strongest, a lifeheart couple, to the Citadel with a message for Crystalyn that was twofold. The first part was to inform the Kalaesanamun of your survival, and the second half queried her of how we might continue to serve. They did not return.”
Railee rubbed at her bald head—the cost of having her life saved, she supposed, after the battle beyond the dark gate at the Dark Citadel—as she looked deep into Long Sand’s blue eyes. Beyond the fatigue, there was the glint of something else … not despair. As a leader of the Searing Sand sect deep within the Shimmering Sands, he was too much of a fighter for that. Either puzzlement or worry, perhaps both. “You suspect a foulness took them.”
Long Sand flashed another smile that vanished as quickly as the previous one. “You are as astute as ever. But there is more. Succumbing to a great folly, I asked for two additional volunteers to search for the messengers two weeks past. They, too, failed to come back. Of the two, one was your sect sister, Jora.”
A sharp pang of grief stabbed at Railee’s stomach. Jora had been one of the eldest in the sect, teaching her many things. She would miss her, especially not knowing what happened to her. Likely, she never would. “Have you informed the Red Rock Clan?”
Long Sand shook his head of close-cropped light red hair side to side. “No. I have not yet dared spare a runner since no one within the Searing Sand sects are contactors. We have never had the need. There is more,” Long Sand said, pausing.
For the first time, Railee had some ire with Long Sand’s tendency to speak with as few words as he could get by with. Sometimes one needed to just get out whatever needed communicated. “Go on,” she said, keeping the tone of her voice as level as his.
If he noticed her ire, he did not show it. “One day prior, I performed a sand reading, searching the land for sign of the Kalaesanamun. The sandy wisps of her led to the Black Road.”
Railee waited a few moments for him to say more. Finally, she asked, “What does that mean? Do not forget I hail from the Red Rock clan; we have no Sand Reader there.”
Long Sand’s blue eyes seemed to cloud with a dark grayness and then cleared so fast Railee was uncertain she had seen it at all. “The dark gate opened as I followed her warmth, spilling fourth its foul contents. Hiding in the undergrowth became a necessity.”
Briefly, Railee wondered what undergrowth he had found along the Black Road. In her experience, only broken rock and sick-looking brown shrubs grew there. But there were more pressing concerns. “That is how you knew of the tally ‘hundreds of thousands?’ You counted? Why would you, our most-valued leader, take such a chance?”
Long Sand’s expression remained stoic. “My warriors and I did, mostly them. As I traveled back to report here, runners notified me of the totals and contents at intervals. However, there—”
“There is more,” Railee said, dropping his hand as she stood. “What is it?”
Long Sand stood with her. “The grainy trail of the Kalaesanamun’s warmth had passed along the road before the dark army, but after the dark lady’s black dragon returned.”
Railee groaned. What had the black dragon been about? Had it gone after the warrior queen as she tried to escape? Within her betrothed’s troubled eyes, Railee could tell that he wondered as well.
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Chapter sixty-five








Black Road


THE ATTACK CAME AS THE Black Road crossed through a talus field of dark purple granite pushed to both sides for clear access, right where Garn would have sprung one if he were its mastermind. Coming from the west as the sun dropped to the horizon in its last vestiges of blazing radiance for the day, a hail of brown-feathered arrows fell upon the first twenty rows of marchers. Some of the mindless kept marching—those without an arrow stuck through the neck, head, or vital organ—trampling the living who had sustained only minor wounds to an arm, leg, or haunch. Many of those on horseback went down with the first volley. Ropes yanked from horse or feet above them, a second cloud descended as those nearest the west side of the Black Road and pulled behind the rocks. 
Without a second thought, Garn charged in among the frenzied horse and riders, batting away an arrow with the flat of his greatsword. “Broth!” he shouted. “Get the mindless under control! Have them surround the horses—we cannot afford to lose more! And find out precisely where they are behind those boulders. Send a flyer to find out which boulders they hide behind and their numbers!”
Broth fell in beside him, brushing up against his leg. The gray world surrounded him—disconcerting, to say the least, when charging through an army on horseback toward an enemy engaged in killing him.
“Command relayed into the Over Mind.”
“What does that mean? Is it going it happen?”
Broth had already leaped away. When no answer was immediately forthcoming, Garn coaxed the big warhorse farther with pressure from his knees. Moving forcefully, pushing aside those mindless who moved relentlessly forward with the broadside of the horse or his boot, he moved closer to the right side of the road until he found the dragon helm. “You! General Tsan,” he yelled, batting another arrow away with his greatsword and pointing with it after. “Command your walking regiments to go west, all of them! Have them assist those mounted with moving to the east away from the battle. Do it now!”
The dragon helm swung his direction briefly. Then, kicking the horse and rider nearest him, General Tsan pushed eastward, trampling a pair of mindless.
“Blast you,” Garn cursed after the man. Swinging the big warhorse around once more—knocking over more mindless as he did so—he fought his way west, intent on carrying out the command himself. An arrow glanced off his vambrace, and a rope flipped toward him from a nearby boulder as he drew close. He sliced it in half with a quick flick of his wrist, but two more were already floating toward him.
A human form wearing female armor rode past him, charging toward the rocks. Arrows, along with the ropes that were meant for him, bounced off the full shield Rinn held in front of her helmless head. Garn urged his warhorse to follow. With great leaps, the dark horse caught up to her just as they neared the rocks and slid to a halt. Nearly as one, they slid from their mounts and sprinted for the largest boulder, taking cover behind it. With their backs to the rock, Garn assessed his general.
Pulling her broadsword from the sheath hanging from her hip, Rinn set her shield on the ground and leaned it against herself, giving her left shoulder muscles a brief rest from the weight of the steel. Her deep blue eyes showed no fear, only a determined excitement. “What is your plan, my lord?”
Garn nodded his appreciation of her willingness to fight alongside him, flashing a quick smile. “The ambushers have a surprise coming. We charge during the ensuing chaos. Wait for my command.”
Showing even, white teeth, Rinn smiled back, which gave her a lovely innocent aspect that didn’t fit her soldierly apparel and the danger of the situation. “I like those surprises,” she said, holding the smile.
Garn grinned back. The thrill of battle excited Rinn. He liked that in her. “I’ve found it’s the least I can do for those who skulk out of sight and attack like a hungry predator nipping at the haunches of something too strong for it to handle.”
Rinn laughed. Though low in volume, the lovely timbre of it was rich with mirth. “I appreciate strength. That is why I intend to handle them personally.”
“All of them? Every single enemy?” 
“If I must.”
Garn chuckled as he gazed into her blue eyes that were emboldened by the heat of battle. Her close-cropped black hair took nothing away from fine eyebrows and chiseled chin. In fact, it added to her beauty provocatively. Rinn shifted closer, the shield no longer leaning against her body fully, and he moved closer to her.
Deit Sa slipped behind the cover of the rock, put his back to Garn, and leaned against the rock with his right armor-protected hand. “Why are we here, Rinn? We have soldiers who will ferret out this rabble by our command,” he asked. His voice sounded tinny coming out from the bulky steel of the spiderbee helm.
Rinn lifted her shield and turned away, shuffling closer to the boulder’s edge without replying.
Garn gazed at the sky. A black cloud moved quickly along the left flank, coming toward them. “Prepare yourselves. Attack on my command and only then,” he said.
Moving with obvious slowness, Deit Sa pulled his shiny longsword from its scabbard. “As you command … my lord.”
Garn still had his greatsword gripped in his hand, though at some point he had rested from the weight of it by putting the tip into the dirt. As the great carrion birds converged on the hapless enemy, he hefted his weapon of choice and bellowed, “Now! Hit them from both sides!” As he charged around the rock and leaped onto the next boulder in the field, he did not bother to check if anyone followed his command.










…
GARN HATED THE THOUGHT OF stopping the entire march when they were almost there, but he had little choice. The mindless had lost the concept of sustaining the organic shell their brain waves no longer controlled. They’d failed to refresh the body with the precious liquid all humans required, though technically, it wasn’t their fault. The One Mind hadn’t directed them to drink water, and the humans of the force were dropping like mayflies at the end of their life cycle. Garn looked at Rinn and gave the go-ahead to pass along the order to cease moving with a slight inclination of his head. Leaning slightly forward in the saddle of her warhorse, Rinn nodded deeper in return to hide a quick smile, her blue eyes shining with only a brief flash of relief. Then, adjusting the strap length binding her helm closer to the saddle horn, the tall soldier-general pulled gently left on the reins. Swinging her dark horse around, she flashed another brief grin over her shoulder. Using knee pressure alone, Rinn trotted down the well- worn wild equine trail to the dark road a quarter league below.
Over the past two days, the arrogant Lord General Tsan and his toady, General Deit Sa, ostensibly had sent her to deal with him for necessary and unnecessary communications with their high commander. Garn suspected Rinn had convinced them of the need to interact with him more after their fierce but brief fight in the talus field.
The attackers—desert nomads, he now knew—had withdrawn from the confrontation quickly, fading away along well-planned escaped routes within and behind the largest boulders. Even the carrion birds had had only limited success, catching only perhaps two dozen in the open long enough to engage them.
Garn suspected there was a military mind behind the attacks. They were far too effective with minimal losses. But he didn’t fret over it much. In his mind, his force was the enemy, so he left them at it and continued on as quickly as possible. The force below him was still vast. Larger than this world had ever seen.
Garn watched Rinn until the dark-haired woman vanished around a corner. The woman rode a horse well, and he was more than glad to have her with him. He considered it a mistake—a large one—on the other generals’ part to use her as the go-between. After that day fighting on the rocks and the days of repeated attacks, she passed along his commands with alacrity. The beautiful Rinn had declared on more than one occasion she would protect Garn, and only him, to the death.
Much to General Deit Sa’s chagrin.
Garn expected the man’s jealousy would have to be dealt with at some point, and General Tsan’s pompous arrogance and insubordination could not go unpunished, but he shunted the matters aside for now. There were bigger issues to confront, such as conquering a city and rescuing his daughters. Somehow, he had to keep them both alive. Perhaps then he could locate Sureen and restore the family to what it once was, what it should have always been. Why couldn’t they have all lived normal happy lives like others had? Was it so wrong to want to come home from whatever service duty gave him the credits to a nurturing family?
Leaning forward, Garn patted the warhorse’s long neck and then got the stallion moving back to the Black Road. He rode through several rows of mindless who mechanically lifted leather flasks to their pasty gray faces as soldiers moved briskly among them, carrying wooden trays stacked with the liquid. He stopped at the center, where the generals had insisted they all could relay commands efficiently—all but Rinn, anyway. The woman had only agreed when he had.
Broth sat on his back haunches off to one side of the road’s center. The warden’s radiant black eyes watched, watering. An empty wooden bowl lay on the road before him.
Bringing his horse to a standstill, Garn reached down and touched Broth on the top of his furry head. The grayness enveloped his mind. “How long is this hydration process going to take? We only need them to last perhaps one to two days longer.” Garn sent telepathically.
“The One Mind’s control is rudimentary at best. Their nerve endings throughout their bodies are degrading from the lack of commands, telling their muscles what action to perform. They are clumsy and will only get worse.”
“What of you? Are you going to deteriorate?”
“I suspect so. However, it shall take longer. The One Mind did not gain full control and I keep most motor functions. Perhaps this was because of the influence of events happening or my innate psychic ability was something it is not compatible with. I believe the latter.”
“Hold as firm as you can. It will take all we have to save my child, my children, even though it’s hard to hope for that. I don’t yet see the way.”
“Delaying is inadvisable.”
“Yes. See that they get only enough to get them to the monastery.” “Aye. Go now.”
Garn found himself back in the saddle and continued on, threading his way through hundreds of foot soldiers, most uncontrolled. At first, Garn had wondered why the alien creature had not taken them all, but now he knew the self-declared superior intellect had only so much capacity and consumed at a slower rate than he had originally believed. Or perhaps the thing kept them as reserve sustenance, storing its food in self-sustaining bodies. That would mean the One Mind geared up for the final conflict, for full genocide. Right in line with the alien’s clinical arrogance. Why not let your food keep itself fresh for when it’s needed? 
Such thoughts made Garn even more aware of how little time he had. That they all had. Those that could still think for themselves, anyway. Stuffing such thinking away for now, Garn concentrated on the path to the front line, working to keep the great warhorse from trampling soldiers, though it wouldn’t be the first time. The mindless could, and did, shuffle out in front of him with no warning. Mute, even when dying, the only sound of their death was the sharp crack- crunch of bone collapsing under the heavy full-armored horse that packed his substantial two hundred and thirty pounds of added weight. Perhaps it was a mercy for the controlled, but he needed to keep alive long enough to get near his daughter. Either Crystalyn or Jade. Somehow, he had to get to them both and save one if saving both wasn’t workable. But which one?
Finally, after much effort, he reached the front line, where he had ordered General Tsan to command his regiments from. At the start, the man had rode at the rear of his soldiers, a sound tactic for keeping those who directed a fighting force safe, but Garn had his own strategy for those who attempted to supplant his command with insubordination and derision within the ranks. A man out front in the thick of fighting would ensure the best possible combative ploys to keep himself alive. A decision Garn had made after the attack at the talus field.
Though expected, it was still a source of irritation to find General Deit Sa sitting on his horse next to the lord general, his spiderbee helm looped over the saddle horn. The lesser general’s place was at the left center at the forefront of his troops, and Tsan should have commanded from the center of the right side front line, yet they sat side by side on their horses, chatting amicably as if out for a daily pleasure ride in the warm midmorning sun.
Both men fell silent as he rode up. Ignoring Deit Sa, Garn spoke to Tsan. “How far to the destination?”
Fingering his dragon helm, also on his saddle horn, Lord General Tsan gazed at the road ahead but said nothing.
“A mere three bells if we ever get this rabble moving,” Deit Sa said quickly.
Garn kept his eyes on General Tsan. “This ‘rabble’ is your soldiers, and you’re supposed to be with them, raising morale by setting an example of how an influential leader leads front and center. Now, since I didn’t address you personally, I suggest you do as commanded and return to your regiment or face an insubordination charge. In the fields of war, the duty falls on me to decide punishment for an insubordinate. Instead of executing the culprit or culprits, outright—standard treatment normally—I would likely strip the guilty parties of weapons, armor, and mount, then have them taken to the rear as walking food storage for the inhuman carnivores. Do I make myself clear?”
Lord General Tsan glared. His icy blue eyes bulged with ill- concealed contempt. Then, moving with exaggerated slowness, he hawked and spat on the ground. “Do as the almighty ‘high commander’ requests for now, Deit. After all, the esteemed dark lady of the Citadel gave him the command for reasons known only to her, but I am certain she shall rectify that before the siege and assume command herself. Return to your station and carouse with your men, those that still think for themselves. Let them know how much you empathize with rabble.”
General Deit Sa gave a quick nod to Lord General Tsan. Then, digging his metal-shod heels into the sides of his black warhorse, he rode away.
General Tsan shifted about in the saddle as his horse sidestepped. After a few moments, he got his mount under control. He regarded Garn. “What question did you have?” he asked, the tone of his voice bland with disinterest.
Garn continued to stare at the lord general.
Unaccustomed to not receiving a quick reply, General Tsan’s scowl fit in with the redness of his anger-flushed face, which deepened the longer Garn remained silent. “Deit Sa had the right of it. We could begin the siege within three bells if we march now,” he finally said.
“Refer to him as General Sa or General Deit Sa when you are in the field, General Tsan. At this time, he commands one of my regiments,” Garn said immediately in an even tone of voice. “You are expecting them to lower the gates, then?”
Tsan’s frown deepened, his face darkening to a nearly purple color, which was a good indicator that Garn’s omission of ‘lord’ in the man’s title hadn’t gone unnoticed. “No. They have barricaded themselves in already. The monks employ many field-experienced scouts and were aware of our movements one or two days ago. With the size of the force we lead, our direction is not something easily hidden.”
“Agreed. Nor have I made any attempt to conceal our destination. These scouts the Brown Recluse monks use, are they numerous enough to join with the desert nomads? Would they?”
General Tsan’s features smoothed. He straightened in the saddle as if he wished to glance around, but thought better of it. “Their number is uncertain. But they likely would swell the ranks of the nomads with yet more cowardly attack and fadeaway tactics.”
Garn nodded. “I thought as much. Which means your leadership at the forefront and center of those regiments you command is critical. Return to your station and put your best on added alert. The order to march will come in half a bell. And General?”
“Yes, what is it?”
“The bit about insubordination in the field applies to you as well. If you ever disobey another command of mine, I shall strip you of rank and sent to the rear. From this moment on, you will address me as ‘High Commander’ in front of the soldiers, nobles, commoners, or anyone else, including the other generals. Have I made myself understood?”
General Tsan’s face clouded again, but he nodded.
“One last thing and then you go. There will be no looting of farms or homesteads that we pass. Inform the generals. Anyone caught doing will face execution.”
“As you wish, High Commander,” Tsan said. Heeling his dark horse, he rode off, shouting for his captains. Several mounted soldiers broke ranks and fell in behind him.
Garn rode past the front lines for a half league. He found those he sought grouped at a large dry meadow where a patch of evergreen pine trees clung to life, the lower branches white-tipped stubs. General Rinn waited with a good-sized company of five thousand seasoned fighters. All of them had green- needled tree branches tied to the back of their saddles and dragging in the dark dust of the Black Road.
They had an important job to do. A blind charge into battle wasn’t something a superb commander did unless given no other choice. But he wanted the enemy to believe he was going to do just that.
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Chapter sixty-six








Fear Rising


RUBBING HIS SORE NECK, DURANDAS gazed at the lifeless form of Malkor after the others left. The Dark King had no remorse for the subterfuge they had perpetrated to convince the Lore Master to martyr himself within the shadowstalker. Though surprised the Dark Child had performed the termination by stabbing Malkor within the heart of the shadowstalker with her poison dagger—the Dark King had thought the prophecy vessel would do the deed—the sacrifice of a mere servant came as a normal expectation. Durandas, too, had little regret. Though the servant was told nothing about the outcome, Malkor probably would have followed his command, anyway. The Red User was a zealot through and through. As a precaution, immediately after arriving at the manor house, Durandas had sent the others off on various duties, which then made it easy for the three of them, which included the Mad King, to slip away on their own. Such subterfuge should not have been necessary, but the two woodsman boys had proved too observant, particularly when it came to the red-robed User. Durandas, the Dark King, and Malkor had spent what little time was available to them working with the Blue One’s training—though the boy’s Using was unorthodox—while waiting for the prophecy vessel. Malkor had shown them his aggravating tendency to brag about his ability and expectation of gaining more power. The two boys had asked questions they would not have known to ask if not for him. 
Disappointed, Durandas Malkor, and turned his corpse to the wall. Using delicate strands of the Flow, he placed them underneath the red User’s back and the legs, and then twisted them with his will. As a servant, the man should have always been willing to give his all for the greater cause without personal ambition. Even if he were aware of the full details of what was required to gain the prophecy vessel’s trust. No matter the cost.
Even his puny life. Whatever the Dark King asked for, the weakling should have had no reason to deny it. Ever. If Durandas had a requirement of the red robe, big or small, he had expected Malkor to fulfill it in life. Every time, with no inquiries for additional explanation. Yet Malkor had demanded to know why he had to wait inside the natural cavern the Dark King had opened a doorway into, and Durandas had to come up with a quick lie centered on ambushing the prophecy vessel. Malkor fell for it too easily. In reality, the manservant’s usefulness had ended when the fool lost the crimson orb, something Durandas and the Dark King agreed upon as inexcusable. 
Durandas stepped back and the Dark King lit the corpse with dark flame. Then Durandas pushed it into the cavern and sealed the doorway.
Walking away, he put the matter behind him. 
The Dark King already had.
Providing him with a respectful distance, the others waited in the servant kitchen, snacking on morsels of bodily fuel. The Dark King, the Great Shadow that now lived fully in the left half of Durandas, had little requirement for such substance, but Durandas himself felt the sustenance requirement in the weak feeling in the legs, the two limbs that held him upright. For now.
Swallowing a bite of sliced and rolled meat and cheese of some sort, Crystalyn fixed ice-blue eyes on him as he crossed the room. The two boys stood on either side of her. The warrior Hastel and the Dark Child sat off to one side. Lore Rayna, Cudgel, the Lore Mother, Daramay, and Camoe, stood next to his two druids, Peers and Kerna—had their backs to him. But he assumed they, too, were eating. The Alchemist and his voluptuous daughter were bringing more foodstuffs from the larder on trays.
Durandas gave a silent internal sigh. He may as well get Crystalyn’s questions over with. Someone of her high intelligence would have many. Within his mind, the Dark King laughed manically at his resolution. Reaching the knife-scarred wooden bench table, he took a place standing across from the outlander woman where a heap of cold corn cobs, lettuce, and green beans beckoned to his hunger.
Grabbing a wooden plate, Durandas filled it. After spreading some butter on the corn, a large slice of golden-brown bread, and some green beans, he picked up a wooden utensil and munched in silence.
Crystalyn finished eating a plain piece of the bread, taking a quick swig of water afterward. “I imagine you have some grief for the death of Malkor. Perhaps remorse as well. If you do, I ask you to pardon us for the brief interval between his demise and the need to know why you’re here with the little time we have allotted.”
Dropping the ball of lettuce she’d been chewing on whole into a bowl, Lore Rayna snorted. “The First couldn’t care less what happened to the nasal-voiced Dark User.”
“Lore Rayna!” the Lore Mother exclaimed. “They have worked together for many months now.”
“Which brings on a question,” Camoe and Crystalyn said nearly at the same time.
“Go ahead, Camoe,” Crystalyn said.
“Why did you leave the Circle of Light in Surbo and travel to the wooded small town of Four Bridges with a known enemy of the Light?” Camoe asked.
Crystalyn nodded with approval at the question.
Setting his half-chewed butter bread down, Durandas chose his words with care. “With those gathered in this room, I would think the answer obvious.”
Crystalyn looked to the boy Casan. “Was your intention to train him or use him for your own ends?”
As a strong woman of the highest intelligence, as Durandas had thought, he expected such astute questioning, but her quickness surprised him. He must speak carefully. The woman had strength beyond even her knowledge. Perhaps I should use her … the Dark King mused. For once, the mad laughter did not ensue afterward. “The boy has great potential but will only ever reach it if shown how to Use the proper way. Perhaps then he may stand a chance going against the cunning that has risen against the greater good of all life in our world.”
Crystalyn flashed a brief smile without mirth. “So you desired his help. With or without his knowledge?”
Casan tossed his plate on the bench top. Most of the uneaten meal bounced in place. “Like everyone else, he likely planned on keeping it from me for my own good, or he would have mentioned it by now. To him, and others I know, I am nothing more than a product of a dark experiment. One that is failing or already has failed, but I am too thick-headed to know it! Is this not so purveyor of the greater good?”
“I do not know of what you speak,” Durandas said mildly.
Casan glared. “No? You still think it is in my best interest to not know the details of my birth? Bah! I have had all I can stand of this.” Stepping back from the bench table, he stalked off, heading for the great room.
“Casan, wait!” the older boy, Keever, said. Spilling his plate in his haste, he ran after his friend.
“Cudgel, go with them. This is the Alchemist’s domain, after all,” Camoe said.
“No danger shall befall them at Dark Manor,” the hooded man said quickly.
Cudgel’s bushy brown eyebrows rose inquisitively.
Sabella noisily set the tray she held down. “My father would not speak falsely for something so important!”
“Yes, go,” the Lore Mother said. The old woman faced Durandas. He felt her luminous white eyes were glaring his way. “Camoe has my full support, as always.”
“Aye,” Cudgel said as he moved away. “Should I go as well, Mistress?” Hastel asked.
A true elegant beauty. Even in her own world, Durandas was certain. Crystalyn kept her full attention on him, not even looking at the warrior as she replied. “Yes. One should not get too lax in the lair of a snake, as my dad would say.”
Did the woman know that the Green Writhe elders had commissioned the manor house built? Ostensibly with the Alchemist as the owner? He doubted it, but held nothing as a certainty. The one-eyed warrior left, two double-headed axes dangling at his sides and his wicked crossbow banging softly at his back.
The Dark King relaxed, though Durandas knew not why.
Crystalyn sipped at her flagon of water. “How did Malkor end up where he was? What was that thing he had become? I assume he had, hadn’t he?”
Durandas had an answer prepared. Extreme care would be required. For now, his other half must remain secret. “I have been a fool,” he said. Then, growing silent, he waited for the bait to be taken, the prod for him to go on. The Dark King, too, anticipated.
Looming over everyone at the table, Lore Rayna’s glowing white eyes flared brighter. “Such an admission coming from the First on the Circle of Light carries a heavy load. What is it you speak of?”
“Elaborate,” Crystalyn said.
Durandas drew a reluctant breath. At least he hoped it appeared so. “Malkor duped me from the moment he joined the Green Writhe over thirty-five seasons ago,” he said softly, dropping his bomb from the start.
Now the Lore Mother’s orbs brightened briefly. “Why was I not informed of this? As Second seat on the Circle, it is my sacred right to know such important matters. What else have you not mentioned?”
Durandas ignored the outburst. “When he came to me offering information into the inner circle of the Onyx Table, I believed in his sincerity. And, mostly, he provided accurate details of Dark User plans, particularly when Lord Charn was in power. The red User even informed me of your plan to use the person you call ‘the Spear’ to get to Crystalyn before Darwin Darkwind went rogue and had to be destroyed, hooded one.”
Standing out starkly under her full head of beautiful auburn hair, Crystalyn Creek’s lovely face paled at the mention of the handsome young Dark User. Even pale, the woman had an elegance the like he had not seen in his hundreds of seasons. The Dark King laughed. The young woman has you enamored. It is but flesh, yours if you want. Take it. I shall grant you the power, the dry, hollow voice in his mind declared. Durandas did his best to shut it out, but only succeeded with creating a maniacal burst of more laughter.
The Alchemist set his flagon of ale down on the table with a slowness that belied the white-knuckled grip of his hand. “Tell me quickly why I should not kill you where you stand.”
Durandas almost smiled. Bait taken. “You would not find me unprepared for such an act, but that is irrelevant. You need my knowledge in the coming days, and my power. May I continue?”
“Please do,” Crystalyn said, brushing a wild strand of long hair away from her vivid blue eyes. “I’m certain your allies within the Green Writhe, like the Alchemist, the Lore Mother, and I suspect Camoe, would like to know why you got to decide who would know what.”
Durandas felt a stab of surprise mingled with a deep fear. How much did the outlander know?
The Dark King quelled the fright with brutal efficacy with one simple thought. The dark apparition within him truly believed it could kill everyone in the room, but Durandas was not so certain. Even if it were to rise and strike, there was no guarantee of success. Crystalyn’s strength had grown, was still growing.
Camoe glanced sidelong at Durandas. His right hand rested on the worn pommel of his longsword. “Former member.”
All attention shifted to the essence druid.
“What are you saying?” the Lore Mother asked, the tone of her voice raspy with fear. “You know that leaving is an open invitation for assassination by those who watch our Order. All of them will hunt you down and kill you, likely Crystalyn’s mother, Sureen.”
Durandas did smile before he could catch himself. Hopefully, the shadows of his hood kept it from being seen. He could not have asked for a better diversion.
“Do we amuse you, Light User?” Kerna asked. The druid woman stood in front of the wooden chair she had been sitting on, the glowing azure sword the two boys had infused hung at her hip. The living dress the woman wore had moved away from it, showing too much thigh, and higher, a distraction in itself.
Durandas wondered why the Blue One had not yet reclaimed it from her. He pretended he hadn’t heard her question.
“Let them all try,” Camoe said.
Peers drew the swords from his back and stood beside his lifeheart. “Let them try to go through me first.”
“Enough, all of you!” Crystalyn shouted. “Can’t you see what he is doing? He still hasn’t answered my question. How did Malkor become that thing?”
Durandas answered quickly, this time. Now that the distractions had taken place, they would all be more accepting of his replies. “In his arrogance, Malkor thought he could control it and then have it consume me. Then, with the power of the creature, he would use me to bring all the strongest under his sway. Even the great enemy we all fight against.”
“So you want us to believe he fooled you for that long? Why would he suddenly take such an enormous with this—what creature is it?”
“A shadowstalker. There were three powerful reasons for him to take the chance now. Yourself, the Blue One, and me. Malkor believed he would have enough power controlling the three of us to defeat our great enemy. But it would take all three of us combined.”
The room fell still and silent. No one moved to finish the meal or empty a flagon, as if they no longer required sustenance like the pale one, the Dark Child. With the thought, Durandas noticed the little girl was missing. As he wondered about it, a sharp prod to his side gave him an answer he had not prepared for.
“Without you, the red User would have failed, it seems. Methinks the world is better off without,” the Dark Child said from behind him.
Durandas froze, his fear rising. Even the Dark King knew anxiety. The dagger the little girl carried contained poison strong enough to kill twelve men in less than a quarter of a bell. Though he had had a report, Crystalyn had survived by healing herself, but he had never believed it.
“Put your little knife away, Atoi,” Crystalyn said. “We shall take him at his word, for now. If he’s telling the truth, we may yet require his help.”
The pointed sensation withdrew. Durandas was too relieved to smile knowing that his and the Dark King’s plan had worked.
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Chapter sixty-seven








Darkness Moving


CAMOE WATCHED CRYSTALYN CREEK STRIDE through the reinforced iron gate of the courtyard within the Alchemist’s Dark Manor with the builder of the place sauntering along close behind. He wondered if taking the offspring of the great enemy with her was a good idea, particularly since the hooded man had made such a powerful plea for her to do so. Though the man had claimed the One Mind could not take a remnant of itself as a host, which Camoe believed true, the Alchemist had ulterior motives. Though the woman knew it too and had even expressed out loud that the hooded man would try to pull off something detrimental to everyone—which the dark one had not denied. Camoe thought Jade’s sister was too confident in her ability to thwart the Alchemist when the time came. True, she showed an exceptional brilliance at strategizing and leadership—Crystalyn had even got Camoe himself to agree to her commands. Camoe’s foreboding, the  forbon’e’tel, suggested the Alchemist had an expectant feel of the futuristic about him. The hooded man would be around soon, at least. Good or bad, whatever part the scheming man had in the final battle remained unseen. For certain, something was about to happen. The foretelling had never failed at hinting of something dire. Ignoring it almost always had consequences, some terrible.
Maialene, a forbon’e’tel he had not let himself believe in long ago to his great and ultimate sorrow, flitted past the corner of his vision. Turning quickly, he caught sight of her brilliant white radiance illuminating the stairwell leading to the upper ramparts of the Dark Manor’s courtyard wall.
Camoe motioned for of his companions to follow those that remained. They all had a lot to accomplish in a short amount of time with setting up the stratagems that he, Crystalyn, Durandas, the Alchemist, and even the boy, Casan, had come up with, less than a quarter bell ago. That Crystalyn had not killed the First when the opportunity presented itself boded well for the woman’s wise leadership at such a young age. Now Camoe knew why Jade had trusted in her strength with such unflinching belief.
Even though Durandas had a certain amount of arrogance for his own beliefs and power, the Light User usually worked toward the betterment of Astura as a whole, or so he claimed. But his admission about the circumstances of Malkor’s transformation and death did not sit well with Camoe. Something was missing.
Without looking back to see who followed, he sprinted after the translucent radiance that was his daughter, marveling at the strength within him since his brush with death. As he topped the outer rampart wall, the light of his life vanished inside the southwest lookout tower. At a full run, he dashed to it. If only he could catch her, perhaps he could resume the journey to her.
Tearing through the stairwell doorway, Camoe slid to a halt on the moist stone of the windowless interior. Maialene zoomed upward beyond a man and woman coming down the stairs, who stopped and stood staring at Camoe a few steps up from the bottom landing. Garbed in the serviceable leather of warriors, they each drew a longsword from their sides as they got their wits about them.
Drawing smoothly from his oiled scabbard, Camoe’s own longsword seemed to leap into his hand. “There is no time for a discussion, but know this, having no choice for now, I collaborate with the Alchemist and do not intend you harm. Take my words as you will.”
The warrior standing on the lowest step laughed. “We do not recognize you, old man, therefore we shall see you dispatched. Besides, we need a bit of fun.”
The woman who occupied the step above the man chuckled maliciously. “Agreed, Taggart. Patrolling the hooded one’s blasted manor walls has grown tiresome,” she said without a smile.
Taking the steps two at a time, Taggart moved fluidly to the landing with the woman close behind. “Aye, Starling. Let the boredom end with gray-hair’s life, at least for a while,” he said as he moved to one side, making room for his cohort to stand beside him.
Camoe noted the familiarity of the two, how they kept only a sword length between them for full swings, but stood close enough to attack as one. A simple wounding or maiming would not suffice. Too risky if they knew something of swordplay, which appeared likely judging from their stances. “There is no time for games, deadly or otherwise, so I may have to dispatch you quickly. But I would prefer to leave you alive as I see to the Dark Manor’s defenses.”
The sneering smile on Taggart’s grizzled face faded to a frown. “Why would you care about the dark one’s defenses?”
“Because we are here to help, you blasted fool!” Cudgel said, coming into the room behind Kerna and Peers, who stopped to one side and gazed at the two mercenaries with disdain, but no fear. The Lore Mother and Lore Rayna stooped under the door frame one after the other. Durandas came in last.
No one bothered with accessing the Flow. Camoe already had his weapon drawn. They trusted the manor warriors would not survive if it came to exchanging blows. Though he hated killing of any sort, Camoe would do what it took to lead himself and his companions toward the outcome. Maialene would see to that. He stepped forward.
With his left hand, Taggart gripped his scabbard and plunged his sword inside the leather-wrapped wood without looking at it. Keeping his eyes fixed on Camoe, he motioned for Starling to do the same. “I hope you speak the truth, gray one. Know this. I will receive the gold agreed upon for protection of this little dwelling.”
“You are one of the mercenaries the Alchemist spoke of, then,” Camoe mentioned matter-of-factly as he put his own sword away. As with Taggart, he did not glance down at his scabbard. Taking one’s eyes off potential attackers ensured a shortened life. Right now, he could not afford that. He had a mission to fulfill, a destiny to kill a woman he thought of as a daughter. Now the creature whom the Green Writhe had studied in fear for seasons had taken Jade and overrode her existence with its own.
Starling straightened her back, holding her head full of long and straight red hair high. “Not just any blasted merc. You may address him as Captain Taggart.”
“Easy now, Starling,” Captain Taggart said, rubbing at a week or more’s worth of blond stubble as he spoke. “They are not within our ranks. Taggart will do, and this may work out to our advantage.”
Camoe strode past them, continuing upward. “Please, walk with me, Captain Taggart. We shall speak of important matters, such as staying alive during the impending skirmish.”
Startled, Captain Taggart scrambled to catch up. “Skirmish? The Alchemist said nothing about fighting, only patrolling the walls.”
Looking over his shoulder, Camoe opened his mouth to answer. “We—”
Climbing behind Starling, Durandas laughed. “Do you even know how to fight, or are all you people only good at posturing?”
Starling paused, glancing over her shoulder. Her left hand rested on her sword’s pommel. “I shall show you how worthy I can be. Your Using shall do you no good this close.”
Now Durandas hesitated. “Do not be so certain,” the First said. The tone of voice that floated out from the white hood was raspy and lacked volume but seemed annoyed, as if the Light User should not have had to make such a threat. “You will now speak of how many Users are at my disposal here, nothing else until I ask it.”
Turning his back on them, Camoe raised his voice. “We have to work together if we are going to have a chance at survival.”
Cudgel’s deep voice rumbled upward from below. “Your options are severely limited. Listen to him or die.”
“I am, I am,” Captain Taggart said. “But he moves fast.”
Following the semicircular stairs, Camoe climbed out on top of the tower where a large crossbow stood ominously bolted to the limestone. A mechanical crank raised and lowered the device’s front bolt flight groove and sight, and another moved it right or left on a three- hundred-and-sixty-degree iron gear packed with grease. A third crank tensioned the thick cable back to a locking mechanism released by the pull of a fist-sized trigger. Four piles of fence-pole-sized sharpened iron bolts lay around it.
A panoramic view of the landscape surrounding the manor, including the crop fields, gave Camoe the best place to direct the up- and-coming conflict, even over the other three towers constructed at the courtyard’s corners. Darkness moving toward him from the east caught his eye. The dark horde. Turning back, he bellowed orders down the stairwell.
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Chapter sixty-eight








Death and Chaos


FOLLOWING ATOI, CRYSTALYN STRODE THROUGH the wide portcullis of the lower town of Brown Recluse. At the center of the busy entrance, Valen refugee stragglers carrying their belongings passed through, most of them heading for the monastery. Atoi paused. Not knowing where Crystalyn wanted to go next, it was the logical thing to do. But Atoi, at over four hundred seasons old, was far from consistent. The little girl had strolled off in a completely different direction than Crystalyn had thought to go, which forced her to trail the pasty-faced girl to a destination that always seemed to lead to the ultimate destination. Many times, the pale- skinned little girl—who appeared only ten seasons old—walked beside her, even slipping an ice-cold hand within Crystalyn’s occasionally. Other times the girl murmured or blared cryptic, prophetic- sounding declarations no one had yet to fathom when the Dark Child took over. As Crystalyn’s oldest companion since arriving in Astura, Atoi was still an enigma. When things settled down, a good, partly patient coaxing of more of Atoi’s and Hastel’s backgrounds was overdue. Even if she had to bind the two of them within her absorption symbol until cooperation magically appeared. 
Crystalyn waited beside Atoi as the others made their way through the iron-spiked gate hanging overhead. The light-haired boy, only three to four seasons younger, made him Jade’s age or close to it. Keever seemed friendly enough, even smiling at her as he strode a step or two in front of the taller Casan.
Though Casan was younger, Keever seemed to go along with whatever the brown-haired boy wanted, which intrigued Crystalyn, for he seemed oddly familiar. So did the blue crystal staff peeking over his shoulder. There was something about the staff. Then it came to her. In a flash, she knew where she had seen the boy before. Or at least a rendition of him, on the prophecy tapestry that had appeared in Durandas’s quarters in Surbo. Intrigued, Crystalyn gazed at the boy as he strode the entranceway, speaking with Sabella and the Alchemist. But no other revelation reared up.
Bringing up the rear as usual, Hastel stopped abruptly and looked to the gate tower on the right of the portcullis, where a flurry of activity caught her eye. A half dozen guards dashed inside the tower as a full two dozen raced outside and escorted those people nearby.
Switching direction, Crystalyn strode toward the left gate tower.
Atoi dashed in front of Crystalyn, turning to walk backward, easily matching her brisk pace. “Where are we going?” the little girl asked casually, as if they were out for a midday stroll along the bank of some slow-moving river somewhere without a care in the world.
For an inexplicable reason, the girl’s question or her strange mannerisms—which extended to the physical—annoyed Crystalyn, but she smothered her rising ire. Atoi was Atoi, and it shouldn’t bother her. But it did, which was just another aspect of her broken mind that she hoped to control. Eventually. Right now, a glare provided the little girl with an answer.
Which didn’t bother Atoi in the least. She swung around and raced to the tower as if her question now answered. Crystalyn followed at not quite at a run, but almost. Inside the turret, the girl of ten, four hundred seasons old, dashed past a small anteroom that housed a roughly constructed wooden table and chairs. Mugs of beverages had tipped over onto a game of Kell. The objective of the game was to build a dam to hold the liquid, which would then be drunk by the winner, whoever installed the last stick, without a collapse of the whole thing. One had to hurry, though, for the structures leaked by nature without mud to pack in the seams.
Barely slowing, Crystalyn and the others dashed up the spiral stairs, taking them two at a time, nearly catching Atoi as they charged out onto the rampart wall, only to stop short. On the horizon, where the Black Road sloped down onto the Great Plains, a cloud of ominous dust rose high into the air. A wall of blackness came toward the town at a rapid rate, swallowing everything before it. A certain portent of nothing good.
“I don’t like the looks of that,” Hastel said as he came up beside her, echoing her thoughts.
“That’s an understatement,” Keever said.
“He has a habit of doing that sometimes,” Crystalyn said.
“What do you think it is? A surprise from the Dark Citadel?” Sabella asked.
“Assuredly,” the Alchemist said. “Though I cannot think what it would be.”
“Methinks it travels quickly,” Atoi said.
Only Casan was silent. He gazed at the dark cloud, studying it intently.
Closer to the cloud, the Dark Manor fired into the blackness, with large projectiles from atop the southern and eastern turrets. The darkness swept closer, within range of the town’s ramparts, and then slowed, the dust fading into a drab brown. Warriors with torches put the flame to a set of three catapults loaded with boulders coated in pitch, and then flung them into the dust from atop the southeastern wall. The northeast, too, launched a volley of blazing rocks.
“What are they firing at?” Casan asked, finally speaking. “All I see is dust.”
Crystalyn had already made the same observation. She rounded on the three men working the closest catapult. “Stop shooting until there is a target visible!”
The men barely glanced at her. Then, repeating the procedure of lighting the heavy stones, they hurled them into the wall of brown grime.
Crystalyn marched over to them as they reloaded. “Our projectile supply has a limit, you fool! How do you know if there is anything within it to hit?”
The man holding the lit torch spread his arms in frustration. “We have no way of knowing, my lady. Though I suspect we are only giving them advance knowledge of our defenses. However, we are only following orders. If wish for us to desist, you shall have to convince the captain.”
“Where is he?”
Using the torch as a pointer, the man gestured to the southeast. “He is a she. Captain Cora is over at the southeast boulder throwers,” the warrior said. Without waiting to see if she accepted his words, he turned back to the task.
Crystalyn brought out her symbol for ice and extinguished the torch. “Can you wait to light your rocks until I come back with the captain or someone whom you would know?”
The man gaped at the torch he still held. Then, with a loud clack, he dropped it onto the walkway. Leaning on the turret wall, he grinned. “I suppose we have no choice now; it will take a while for this to thaw.”
Crystalyn strode past and found Captain Cora lighting a threesome of heavy stones. Beside the catapult, there were only enough loads for three more.
“Tell your warriors not to waste their stones on undefined targets, Captain,” Crystalyn said.
Extending the torch to the catapult bucket, the woman paused. “You have not looked below for a while, have you? The besiegers have shown themselves.”
Spreading out in several long lines north and south at the fields, black- armored Citadel soldiers mounted on dark armor-blanketed warhorses swept the countryside, putting fire to the disorderly rows, trampling crops, and setting fire to the temporary Valen homes. Fortunately, all the Naturists had evacuated, either east to the Dark Manor or west into the town.
The soldiers, thousands of them, maneuvered just out of range for arrows, though not for some of her symbols. But should she use them? Her dad might be out there, though it was doubtful. He might order a house put to the flame but wouldn’t do it himself. Even commanding such an act seemed wrong for him. Her whole life, he’d always been careful to keep noncombative individuals away from harmful fallout.
If her dad was out there, then he warred against the good people of the land. Crystalyn wasn’t about to let them all die. Not if her power could save even one. Bringing out a symbol, one of the ones under the heading Elemental Style in the Tiered Tome of Symbols, Tier Three of the black-lettered book, a glowing green circle, half the size of a warhorse, hovered before her. The mazelike white pattern within it wound around circles of various sizes. Though it felt airy to her, she was unsure of the symbol’s effect, having not used it. A latent power resonated through its intricate, almost transparent design. The symbol tugged at her as if it couldn’t wait for release.
Casan appeared in front of the symbol. “Your Using is fascinating,” he said.
The symbol fizzled out. “Is this really the time to have this conversation? Please, move out of the way.”
With a slight grin of embarrassment, Casan quickly stepped to the one side.
Plunging the torch downward, Captain Cora lit the three heavy rocks in the catapult’s round scoop of a bucket. “Fire!” she said to the soldier holding a thin rope, who promptly tugged hard on it.
The catapult rocked backward as flaming boulders shot skyward, arcing toward the black riders charging about the fields. Nearly simultaneously, the rocks thumped into the ground and bounced across the field. The horsemen and women within the fiery stone’s way veered, letting all roll harmlessly past. Losing momentum, the round boulders rolled to a stop, smoldering still.
“Blast you all!” Crystalyn shouted for all to hear. “You’ve given him a chance to retaliate without giving them much damage! You fools!”
The captain and soldiers all along the wall within hearing distance paused, frowning.
A single word question, “Who?” echoed about coming from a chorus of many voices.
“Their high commander, the enemy, you fools!” the Alchemist shouted.
Crystalyn couldn’t help feeling annoyed and impressed at the same time. The Alchemist had overheard what RaCorren had mentioned when they’d first arrived, and the hooded man understood the perilous significance of it. Her dad had the best strategic mind she knew of and the use of an overwhelming horde of dark soldiers with which to make use of it.
The Dark Manor had joined the fray by firing pole-sized bolts, boulders, and arrows at the dark riders. Closer than the town, the manor’s attack created death and chaos within the ranks. Though Camoe had launched the tactic they had discussed earlier, one thought reverberated through her broken mind: Don’t hit my dad.
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Chapter sixty-nine








Losses


GARN RODE THROUGH THE CHAOS and carnage of his soldiers and mindless bleeding and dying within the fields outside of Brown Recluse and in front of the manor house some Dark lord had constructed recently, or so he’d been told by one captain who’d first reported the structure firing upon them from the balustrade. When he figured one-third of his mounted force had died from the massive ballistae, he’d signaled Rinn to withdraw the mounted regiments to the Black Road and out of range of the more deadly attacks. There he had replaced the soldiers with Users, who now rode behind him. As had become the routine of late, Broth loped beside him. Only the warden. He trusted no one else, human or nonhuman. Whenever an arrow fell too close, Garn blocked it as it dropped from the sky, letting it ricochet away from his forearm plate metal, which the Users had no skill for, nor would they even think of trying. Instead, they used personal physical shields that did them little good if a hail of arrows rained upon them. One or two inevitably penetrated the crack the other feathered iron tips had started. Such a shield also stood no chance against the bigger projectiles, round or poled. Broth, Garn found, had the uncanny ability to dodge everything the defenders threw at them the moment before impact. Twice they had encountered, and avoided, the rarer pole-sized bolts or crushing boulders. Though Users died, he and the warden were unscathed. 
He could live with that.
Once within range, Garn rode another fifty yards closer to the manor’s defending wall and then stopped. He wanted no chance of the Users’ dark cones missing the targets, and the attack from the manor irked him somewhat. Mostly because he couldn’t have such a significant force flanking him, but also for the delay. The faster his Users destroyed the catapults and manor defendants, the quicker he could get to Crystalyn. Once he drew near his elder daughter, the One Mind would bring his younger. The creature using Jade as a host for its foulness would want to view its command carried out firsthand. Then he would end it somehow, even if it cost him everything.
The bombardment from the manor house came with more fervency as the Dark Users hopped from their horses. Garn deflected several arrows, then nudged his warhorse to the side of an onrushing bolt-pole, letting it pass by where it crashed into two black- robed Dark Users, shattering their shield and impaling them both to the ground.
Garn cursed. The Users had been following too close together. “All of you, spread out! You’re too big of a mark. Then rain destruction down upon those battlements!” he said, riding back and forth in front of the Users, whose right hands had already started glowing.
Deit Sa galloped close, then pulled back on the reins so hard the warhorse reared, raising its impressive mane of silky black hair high to avoid choking on the bit in its mouth. “As the most high, most prestigious commander, you have the right to take a contingent of my Users, not all of them. As a sign of my cooperation, I will allow you half, no more,” the general said. Though he tried to make the tone of his voice a growl, the tinny sound of it spoiled it coming out of the spiderbee helm. “I still struggle to understand the wisdom behind giving you that rank and not Lord Tsan. Who deserves it far more,” he added.
Annoyed, Garn drew his greatsword and sliced through the air in front of him in one quick motion. When the gesture ended, his sword rested with the sharp side of the blade against the side of the general’s neck, just under the helm. My general, he had to remind himself. “General Deit Sa, this is the second and final time we have discussed your insubordination. I offer you one last chance. Follow my exact orders without question or die. The one caveat here is termination shall be swift and decisive, which you do not deserve, but I’m pressed for time. Choose. What shall it be? Do you accept me without reservation?” Arrows rattled off some of the Dark Users’ shields, but did little harm. Garn did his best to ignore them.
Deit Sa made as if to lean away, but then thought better of it as blood trickled onto the flat of the blade. “You would not dare. My Users would inform the others and the dark lady.”
Garn let the blade’s weight sink in just enough to create a small stream of blood flowing on the blade, as if it had become too heavy to keep steady. “One or two may have some misguided notion of loyalty to a tyrant, but you will never know. Your head will topple to the ground like an apple severed from the stem,” Garn said with a frown. Tensing the muscles in his arm, he prepared himself to follow through with his threat. “From your words, I take it you have decided death is the answer.”
Still having the presence of mind to maintain a grip on the reins of his horse, General Deit Sa held up his free, dark-gauntleted hand. “That will not be necessary. We are all part of the dark lady’s vision. She chose you and I shall abide by it.”
Garn removed his greatsword, laying it across the saddle’s pommel. “See that you do. Now, get out of the way; you’re blocking my view of the battle.”
The dark-armored general rode closer, guiding his horse beside Garn’s so they faced the same direction. “What is your strategy, my lord?” he asked.
Garn reached the dark warhorse’s head and deflected an arrow to the side with his vambrace, even though the beast of war wore armor protecting much of its long skull. Best not to take chances. At the very least, the horse would get a gash from the dent it would cause. Though he should thank the Alchemist for his potion enhancements, which gave him back his quick and well-muscled youthful body, he intended to end the hooded man when the time was right. After all, the man had enslaved him and used him for his dark experiments. “My plan is simple, General. Get rid of two fronts so all resources can focus on the main objective. Pass this command along: Strafe the top of the wall, then blast the gate.”
General Deit Sa kept his horse still as arrows dropped short in front of him. He held his ground without flinching. “As you wish, my lord.” When the sky cleared of arrows, the general rode down the lines.
“Trail him, please. See that he follows orders.”
Broth’s enormous wolf’s head turned to look at him. The warden’s radiant black eyes brightened briefly with the motion. Without warning, he leaned in and rested his head on the arm Garn held the reins with, making contact. This time, Broth waited for him within the empty grayness at his point of entry.
Garn’s mind reeled. Nothing new when it came to the gray world within the Over Mind. “Sometimes, no. Every time when I’m plunged into this, I wish there was a way for you to give warning first.”
“Perhaps there is, alpha one. Would it aid you if I sat down and held out my front paw for you to touch? Communicating with you requires only the lightest contact.”
“Yes! Please do, when the time and situation permit, though I wish to keep the method of our communion private for now. What is it you wanted to discuss?”
“The human you wish followed will do as you command. I shall make certain of it. But only until the gate of the manor breached. Our place is together for a time.”
“Agreed. Also, please request regiment four of the mindless to advance behind the Users.”
Garn found himself back within the stark colors of the battlefield watching Broth lope after Deit Sa, who hadn’t gotten very far. The entire conversation had taken only moments, for which he was grateful. Another volley of arrows, which included two wooden bolt poles, dropped out of the sky toward him. With pressure from his knees and the reins, he got the warhorse moving away from the death rained upon them from the manor. More died as when arrows penetrated through hastily raised shields. The fools hadn’t spread apart fast enough.
From there, he rode behind the closest line of Dark Users, shouting commands as he went, directing the magical attacks wherever he needed them. And he needed them all over, more than he should have. Whoever directed the attacks from atop the manor wall knew how to fight.
Though the black-and-red-robed Dark Users bombarded the walls with their cones of destruction, they couldn’t keep it up for long. As soon as the firing slowed, the manor’s defenders launched a deadly torrent of retaliation from several of the same spots, destroying over half his Users.
They must have protection of some kind, he realized. Time for a change of tactics. “Stop firing! Pool your resources and fire upon the gate at my command!” he shouted, again riding up and down the rear lines as Broth appeared at the end of the right flank and joined him. The front lines had taken the heaviest hit and were in a disarray. Though Deit Sa survived, Garn didn’t have time to relay his suspicion. “Now!” he boomed with all the considerable strength in his lungs. “Blast the gate down!”
A focused array of a hundred black and red missiles sped toward the manor’s reinforced iron portcullis, slamming into it as one. With a thunderous boom, the door vibrated. White lines appeared, running up and down it with an intricacy hard for the eye to follow. The white lines faded from sight. Garn charged up to a black robe, one of those who had lobbed a missile with the others. “What were those lines on the gate? Why didn’t we blast it into twisted metal?”
Shrouded under a dark hood, the black robe’s voice that replied was female. “The gateway has a ward, my lord, which normally should not be an issue with so many of us conjoined. But it is of a kind and strength we have not seen before,” the woman offered as an explanation. “Eventually we shall break through; it cannot hold long against so many of us no matter how powerful the caster.”
Garn nodded, even though the woman likely didn’t notice. Her attention remained with those Users who stood in her row. “Keep at it. As soon as the way is open, we go inside.” Three additional arrays slammed into the portcullis before the third one blasted it from its hinges.
Garn rode along the rear line, signaling the command to advance into the manor’s courtyard. Broth loped beside him. He came upon Deit Sa, who sat on his dark warhorse off to one side, watching the company of Users as they started marching forward, his arms folded at his chest. “Now that we have the way in,” Garn said without preamble as he halted beside the man, “take the battlements. With you in command of the walls and weapons, the rest of us can focus on the town. What you do with the manor itself is in your hands. You may leave it alone if they do the same for you or make it your personal residence for the rest of the battle. I care only that you contain the threat of the fortress as the destruction of the town commences.”
Though the shortest of all his generals, Deit Sa was the broadest at the shoulders. In peak physical shape, he supported the dark plate armor well as he sat straighter in the saddle, tightening and relaxing his grip on the reins. As always, the man ignored Broth. All his generals did. “You leave this to me?” Deit Sa asked.
“Yes. I trust you shall contain the situation quickly. Should all go according to plan, General Tsan will preside over cleaning out Brown Recluse by evening as I overtake the monastery.”
“What of Rinn? Where will she be?”
“General Rinn is commanding the reserves. Mounted attacks will be little use on the steep and narrow road that leads up to the monk’s fortress.”
General Deit Sa gave a curt nod. “I have started to envision your mastery of battle and shall not disappoint on my part. Once I have cleared the manor, the casters shall be yours to use as you so desire.” Raising his gauntlet to mid-chest, he waved his arm away from him sharply, giving a quick salute. Then, urging his mount into motion, he galloped toward the manor.
Garn watched him go. Though Deit Sa believed he’d just received an easy duty, Garn had suspicions. Whoever directed the defenses within the manor house fortress knew something about fighting. Overtaking the manor was certain to bring about heavier causalities. Nudging his horse, he headed for the town.
He could live with those losses.
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Chapter seventy








Hulking Dark


WHEN THE FRONT GATE BLEW, Camoe led the retreat from the western battlements as planned. His plan. The destruction of the portcullis was the agreed-upon signal. Without looking to see who followed, he knew there would be many survivors of the relentless bombardment thanks to the clever steel trapdoor shelters constructed at intervals atop the wall and the shielding that Durandas had draped over the main catapults and giant crossbows. Bypassing the western stairwell, he dashed to the northeastern stairs. Jumping down, he took the steps three to four at a time, reaching the bottom quickly for a man who had lived three seasons beyond fifty. He sprinted out onto the easternmost courtyard and flung himself behind some fair-sized rock décor next to a cherry blossom tree. 
Those mercenaries he had chosen to not remain behind on the northern and southern ramparts—half of the fighting force left to him—were already streaming into the manor. They rushed inside through every available entrance: the two front side doors and the main double doors near where he had stopped. Maialene, her ghostly form lighting the surrounding area, waited beside it, a good sign he had chosen the right pathway for his escape. For him, at least. No one else ever claimed to see her beautiful, glowing white form.
Throughout the barrage on the battlements, his daughter had flitted from place to place, showing him where to stand for the best view of the enemy while keeping him out of harm’s way as arrows, missiles, and the explosive black cones of power fell where he had just vacated. Even though his daughter had no corporeal form and had passed from the living, Maialene guided his actions. He would follow her to wherever she led, even if he had to leave this battle and his companions behind. Fortunately, Maialene seemed to want him doing what he had done for most of his life. Leading warriors in desperate battles, fighting for those who could not defend themselves.
The so-called “working for the greater good of humankind” that the Green Writhe stood for no longer had meaning for him. Only Maia. And perhaps the prophecy vessel. Crystalyn fought on, no matter the odds. He could do no less for Jade, the young woman he loved as a daughter. Even if he had to be strong enough to send her flitting beside Maialene. At least then the creature would no longer have her.
The others dashed up, joining him behind the boulder and nearby trees, but he motioned for all but Durandas and the Lore Mother to keep going. “Find Daramay,” he said to Kerna. “Have her move the wounded into the escape room if she has not already begun. Help her all you can. We three shall meet you there when the time is right.”
Stopping to look out into the grand courtyard, Kerna hesitated briefly and then trotted away, catching up with her lifeheart. Peers lingered behind Lore Rayna, Cudgel, and the two mercenaries as they strode through the double doors with many a wary look at the western end of the courtyard where the iron gate hung askew, secured by only a single hinge that was halfway broken free. So far, the enemy had not come through, but they would soon enough.
Looking at the wrinkled skin and radiant white eyes of the Lore Mother, someone he had always thought he could count on, Camoe spoke softly to her, even though he knew better now. The Elder Voice of the Writhe, which Durandas and the Valen woman were a part of, had schemes within schemes that they would discuss with him when the time was ripe, which would come soon. He would give them no choice. “Open a channel to Durandas. When our trap sprung, the very moment it is, I need him to cast his largest and most powerful fireball into the thickest of those still living within the yard.”
The Lore Mother’s large head jerked back and forth from Camoe to Durandas, her long white hair whipping back and forth, but she said nothing.
“What is it?” Camoe asked.
The Lore Mother’s luminous eyes fixed on him. “As I discovered upon the fortifications while shielding the enormous weapons, the First is different. I have supplied him with additional Flow for seasons, but now when interrupting for him, it is difficult to let go of the Flow. Very much so. I have encountered nothing like it in all my brief life.”
Though Camoe wanted to hear more, there was no time. Dark Users stalked through the broken gate. Mounted on a dark warhorse, a man wearing a spiderbee helm led them inside. “Have you established a conduit?” Camoe asked again, his voice a whisper.
“The Lore Mother has,” Durandas said. Muffled by the deepness of his white hood, the First’s voice sounded distant.
The spiderbee-helmed rider rode farther inside the courtyard, moving slowly as the helm looked right and left onto the battlements. Camoe had some unease that the man, a general by the three-hammer insignia stamped and painted on the left breast off his dark armor, would trip the Light trap, but he halted the big warhorse at the halfway point, waiting for the Dark Users to catch up as more of them streamed inside the courtyard.
The general let a large group of black- and red-robed Dark Users pass him by. “Show yourselves!” he shouted then. His voice echoed out from under the helm and, though great in volume, sounded tinny, as if an adolescent going through a change in pitch spoke. “Those who wish to join the greatest fighting force ever seen shall survive this day! Disarm and thrive! Even the women who do not hold a weapon, we have use for you!” Trampling flowers and bushes, the three-hammer general, rode closer to the south battlements. “Show yourself loyal, join with us!” he repeated, shouting.
Stomping more flora into mud, he rode to the south wall and repeated his shouts there. Finally, when no answer was forthcoming, he rode back to the center. Raising slightly in his saddle, he shouted once again. “So be it, you fools! You shall all die screaming!” Then, as if he just noticed the Dark Users had stopped moving, the general stabbed his free hand at the manor. “What are you ingrates waiting for? You are supposed to be the best soldiers and Users the Dark Citadel has! Advance! Kill every one of these defenders.”
Several Dark Users laughed nervously as the group moved forward warily.
A little more, keep coming, Camoe said to himself as if he could bring them all closer by the force of his will. And let them have physical shielding installed.
A hooded black robe at the group’s front stopped. “Wait! This is too easy. Where have they all gone? Where are their dead?” a female voice asked.
Blast it, Camoe cursed in silence.
The general nearly rode into the Users, only halting his mount at the last second. “They have all run inside like the cowardly vermin they are! What are you all waiting for?”
Looking warily around, all avoided responding to the question.
An arrow bounced off the shielding of the black-robed woman who had spoken. And then another failed to penetrate the shield of the red robe beside her. At eye level, small cracks spread outward from the tiny chip circles created by the arrows’ impact and impaired their vision slightly.
“What did I tell you? The cowards hide from our superior might. Root them out!” the general yelled, his voice filled with elation. “They know they have lost!”
With a roar of anticipation, the group surged forward.
Following his companions’ lead, Camoe covered his ears with his hands.
With a blinding white flash and a thunderous boom, a concussive black wave exploded outward in all directions, swallowing light momentarily and raining debris upon the druid. Removing his hands, he noticed with disgust some of the debris contained tiny bits of flesh. In the courtyard, the general rolled from atop his lifeless horse and struggled to stand. The spiderbee helm had blown off and lay a few yards to one side.
“Now, Durandas!” Camoe yelled.
His right hand outstretched and already veiled by a radiant white sphere, Durandas stood. Tinted throughout with a smoky blackness, an enormous ball of white detached from the radiance. Zooming halfway across the courtyard, it struck a second bunch of Dark Users. Another explosion rocked the courtyard. One-third of the second group disintegrated or fell burning.
Durandas sent another bush-sized smoky white sphere soaring into a group of Dark Users behind the circular pit of dead and dying left by the first one, but it dispersed on contact. They had switched from physical to magical shielding. Halting, many of them raised their own radiant black spheres, preparing to fire.
“Raise the signal,” Camoe said.
Durandas raised his right arm and shot a glowing white ball into the air that soared high above the western wall and vanished from sight. Archers appeared at the balustrades and fired upon the Dark Users below, and more died. But not enough. Soon, a hailstorm of cones, missiles, and red splinters bombarded the doomed men and women who had stayed behind to spring the trap, pinning them down quickly. Camoe gave them a silent salute of thanks for their bravery as Durandas focused on installing a magical shield bubble around the three of them.
Ignoring the arrows pinging off his own shielding, the general had regained his footing and strode toward the gate, his curly black hair swinging back and forth with each staggering step. A circle of Dark Users swallowed him from sight.
As hundreds more Dark Users poured into the courtyard, the magical bombardment of the battlements began anew, and some of them sent missile splinters at Camoe and his companions. Safe for the moment behind the magical shield wall Durandas had put up, the druid decided they had inflicted the most damage possible for now. The element of surprise was no longer available. At least not outside under the bright midday sun.
Camoe stood. “We cannot afford for them to stop with this. Come, follow my lead.”
The large white hood shadowed though much of his face, Durandas’s lips pulled down into a frown. “We have been,” he said, the irritation strong in his voice. “It is all we have been doing. I will admit your ambush was as good as it gets, but know this: I am not capable of accepting someone else’s commands for long, nor do I wish to.”
The Lore Mother was slower at climbing to her feet. “So, you have stated all morning. Get over it, Durandas. I think it is about time you started sharing some secrets you have been harboring. For example, why did Crystalyn nearly kill you?”
“Do you truly believe the offworlder could destroy me?”
“Are you saying it was all some kind of elaborate show? For what purpose?”
“This is not the place for having a conversation,” Camoe said mildly, though he felt anything but. The two of them had traded withering comments all morning, when they spoke to each other at all. Many times, Lore Rayna or Cudgel had interceded before someone got hurt. “Must I give a reminder of those who strive to end us now? We are in the midst of battle, after all. Come, it is time to produce the lure for the second part of this.”
Camoe strode out into full view, stopping in front of the double doors, though they had left one cracked open. He glimpsed Kerna inside; her bow strung and fitted with an arrow, which explained the arrows that had gotten the Dark Users moving.
Feeling exposed even though Durandas had installed shielding, Camoe gazed out at a courtyard nearly half filled with Dark Users firing their projectiles of violence upward in three directions. At the gate, soldiers strode through, heading for the battlements. After a moment, he easily found what he looked for. The enemy general stood within a company of red and black robes, who gave plenty of space all around him in a wide circle.
Camoe locked eyes with the general. Without his helmet, the man seemed diminished somehow, as if he drew power from donning it. The general’s dark eyebrows scrunched downward to his dark eyes, and his upper lip curled upward with disgust. Or hatred. Likely both.
Disgust for being unhorsed and hatred for those responsible, particularly for the one who led them.
As cones and missiles chipped away at the shield dome, Camoe turned away. He had seen what he hoped to discover. The general would now hunt him with a blind obsession to have a single chance at killing him. He motioned Durandas and the Lore Mother inside and then followed.
Inside the Dark Manor, as Kerna and Peers set the three iron cross members in the slots on both doors, Camoe led the two Circle members behind one of a pair of huge stacks of furniture piled at the far end of the great room. One and half dozen manor soldiers and mercenaries waited behind each side, with Captain Taggart and Starling staying out of sight on the right-hand side. The captain had done well with stacking the benches, tables and chairs, cupboards, dresser drawers, and whatever else they could scrounge from the great room and others close by. Of course, Lore Rayna must have helped substantially with her ability.
“Ready your bows, Captain Taggart,” Camoe said. “There is now one out there who wishes me dead under no uncertain terms.”
Captain Taggart signaled Starling, who left to pass on the command. “Aye,” he said, watching her walk away. “Nice work out there. Many of those blasted robes and their shields dropped like the ransacking vermin they are,” he said. He glanced at Durandas. “No offense, Light User.”
Raising his radiant right hand, Durandas set a ward on the double doors before replying. “None taken. I hope to blast their robes away with the light of fire.”
When Maialene flitted out and in through the wall beside the doorway, Camoe had a thought. “Durandas, can you fortify the wall along with the doors?”
The white hood Durandas wore swung toward Camoe sharply. “I can, though I am uncertain of the intent. No fighting force has ever attempted to break through such a thick stone barrier.”
“This is no ordinary force. Do it.”
Durandas hesitated as if he wished to discuss the matter further, but then he cast a murky sphere of Light at the wall. It rippled outward, becoming an intricate dark gray pattern. Running in all directions, it faded when it hit the corners.
Before Camoe could ask why the ward was gray, dozens of explosions slammed into the outside wall. Whenever contacted, that part of the pattern lit up and then faded. Dozens of spots on the wall lit and faded with each explosion that boomed with each hit.
The barrage went on for what seemed an interminable amount of time, though it was only a quarter of a bell. Then the bombardment shifted to the iron doors, echoing about the room with a thunderous bang, as if a heavy hand rang a colossal gong. Though the cross members held the hinges bent inward with every crash.
Maialene floated through the great room’s rear entrance. Though Camoe wondered what it meant, he had time only to direct the coming battle. “Archers, prepare!” he shouted.
The right door’s hinges broke, and it slammed upon the flooring and hung teetering there by the cross members alone. Then two additional explosions ripped the left door from the frame and both fell over inside the room, emitting a deafening clannnng.
“Fire!” Camoe shouted. But they were too late.
Black cones that resembled inverted miniature cyclones soared inside and slammed into the left furniture pile, smashing it into splintery shards that churned around like small maelstroms, causing substantial damage. Eighteen archers and warriors were ground into pulp or impaled with countless wooden splinters in every place imaginable.
Three cones soared through the blasted doorway, heading for the right stack. Then three more.
Durandas backed up a few steps and cast a hasty wall in front of him. “Flee!” he yelled. “Get Daramay and her wounded to the gathering point!”
Lore Rayna, Cudgel, Taggart, Starling, Peers, and Kerna, who carried a bow in her hand, ran for the room’s only other exit behind them. Though he could not see Casan’s sword, Camoe suspected Kerna still had it on her person, somewhere under the liana sash. Three women and a one servant man who were close by filed through after them.
Dark cones crashed into the furniture Camoe still hid behind. Pieces of wood and iron tore through the air, shattering half of the shield and peppering the four men and two women mercenaries who ran for the exit. Blood bloomed in too many places on all of them as they fell.
The Lore Mother grabbed Durandas by the shoulder. “Can you hold the barrier and walk backward to the door behind us?”
“Incoming!” Camoe shouted.
Durandas and the Lore Mother moved. Camoe paced them. Walking backward, the Light User kept the barrier in place as the second volley struck the pile of wood and iron, exploding it on contact. Debris lanced through the air in all directions. Dark cracks appeared throughout the wall, but the remaining half held. Once through the door, Camoe slammed it closed.
Durandas dissolved the barrier. His hand glowing a translucent gray as he installed a ward on the door. “It will not hold them long.”
“Agreed. Put another trap on the surrounding floor. I would venture a guess at least some have switched back to magical protection. Make them wary when they come for us.”
Durandas did so. The Lore Mother slumped over perceptibly—the old woman still gripped his shoulder. Interrupting the Flow, she provided the First with additional power, using herself as the conduit. “Come. We run from here. Can you keep up, old Mother?” Camoe asked as the first cones struck the doorway from the opposite side.
For an answer, the Lore Mother dashed through the service kitchen, down a long passage at the rear, and stopped at the empty black limestone room where the others waited. Without pause, Durandas strode past and pressed a series of stones on the back wall. The dark outline of a narrow doorway became visible as he pressed inward on it.
“All of you, go inside the next chamber, and hurry. Not you, Durandas,” Camoe said.
As the others moved through, a boom resounded from the service kitchen, vibrating the walls and floor where they stood.
“I wished for them to be extra wary and put a lot into that one,” Durandas said.
“Tell me you have the capacity for two more casts. First, I need you to collapse the roof to this room after we are inside the chamber. Second, you need to have enough remaining to activate the gateway. Can you do it?”
“Done,” Durandas said.
Camoe slipped into the sole entrance to the gateway chamber, hoping their little resistance against the hulking dark army had slowed the demise of Brown Recluse. Even if it was for only one bell, he would consider it worth it. Or a half bell. Whatever he could get.
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Chapter seventy-one








Foresight


CAMOE FEINTED TO THE RIGHT, which had the unexpected consequence of putting him within reach of an elite soldier, one of two dozen whose sole duty was to protect any member of the Circle of Light at all costs. Incredibly, the soldier swung the poleaxe in his hands like a broadsword, chopping down instead of jabbing. The essence druid blocked the pole weapon’s fall easily with the flat of his longsword. Spinning around, he removed the man’s head from his shoulders. Without slowing, he spun again and stabbed the remaining Circle protector he had through the side of the ribs, slipping the sharpened steel in between the small gap in the silver armor under the woman’s armpit. Aided by the energy of his quick movements, the sword slid inside the woman nearly three-quarters of the blade’s length before it stopped, blocked by the inside of her breastplate on the opposite side. He kept his grip on the sword as the woman fell away from him, ripping it free from her flesh and the edge of the polished silver-plated armor. 
He found a drape to clean his longsword on as he peered into the next hallway within the dome of the Circle of Light. At the end of the long hallway, shadowy shapes shuffled past, but none entered. Camoe dashed quietly back down the side hall and slipped into the back room where the gateway had left them. Kerna and Lore Rayna raised their bows to him, but lowered them as soon as they knew for certain who had entered. In fact, he was pleased to note many a weapon returned to scabbard and sheath from half draw as the smoky glow of Durandas’s hand winked out. They had followed orders.
The room was quiet except for the occasional cough or soft moan. Though Daramay and the Lore Mother had removed all from the critical list, healing until drained, many still had pain and external bleeding. With luck, they had found and clotted all internal leaks. Durandas moved toward him, but Camoe went to the healers. The Light User would follow.
“We must chance it, Daramay. Our presence will not remain undiscovered long,” he said as soon as he drew close enough to avoid speaking too loudly.
Daramay grimaced. Even frowning, her features were still lovely. “The missile wound to the lung is still in the critical stage of natural healing. Myne cannot travel fast.”
“Leave me here,” the soldier said and then coughed, pain riddling her tanned face as more racked her big frame. Finally, the young woman quieted.
“I warned you not to speak,” the Lore Mother admonished. “Continue to do so and you will get worse. We leave no one here. Camoe is not in the habit of doing so, nor I. However, you must try to move gingerly, as quickly as you can.”
The woman, Myne, stared, but kept her silence. 
“Can we get to the gateway?” Durandas asked.
Camoe lowered his voice still. “We have to, or we die. Or worse, become as dull-eyed as most of those who wander under the dome aimlessly.”
Within the shadows of his deep white hood, surrounded by his white mustache and beard, Durandas’s lips thinned. “Then we fall fighting.”
“My sentiments precisely,” Camoe said, giving a quick pat from the palm of his hand to the white-robed man’s shoulder.
Camoe received a shock. The Light User emanated a coldness deeper than when Camoe had come out of his ice-bound coma. Durandas pulled away. “Do not touch me,” he said, the tone of his voice harsh.
Camoe considered inquiring about it, but let it go. “How far to Khiminay’s quarters from the southern hall?” he asked instead.
“Her chambers are in the southern hall, but at the far western end of it, I am afraid.”
“Then we have to get there,” he said, offering his shoulder to Myne and motioning for everyone to follow.
Lore Rayna picked Myne up, cradling the woman in her strong Valen arms. “Please allow me, Essence. You need your arms free as you lead the way.”
Camoe opened his mouth to argue how everyone needed to help each other when Maialene flitted to a stop in front of him. Then, with a sad look, his radiant white daughter flitted to the doorway, then out into the hallway. Camoe followed.
Ahead, the same way he had scouted before, Maialene fluttered into the long southern hall, floating westward. Camoe moved out into it after a cautious look. The shadows still moved on the eastern side, but faster than the previous ones, and all darted north. He motioned for those behind to stay close as he went as fast as he dared. The corridor had not long been free of the enemy. He passed many chamber doors left open with the bloodstained, white-robed occupants strewn about inside, most in more than one piece. The darkening color of the life essence pooled near the bodies, indicated recent demise.
As he neared the end of the hallway, Durandas came up beside him. “Khiminay’s chamber is the silver door on the left, and it has a ward,” the white-robed User said softly.
As Maialene’s luminescent form floated through the door, an intricate pattern brightened upon it and then faded away. Camoe had some relief the Circle woman’s ward remained intact. “Can you unravel it?”
His right hand already alighting with a smoky white radiance, Durandas centered himself in front of the gold-plated doorway. “Yes. But I require a few moments and the Lore Mother’s help,” he said, glancing up at the wizened older Valen woman who stood off to one side.
Her luminous eyes brightening somewhat, the Lore Mother came close to the First and put her right hand upon his shoulder, extending her free hand palm down toward the ground. The red pattern again appeared.
At the back of the group, gasps and softly spoken exclamations caught Camoe’s attention.
“Druid!” Captain Taggart said, the tone of his voice an urgent hiss.
Three chamber doors back the way they had come, a dark-haired woman wearing a white robe crawled out from a doorway toward them.
Daramay broke from the end of the group and rushed toward her. Coming from the east, dark shapes flickered toward them.
Dragging legs severed below the knees, the woman looked up with a dull-eyed stare and stopped as Daramay reached down.
“Do not touch her!” Camoe shouted, knowing he was too late.
Gripping the woman’s head, Daramay jerked as if struck. Then stilled.
The woman crawled onward.
Next in line, Taggart and Starling backed away as the captain drew his sword.
“Slice off the head of the woman!” Camoe shouted, eyeing several humanoid shapes that detached from the darkness of the hallway. The black shapes, human in size, were incorporeal in substance, as if a shadow had broken loose and raced toward him. As the shapes passed—one after the other—under a bright glimmer shard, he swallowed hard in recognition. Dark men. Insidious and formidable creatures of the Dark King or of the thing controlling Jade. Thanks to her foresight months ago, he now knew how to fight them.
Camoe glanced around for something made of wood. Made of metal, the door frames were no good. Drawing his sword, he dashed into a room and hacked the leg off a glimmer lamp stand, letting it crash to the floor behind him as he rushed back into the hallway.
Captain Taggart and Starling slashed at the front row of the human-shaped male figures. As if made of smoke, the dark men shattered into wisps and then coalesced into the shadowy form once again as the weapon passed through. Then, elongated arms and legs wrapped around the hapless pair.
Camoe removed the head from the crawling woman, but she had already made contact with a soundlessly screaming male servant, requiring Camoe to stab the man through the heart. Then, swinging the wooden weapon at the dark shapes merged partway inside the two mercenaries, he dispersed them. Captain Taggart and Starling collapsed to the floor, their unseeing eyes staring up at the stone ceiling.
Swinging his wooden weapon to the left and right, Camoe dispersed several more, but many others took their place. “Durandas, we have no time left!” he shouted between swipes. Someone screamed. Then another piercing scream started and abruptly cut off. With growing despair, Camoe noted four more mercenaries and servants had gone rigid on the far-left side of him as shadowy shapes started to slip inside them. Robed and armored bodies filled the eastern half of the hallway now, shuffling toward them.
Cudgel stepped into the fray, swinging his huge club with impressive effect. Dark men burst like patches of fog that fled a ship sailing at top speed. Shadowy figures slipped around him, quickly.
Branches snaked across the flooring, bursting dark men around Cudgel and Camoe as if the shadowy forms made of soap bubbles instead of the darkest evil. The Great Mother bless you, Lore Rayna and Kerna, Camoe thought to himself as he swung and disseminated another dark man. The two women’s flora forms destroyed dozens, and then dozens of dozens, but the dark men were many, and the controlled were nearly upon them.
“I have broken through!” Durandas said loudly.
“Everyone inside!” Camoe bellowed.
Lore Rayna and Kerna came up on either side of him. Lore Rayna’s radiant eyes brightened the hallway, and her skin gleamed as polished wood. All four of the big woman’s limbs had formed miniature pole-sized branches of the great falun tree and twisted outward. Two squirmed along the floor, waving about yards in front of her.
Three of Kerna’s limbs resembled Lore Rayna’s to a lesser extent, smaller, but just as deadly to the dark men. The druid woman’s right hand gripped the infused blade that Casan had wanted her to hold on to when they’d last been in Surbo, its blue radiance nearly outshining Lore Rayna’s orbs. Kerna used it to slice through the first controlled arrivals.
Peer’s swords flashed with the glint of steel, taking down a pair of dull-eyed, white-robed acolytes wearing the orange and yellow sun tabard of the Circle of Light on the left breast as he came up beside his lifeheart.
But for every controlled they dropped; a crowd took its place. “Fall back,” Camoe yelled. Acting on his words, he moved backward, hacking, slicing, and clubbing as he went.
Forced to retreat faster, they soon backed into those not yet filing through the open doorway. Camoe fought wildly, but many others took the place of any he brought down. A pile of corpses grew in front of them, some still crawling. Several wounded, armored, and unarmored vanished stiffly into the torrent of evil, pulled inside the crowd of lumbering, shadowy bodies. There were too many to stop.
“Go inside now, everyone!” Lore Rayna roared. Her limbs doubled in size and thickness. Lashing out with all four appendages now nearly the size of logs, the big Valen woman crumpled a half dozen rows of attackers from wall-to-wall.
Camoe scrambled inside Khiminay’s chambers second to last.
Bending, Lore Rayna stepped in backward, retracting her arms and legs as she did.
Kerna slammed the silver-plated door closed with her left wooden member as soon as Lore Rayna’s limbs were out of the way.
“Stand aside,” Durandas said, shouldering past Peers. The intricate black pattern of glowing crisscrossing lines appeared on the polished silver of the door and then vanished.
A thud on the hallway side of the door lit the lines again. Then another and another, which kept it from fading. “How long do we have?” Camoe asked Durandas, his breath coming in gasps. Though he hated to admit it, he had tired more easily since his near-death encounter. And now he found himself once again with only a door between him and a horde of enemies. Was this his purpose after being stolen away from joining his Maialene? Fighting hard only to watch companions die? Losing Daramay hurt deep, and her lost master healing ability would mean a higher cost of lives.
Durandas broke into his reverie. “Not long,” he said. “And before you ask, no, I have not found where our escape path hides.” Spinning around, he strode close by Khiminay’s enormous falun wood bed. Putting his glowing smoky hand on the wall, he felt around, moving toward a corner.
Camoe followed. “Ninth, seat on the Circle of Light has the power to hide it from the First? How is this possible?” he asked as the thuds outside the door grew stronger.
“Remarkably, there is more to her than even I knew,” Durandas said.
A boom shook the room. Dust billowed from the ceiling. “Make haste—” Camoe shouted, and then trailed off as Maialene appeared at the foot of the bed. Then, with a calmness Camoe did not feel, his radiant daughter strode through it and into the wall behind. “Surely you have searched behind the divan,” Camoe said, more as a statement than a question.
Another boom shook the room.
Durandas cursed and hopped on the bed, sprinting like a child to the large bubinga wooden headboard that curved high upon the wall. In the center, a magnificent panel ingrained with the Circle of Light sunburst in differing colors of wood that complemented each other vanished the moment his radiant right hand touched it. In its place, a pair of bronze crystal obelisks rose for over six hands. Two swirling patterned symbols were close to the top, one on each side.
Durandas activated the symbols with a white ball of flame. Thrown perfectly center, the flame flattened and then rippled radially, sending a translucent shimmer between the two obelisks. The symbols near the top spun, rotating faster and faster, extending toward each other until they touched. A curtain of darkness dropped to the floor behind them. “Go through the gateway now,” Durandas said. “There is no time and very little of the Flow here.”
Camoe turned to those who looked at him for guidance. There were many less now. Too few. All but one of the wounded, Myne, had perished. The woman’s still living was largely because of Lore Rayna’s actions, he was certain. Camoe had failed the others where the Valen woman had not. As Camoe motioned for the injured woman to climb on the bed and step through the gateway, a strong forbon’e’tel struck, a foreboding that blew through his mind like a sea gale striking land after leagues of open ocean. The foresight rocked him with a certain knowledge he would prefer to never know. Thousands, perhaps thousands of thousands, would expire before his final task was through.
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Chapter seventy-two








Something Dark


KHIMINAY GLARED AT LARAN AND Alina. Beside the couple, Arelya and Bareck also deserved a scowl. And the girl Nuri, as well as the boy Torin and the little urchins, grouped around him. Behind them all, rising from the rough dark brown limestone floor to nearly the cavern’s natural height of two stories, the sapphire ascension gateway’s obelisks gleamed with a deep azure magnificence. Between the tapering columns, the deep purple radiance within was lit by constant flashes of soundless white lightning, jagged bolts that struck the surreal landscape randomly in a state of constant flux, a relentless scenery of instability. Seasons of striving had fallen into place; the way forward now open. Why did they have to make things so difficult? Most importantly, the longer it took to convince those who remained within the cavern they should take her at her word and go through, the higher chance that the worms she had dropped would proliferate past her ability to keep the gateway activated. 
Thon left his captain and two warrior guards where they stood near the smaller bronze gateway they had come through from Durniss Keep and strolled close, his bearing relaxed. At least he wished it to seem so. Khiminay knew well enough the speed and violence the man was capable of should the situation require it. The merchant made a point of stopping and looking into the large activated sapphire gateway. “I have a question that has the distinct possibility of sounding naïve. Please indulge me. The As’wall couple, Alina and Laran, have told you they search for their son. Yet you have made no claim he traveled through this gateway. Would you know if he did? What if Casan As’wall went through one of the other two in this chamber, the amber one we came through or the dark gray one? Or left by the stairway, which I assume leads to Brown Recluse, since you say this is the way to Durniss Keep. What about the destinations for the remaining gateways? Why not tell us what you know and trust we can make our own decision?”
Khiminay despised the man for speaking up at that precise moment. Getting the leaders convinced to go along with her would have made it easier to persuade the others. Well, there was little hope for it now. Talking had gotten her nowhere.
Drawing from the Flow, Khiminay created her heaviest wind, a red-tinted gale that glistened like blood, and released it upon the cavern, targeting the area in front of the gateway. Twisting greater than any cyclone, a gale of red wind scooped up Alina, Laran, Arelya, Bareck, and all those nearby—even the children—into its swirling crimson storm as it blew into the gateway, vanishing inside.
Again, Khiminay drew from the Flow, preparing to wrap the merchant guards up in a binding, which should prevent their movement long enough for her to bring them through the gateway, but the three men collapsed where they stood. Dark purple missiles protruded from their critical organs, then faded. Only the quickly coagulating blood remained.
Khiminay spun and released her binding wind.
Striding toward her, Sabella, mistress and owner of the Quench Quarters Inn in Gray Dust, deflected the wind with a translucent purple wall that shimmered from the light of the torches and sparsely placed glimmer shards throughout the cavern. Her short black-and- white dress ruffled only a little as she walked. For a woman of middle seasons, Sabella was voluptuous still. The white locks in her blond hair added an elegant, wizened quality to her. Easily noted by his dark cowl cut high on his midriff, the Alchemist strode at her side. The wide bands of silver on his biceps shone with an arrogance that matched his personality. Gripped in his right hand, the great half-spear artifact shimmered with a dull amber glow. The deadly ominous shimmer spear.
Khiminay had mixed emotions about meeting the Alchemist here. Perhaps she could persuade him to help her find Kara Laurel and get her home. But could she trust him? But it mattered little. Wanton destruction of the living enraged her, nearly enough to blast the woman with another crimson gale. “Why did you do that? Those men were exceptional fighters! I needed them!”
Coming to a standstill within an arm’s length, Sabella stared at her in silence, her blue eyes unreadable.
The Alchemist also ignored the question. “Meeting you here at this crucial place and time at the monk’s most secretive location is more than fortuitous,” he said softly. “One can almost believe it ordained, but even that matters little. There has been no contacting from you or the others for too long. Report. Were you and Kara successful with dispersing my Flow worms? Has the process started at this source, in this cavern?”
Khiminay considered a scathing retort but kept her voice mild. There may come a time when he held higher sway over her than the present. “You shall have to wait a bit longer, Dark One. We released your worms. In this rock, it will take much longer for them to find their way through cracks to the source, but I am certain you have accounted for it. Now, I must go.”
Tossing the shimmer spear from his left hand to his right and then back again, the Alchemist’s voice grew softer still. “And the other sources? Did you deliver the worms?” he asked. Spinning vertically, the shimmer spear seemed to hover in the air longer than it should have before the hooded man grabbed it with his right hand.
Slightly mesmerized by the weapon’s rotation, Khiminay shook her head, growing impatient. “I agreed to assist the Elder Voice of the Green Writhe, not you specifically. However, Surbo and the northern source have the infection,” she said, backing toward the gateway. The Alchemist and the tavern mistress stayed put.
Khiminay almost smiled. Only a few steps more and the blasted man and the woman could go wander off on their own doing whatever vileness they had planned. Sabella was more than a simple innkeeper. Surprisingly, the woman could Use. She’d hid it well over her lifetime. How strong was she?
“And Gray Dust? The Shimmering Sands?” the Alchemist asked softly, somehow now right in front of her again. “Have you introduced the Flow worms there as I commanded?”
Confused, Khiminay frowned. “Kara never mentioned those. When would we have had time anyway—” White-hot pain pierced her stomach.
Of their own accord, Khiminay’s hands gripped the hands that were wrapped around the half-spear plunged into her gut, the Alchemist’s hands.
“That is unfortunate,” the Alchemist said, softer than any other time before. “I shall have to take care of it personally, then. Now, however, your blood shall assist with the final juncture.”
Khiminay tried to pull away from the pain but only slumped to the ground. Her strength had fled. Still gripping the artifact that shimmered darker as it filled with her blood, the Alchemist bent over her, looking down. Inside the hood, his golden eyes shone with a profound brightness, two points of gleaming radiance. Something dark swept through them, blocking the luminance, but briefly.
With the last of her strength, Khiminay let go the spear.
Consciousness fled as darkness consumed her.
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Chapter seventy-three








Illusion


FROM THE SHADOWS in the cavern’s corner, Nuri watched as the elder offspring pulled the weapon out of the woman, Khiminay. At first, the offspring within her had thought to contact the oldest of its kind, though it had been wary. Now such wariness increased. With the addition of an artifact, the man with the golden eyes and the offspring within him gained substantially more power. The Alchemist, as the elder was called in the human lands, tossed the artifact to the lush woman. She caught the weapon deftly, clasping her right hand around the grip centered between the sharpened double-edged blades with tapered ends. “What do I do with this? I can barely stand to touch it after witnessing your use of it.” 
The Alchemist stood, moving to one side. “The artifact stores energy gained from one’s lifeblood, more power from those who Use. As such, only those who touch the Flow can benefit from it, or so the Green Writhe believes. Now, use the enhancement to clean up, Sabella. Push Khiminay into the sapphire gateway before it closes. It will take her carcass off world.”
A dark purple radiance pulsed through the dull red glow of the shimmer spear and then a shimmering purple bolt shot forth, striking under Khiminay, and sliding her into the gateway. The woman vanished on contact, which bothered the entity inside Nuri. The wariness increased to something close to fear as Sabella held up the spear, her blue eyes wide. “Tell me this is mine.”
The Alchemist suddenly spun and crossed the cavern floor, passing by the dark gray crystal obelisks the monks of Brown Recluse kept hidden within the underground chamber, which sat opposite the amber-colored gateway. “You shall keep the spear if you refrain from using it until I give the word, but only when I am finished with it. Such an artifact has a high cost to recharge.”
Behind the Alchemist, the darkness centered within the obelisks withdrew upward, becoming a thin line between the swirling symbols, which vanished as soon as they stopped rotating. Only the brown limestone remained between them, as if the dark blue crystals had formed out of the cavern stone itself.
Sabella followed, catching up easily. “How long will it last?” “An eternity if not used.”
“And the uses? How many of those?”
The Alchemist and the woman strolled into the shadowy part of the cavern where glimmer shards and torches failed to illuminate. The place where Nuri hid. “That remains to be calculated. I suspect it shall depend on how strong a use required,” the golden-eyed man said, regarding Nuri with eyes grown brighter in the darkness.
The woman entered more slowly, waiting for her eyes to adjust.
Putting his back to the wall beside Nuri, as if lounging beside an old friend, the Alchemist spoke softly. “You know me for what I truly am, Offspring. You came into existence as only a minor offspring of the Great One, a piece severed from the whole to ensure survival of a unique species. But I sense you have become more than it could foresee since conjoining with the human. In that way, you are like me. You now control many, those you think of as beasts of the One Mind, but you err. Allow me to elaborate, Offspring. Come forth and converse.”
Though the Alchemist’s voice was barely audible, the man had an interesting inflection of command. The Offspring stirred within Nuri and responded. “Why do you seek contact? There are others that will fill your desires more powerfully. Go. Leave us to our own.”
“What is she, father?” the woman, Sabella, asked.
“Hush, daughter,” the Alchemist said.
The offspring surged to the forefront, thrusting Nuri to one side and slightly to the back of her mind. “What is this? You, an offspring, have an offspring?”
“Yes.”
“Generated from your own bio-fluids?” 
“Again, yes.”
The offspring knew confusion, which it disliked. It spoke to the Alchemist’s offspring. “Tell us the seasons that have passed since your conception.”
Sabella’s curvy silhouette, topped with a lush head-and-hair outline, shifted toward Nuri, but the woman did not speak.
“You may reply,” the Alchemist said. His soft voice carried command, but no menace.
“Forty-three.”
The Offspring’s perplexity grew, which added a higher dislike, a building rage within its makeup. “Do not think to deceive me, Elder. You are strong. Yet I have grown much since the conjoining, as you have seen.”
“As an offspring, your senses inform you there is no deception within my words. Biologically, Sabella came into this world forty-three seasons past.”
“How can that be? You allow all to assume your lifespan is that of a human, but all offspring know when the elder of us took a host, more than a millennium ago. That sterilizes the host. You are that host. What deception is this? Are we to battle now?”
Even in the shadows, the dark sphere that now outlined Sabella’s hand left no doubt the woman Used. The offspring, too, knew it. Nuri pulled the slim dagger she kept strapped at her waist underneath her blue kell dress, reachable through the false pocket, silently from the sheath.
“If terminating is your desire, then we shall accommodate you, but such exertion is unnecessary. We all exist as severed particles from the One Mind, the master species. As such, we cannot deceive another of us. Your senses tell you the truth of what I speak.”
The offspring lowered the blade to Nuri’s side. “The elder offspring is accurate. No deception detected. How is this possible? You have taken a host.” Again, confusion streamed through the offspring and Nuri. Then, exhilaration. Anger faded away to wonder. “The elder has discovered a way to proliferate!”
“Though centuries of research, yes. The proof stands beside us.”
A sudden black glow radiating outward from the symbols on top of the sapphire gateway dwarfed the rising awe the offspring felt. Then, the symbols swirled into motion near the top of the gray gateway.
“Sabella! Create a shadowed stone illusion. Hide the three of us,” the Alchemist said.
“Yes, Father.”
As the symbols detached, hovering in the air, a curtain of darkness with the ever-present storm inside scrolled downward between the gray obelisks. A human shape appeared at its base. The figure moved out of the way, and then another coalesced, stepping to the side. The process repeated until a group of people stood within the underground chamber of the three gateways.
Nuri did not recognize any of the people, but the Alchemist did, judging by his sharp intake of breath and soft curse when two Valen women, one young, the other old, and a giant red-haired man with a huge clubbed weapon came through following a female soldier who moved tiredly. A seasoned male warrior whose graying shoulder-cropped hair stood out starkly against the dark brown kell-leather he wore, followed them. A white-robed male Light User came through last, which elicited another quiet hiss of distaste or distrust from the hooded man.
After a short bit of conferring, the group of seven strode past and climbed the stairs. All but the gray-haired man. He stopped and looked at the shadows. Only a few feet from where Nuri stood in the shadows, the kell-leather-clad man frowned. “What are you trying to show me, Maialene?” he asked no one in particular. When no answer was forthcoming, he strode away, ascending the stairs as if he had expected none.
The offspring-Nuri strode from the shadows, looking back at the Alchemist. “How is it they did not see us?”
“My daughter created the illusion of our becoming a part of the cavern by projecting the image of the stone and shadow around us.”
Nuri and the offspring knew awe. “Not only have you reproduced, you have conceived a human who can Use the energy underlying this land!”
“Yes, I will provide those loyal to me with the method.” 
Nuri bowed. “What do you wish of me?”
“First, we must eliminate something that stands in the way of domination. Then we conquer the world. Come.”
As Nuri followed the hooded man up the stairwell, the offspring knew excitement.
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Chapter seventy-four








Delicate Siege


GARN SAT MOUNTED ON HIS great dark horse, whom he had come to think of as Evening Star since the warhorse never seemed to tire, and trotted into the twilight shadows before nightfall with stamina to spare. His two remaining generals sat their own big warhorses, Tsan at his left, Rinn at the right. Tsan now seemed inclined toward something almost resembling respect after overhearing the messenger who’d rode up to Garn earlier in the day. Deit Sa had sent the report that he had taken from Dark Manor and raised the dark flag atop the battlement towers. The accounting the envoy related did not specify, however, the number of losses. Judging from the omission, Garn suspected they were high. Tsan hadn’t noticed the exclusion. If he had, the five-hammer general would keep silent about it. Though General Tsan had shown more deference, the man still held back from providing stratagems. To him, all he had to do was attack constantly. Throw his soldiers and Dark Users at it all day long, if needed. If such a strategy failed, as it had many times in history, take it out on the subordinates. 
Giving Garn something to work with, the runner had finally mentioned at the last of her report that Deit Sa had ordered one regiment of Dark Users still fit for battle to reclassify under the high commander. Though Garn suspected the general had sent only one- third of what he should have remained, even with significant loss. Garn had dispatched his own runners with his orders for more. He would need them if he were to take the monastery. The place was more of a formidable fortress than the town.
Three-hammer General Rinn had surprised him. Almost as soon as he and Broth had left Deit Sa to overrun the Dark Manor, while they were making their way to handle the battlefront of Brown Recluse, a runner intercepted them. Rinn’s messenger. Stationed with the mounted reserves at the rear with the non-humans and dark creations, Rinn had given the runner a stratagem she’d wanted to discuss.
Garn was now glad he had granted the request. Her suggestion was sound and would likely get them inside the town well before darkness fell. A vital prerequisite for avoiding a protracted siege. Defenders, when given time through the long bells of night, particularly the desperate, historically held out until help arrived. If her idea worked, which Garn felt certain it could, he would promote the woman to a four hammer, perhaps five. Just to annoy Tsan to no end.
Broth melted out of the dark tide of creatures, converging on the eastern portcullis of Brown Recluse. Squeezing between Garn and Rinn, the warden whirled and sat on his hindquarters. Garn reached down and placed his bared hand on Broth’s large wolflike head. The gray world enveloped his senses. “Is all in place?” he asked as soon as he found the warden’s shadowy form.
“Aye, alpha one. Brought up from the rear, the cavern keeper is now protected by the colossal creations as you commanded.”
“The recognition for that tactic goes to my female commander. And the rest?”
“The flyers and maimwrights harass and consume the humans who guard the battlements. The pot-bellied cave dwellers and ingrots scale the walls as you commanded, but there is resistance.”
“What kind and how strong? Specify.”
“The humans have poured oil from the battlements, letting it run down the sides and even lighting some areas the potbellies and ingrots had started to overcome. And some of the most powerful retaliation comes from the Do’brieni, I am certain. However, there is someone else there who may not be as strong but is effective with multiple strikes at once. Together, they slow the advance, but not enough to prevail.”
“Agreed. They will expend all their energy soon and must withdraw.”
“As the alpha one predicted. There is another matter. The One Mind has reached nourishment capacity storage in the Over Mind and demands the human and nonhuman remainder terminated.”
Garn wanted to argue the merits of taking prisoners, but decided against it. Once it gave a command, the One Mind’s alien thought processes wouldn’t ever relent, even though keeping captives would ensure it had fresh neuron food storage. Perhaps the thing believed world domination wasn’t long in coming and it no longer required temporary storage. Such thinking rammed into his gut with the coldness of an icicle lance. He was too late. The creature had become too powerful for him or anyone in this world. Every endeavor meant to figure out how to destroy it was futile. No! Giving up was not a part of him. Family deserved no less. “And the controlled soldiers? What of them?”
“The One Mind has no further use for them. Use them in whatever method gains the superior result, but do so quickly.”
The grayness dissolved. Unfocused from the sudden change, Garn’s vision required a heartbeat or two as his body adjusted. When it did, Broth stalked through the controlled ahead, his long, fine-furred tail swishing in the air behind him as the shuffling hordes closed in around him.
“High Commander?” Rinn inquired. 
“Yes? What is it?”
“If I must repeat my words, I speak for myself, General Rinn,” General Tsan said. His voice had taken on his normal inflection of arrogance. “What is the next step? Why do we sit here gazing at the backsides of mindless soldiers puttering around like old women with nothing left to do in life?”
“Those ‘puttering around’ are gathering to prepare for the breach. Is it your wish to lead the way, Tsan? Ask, and I will arrange it.”
“No, no. I only wish to get on with it.”
“Are you certain? You can ‘get on with it’ sooner if you lead at the forefront.”
“No, I uh, I shall go check in with my captains and await the signal to advance. With your permission, my lord?”
“Good idea,” Garn said. “Dismissed.”
Rinn smiled as Tsan galloped away. “I rarely see him flustered so. Thank you for that; his pomposity knows no bounds sometimes.” 
Garn raised an eyebrow. “Sometimes? I hadn’t noticed.”
Rinn laughed. An infectious, melodious sound.
Garn chuckled too, but briefly. He grew serious. “Though we far outnumber them, this will be a delicate battle.”
“How so, my lord?”
“There is one, possibly two now, that I need kept alive at all costs.”
“Who, High Commander? How may I serve you?”
Gazing at Rinn’s lovely face, Garn paused. Her wide blue eyes seemed earnest as she stared back at him. “Are you as trustworthy as I believe you are?”
A red tint highlighted Rinn’s fine cheekbones. “I am yours, Commander, as I have already made known, or so I believed. Do with me what you will. You shall discover a trust not unmerited in the least.”
Garn almost smiled. If the situation were not so grave, he would have liked to know her better. Discover where she grew up, what her childhood was like. Nearly as tall as he and well-formed physically, few matched her fighting skills. Where had she learned to fight? The Dark Citadel? Probably, but he would like to hear about it. Rinn was fast becoming his sole friend in this world. “I shall hold you to that bold statement. On my sword, if need be.”
Rinn flashed a brief, beautiful smile.
Garn hurried on. “I suspect, having trained her, there is a young woman on the battlements who is the key to stopping the greatest threat this world has ever known.”
Rinn gave him an endearing, sidelong look. “The young woman is your daughter, Crystalyn?”
As his warhorse reached down to crop a clump of half-trampled field grass, Garn shifted in his saddle, a fortuitous move he hoped would cover his surprise. “You know,” he said simply.
The subtle creak of leather came from underneath Rinn as she leaned closer. “I was there at the battle beyond the dark gate. I watched as the dark lady’s black dragon struck a brave young woman who had just run through several of my regiments and survived. If the hooded man had kept control of the Citadel or Lord Charn, I would have lost a rank, possibly two, for the maneuver. Still, I could not help but admire her. When the dark lady followed you inside the woman’s healing chambers, I was there. The duty of guarding the valiant young woman’s doorway, I entrusted to no one but myself. Then, seeing the two of you together as you slew the maimwrights, the father-daughter resemblance became clear. I have followed you every opportunity since then.”
Garn berated himself a little for not noticing he had a trailer. Rinn must have some skill in the area, or he would have certainly noticed. His esteem for her grew. “Am I to take it you still admire my daughter?”
“There is only one person I have higher veneration for: her father.”
Garn smiled. He had an ally in the woman, and he could think of no one better.
Rinn smiled back, her even white teeth adding to her considerable natural beauty.
The blaring blast of a deep battle horn sounded.
Garn straightened back into his saddle. When had he leaned so close to his general? “Come. The cavern keeper’s creation has breached the gate. Our delicate siege has begun.”
As he galloped around the mindless with Rinn at his right side, he could only hope that the skirmish would go as light as battles could go, for his older daughter’s sake.
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Chapter seventy-five








Colossal Bluff


THE THREE COLOSSAL RAGGEDY-MAN DARK creations—so like those Crystalyn had fought beyond the dark gate with their charcoal-drawn expressionless faces over burlap skin—parted, stepping off the road that led to the east gate of the town of Brown Recluse from the Black Road. An enormous beast, nearly as tall as the dragon, lumbered forward and banged rocklike hands against the thick iron gate. The gateway, the weakest link in the barrier blocking the dark horde’s advance, shuddered, and groaned with the grating  creeeeeaak of stressed metal that resounded along the barrier wall under foot. The creator of the dark creation had tried to enhance the skin with scales meant to provide protection. But most of the plates were too small—permitting sizeable gaps between them that looked more like sores. The thick, tarry essence of such creations oozed a bit from the cracks with every movement. Safe for the moment from the merciless maimwrights and shadowy dark wisps that dissolved skin on contact, Crystalyn shouted to the nearby Valen refugee archers. “Aim for the cracks in that thing’s armor! Give it all you have before we lose the gate!”
Casan took up her call to the town soldiers lining the top of the wall.
Several bowmen and women heard their cries and sank several arrows into the creature’s side and lower neck with deadly accuracy. The dark creation ignored them all and smashed a boulder-sized fist into the portcullis with a mighty swing. The iron of the gate bent inward, peeling partway away from the reinforced vertical trim supports anchored to the entryway limestone as the metal screeched in protest.
Crystalyn drew in an involuntary breath. The gate would fail sooner than expected, pitted against such strength.
“Coat your arrows in oil and light them afire!” Keever shouted.
Dashing to the closest catapult, a druid refugee man and a woman carrying bows grabbed a handful of arrows from the quiver strapped on their backs and dipped them in an oil basin.
The stone of the wall around the portcullis shuddered from another massive blow.
The soldier operating it lit the oil with the torch in her hand as soon as the archers were at full draw. Both released just as another bang preceded the heavy shake of limestone and the screeching groan of metal.
Both flaming arrows flew true, sinking into the dark creation’s side beside the others. This time, the creature paused and swatted them from its side, but two more flaming bolts and arrows pierced into its neck. Then four into its side. Hastel and other archers had taken up the tactic. Soon flames creeped higher up its torso as the side of its squat blocky head burned. Giving up on swatting the fire out, the gigantic creature commenced pounding the gate, swinging faster in desperation. More flaming arrows landed. With a mighty swing and a thunderous crash, the main gate to the town of Brown Recluse exploded inward.
“Run!” Hastel roared.
“Get off the wall! Go to the monastery!” Crystalyn shouted. When those defending the wall repeated her words, she joined others running for the stairs. Once there was an opening between those fleeing, she took them three at a time. At the bottom, she raced out into the middle of the street and skidded to a stop facing the main gate into town.
Burning, the massive plate-skinned, dark creation staggered through the twisted metal of the broken portcullis and fell inside the arched limestone entry. Behind the no-longer-struggling creation, the controlled shuffled forward. Regardless of the flames, the gray-skinned men and women piled up behind its bulk. Though the expiration of the dark creation blocked their advance, the barrier wouldn’t hold them long.
Crystalyn looked to her companions. “Go quickly. Take the cliff road to the monastery. We make our last stand there.”
Casan shook his head as Crystalyn stopped speaking. “I go when you do. You may need me.” His right hand groped at his side, and then he drew a long knife from a sheath hanging at his waist.
“As do I,” Keever said, drawing his sword. “I will not leave either of you.”
“All of us shall go,” Atoi said, the tone of her voice neutral, which matched her dispassionate pasty-white face. “We will only get in her way if we stay.”
“Atoi’s right,” Hastel said.
“Do what you are going to do, Crystalyn. Then all of you follow me,” someone said from within the early evening shadows of a nearby doorway. Prominence Caven Shadoe, brother of Camoe Shadoe and head of the Order of Brethren for the Brown Recluse Monastery, stepped onto the roadway. The rotund, bald-pated monk glanced at the burning creation. “Whatever plan you have, please hurry. I dislike leaving the front door open. It allows the flies to come in.” The urgency in the tone of his voice contradicted his quaint words.
Piled beside and atop the dark creation, the controlled writhed forward, smothering the flames of the hammer-fisted creature and those who came before them with their gray-skinned bodies. Behind them, in the near distance, a dark horde of black-armored soldiers, mounted and on foot, as well as colossal creations and a host of creatures ranging from big to colossal that she had not yet encountered, waited.
Bringing out her earth symbol in which circular, entwined doubled lines surrounded the vague shape of something in the center, Crystalyn released it at the east portcullis. Expanding as it soared, it brightened with a white glow. Landing horizontal on the dark creation and those that climbed upon it, the symbol’s radiance brightened and shifted to the golden—the shape in the center now visible as a circle with a tree inside. Then the ground underneath it erupted, blasting everything above it into the underside of the limestone walkway and throwing shards of rock out into the horde.
As flesh and debris rained downward inside the arched stone, Crystalyn’s second symbol—interlocking squares inside a circular diagram combined with a second one depicting a ring of wider-than- usual forked lines—soared inside the portcullis and activated. A circular wall of ice expanded from the center outward and inward, forming a solid chunk of ice nearly as thick as the wall.
“Let’s go! That won’t hold them long,” Crystalyn said, already feeling drained. Her next cast would now require the black crystal candle catalyst. Striding after Caven, she stopped and looked around, frowning. “Where are the Alchemist and his daughter?”
Keever motioned the way they were going. “They continued going down the street as we raced to the top of the wall.”
Crystalyn’s anger rose with her anxiety. “Blast it, Hastel! You can’t keep one eye on the Alchemist and his blasted Using daughter if you let them out of your sight!”
Hastel gazed around, his one eye wide with chagrin.
Crystalyn forced herself to calm. “But you are not entirely at fault. I let down my guard, and there is nothing to do about it now. We must move.”
For a portly man, Caven set a brisk pace along several streets, past the town gathering place, and on up to the steep roadway leading up to the monastery. Even ascending, the head of the Brown Recluse monks, Camoe’s brother, outdistanced them all. Carved out of the limestone cliff, the roadway curved in and out of vertical crevices as it rose sharply upward before leveling out to a gentler grade, well past the halfway mark.
Crystalyn called for a halt as soon as the roadway grade leveled to a gentler climb. Looking back, she saw no sign of pursuit, and catching her breath had and convincing the stitch in her side relinquish its painful hold were genuine concerns. From the higher vantage point, her eyes sought the place they’d fled over a bell ago. As she expected, but still hated to see, the shadowy figures of the horde swarmed through the gateway in droves.
Turning her back upon the lost town, Crystalyn took the lead, picking up the pace even more so than the monk did.










…
THE CONTROLLED HORDE STILL SHUFFLED through the main gate of Brown Recluse, and Crystalyn despaired. There were so many. Death shuffled, hopped, flew, or marched there, and any single creature had only to perform the slightest touch to convert her people over to the mindless. Or hack them down with whatever weapon they carried. How could anyone hope to survive such an onslaught?
Prominence Caven appeared atop the wall beside her—this time the high wall that ran along two sides above the great cliffs to protect the monastery built centuries ago. The monk took up much of the empty wall space overlooking the town of Brown Recluse far below, before the rest of the wall rounded a corner and headed west. “How remarkable,” the bald monk said. “I do not believe there is anything close to your type of Using anywhere on Astura. The last time you visited the monastery, there was little time to get to know one another. I very much would like to know what happened after you went through the ruby gateway and perhaps set up some demonstrations of how your symbolism works, but I fear the Brown Recluse Monastery now faces the greatest threat it has ever known. My heart thumps faster at the loss of the town. Many of our brethren did not make it back up here from the defense of it. Nor did most of the residents.”
Moving slower than normal because of her fatigue, the absorption symbol floated higher, coming toward her in slow spurts as if pulled by some unseen tether. Crystalyn sympathized with the rotund monk’s sadness, but for her, succumbing to it would only ensure disaster. Her broken mind took emotional things to the extreme. “What you see within the symbol has already happened, Prominence. A quarter of a bell or more, I’m afraid. While we could count those coming through for the short while, I had it stop and hover by the entrance gate. It’s not much of an advantage, only a quick view of how things fare. Not good, as you see. If my sister were here to supply power to me, we likely could’ve run it around the town and viewed it in real time. Together, we are stronger.”
Caven flashed a brief, sad smile. “I would have loved to have had the time to hear more and see the two of you in action. While your sister was here, I grew quite fond of her. My brother especially has an attachment to her—” he said, trailing off. Then he stood straighter as his beefy lips on his broad face compressed into a thin line. “However, such desires are for when there is leisure time. Now we have work to do, and most of it unpleasant. So far, the Alchemist and his daughter have not been located, though I have spared four men to the task. Right now, though, we must decide how best to inflict the most causalities on the enemy razing the town below.”
Crystalyn gazed sharply at the monastery’s head monk. “Then you haven’t heard what happened to Camoe?”
Caven gazed back, his gloomy blue eyes just as penetrating. “Helping you beyond the dark gate, my sole biological brother nearly died. My froman’atu had expired, really, but the Surbo and Valen master healers brought him back from the brink. Is that what you ask?”
Crystalyn considered allowing the monk to believe he had guessed correctly for a moment. But he had a right to know when it came to family. “Camoe led the fight at the Dark Manor.”
A breath of air escaped the round man. “But that wall gate breached before ours!”
“Yes. I’ve no word of survivors, though there were those inside, dear friends, who could perform a contacting.”
“You sound as if you have given up,” Prominence Caven accused. Crystalyn pulled the black candle out from the front pocket of her sundress. “I don’t give until all other beliefs are exhausted. Particularly in this world. Come, walk with me to the gate as I rain pain and death down on streets below. Even this far away, it is within my reach, and I don’t worry if any of our people survive to be concerned about fallout. If they have, they won’t for long, and death will be a mercy.”
Caven touched Crystalyn on the shoulder, barely hard enough to get her attention. “Save your strength. We shall need it soon.”
Crystalyn opened her mouth to argue, but then closed it. The streets below grew dark with the advance of the horde, as if a swarm of black soldier ants marched in rows, destroying everything in their way. Houses and other structures expelled the dark smoke of furious fires in their wake.
A structure at or near Staunch the Flow Tavern belched smoke from every window as they watched. Crystalyn could only hope Craight had long since abandoned it. The enigmatic owner of the raucous place had helped both her and Jade on separate occasions, and she’d wanted to thank him for it. Now, though, another way to cause mass damage to the blasted Dark Citadel aggressors occurred to her. “Caven? How was this road built? Was it cut from the cliff face? Is it stone underneath?”
His monkish brown robes billowing in the constant wind that had picked up as the day wore on, Caven frowned, looking at the ground where he stood. “Yes, it is the original rock ledge. We periodically put gravel on it for traction. Sliding over the edge is certain death. Why do you ask?”
Crystalyn strode up the road, going two-thirds of the way to the portcullis before finding what she sought. An obvious fissure creviced the gravel with a medium-sized indent running from the road’s edge to the cliff wall that ascended to the base of the brown granite wall built on top of the bluff. “Will you have someone pound a metal spike on both sides of this crack?”
Caven waved to two guards stationed outside the portcullis as he came up the road beside her. For a man his size, he moved well. One guard stepped away from the gate and ran toward them. “I shall have two masons jog down here and hammer them in before the dark horde gets here, though we do not have long. What is their purpose?”
Crystalyn did not answer right away. Passing the guard, whose grim and grizzled face reminded her of the immediacy of the situation, she strode up the road and found what she’d hope to find. Another small fissure crossed the overhanging ledge the monastery had cut into the road for wagon and pedestrian use. Waiting for Caven to show the guard her request and then walk up the steep incline to her, Crystalyn pointed at the fair-sized depression in the gravel. “I need spikes here too. Something easily seen from the top of the stone wall.”
The guard nodded and trotted off.
Caven gazed at both sides of the small fissure. “We looked into this one not long ago. I know it looks like it may run deep, but it is shallow enough there is no danger of it caving away for hundreds of seasons to come.”
“These markers will let us judge the enemy’s progress for precise attacks.”
Caven glanced upward. His deep blue eyes gazed at the wall for a few moments before looking back at her. “I should have thought of that,” he said grudgingly. “And with the cracks already there, hammering into them will take less time and effort.”
Crystalyn started off. “Never mind who came up with it first. Let’s go inside and prepare the defenses. My dad’s army will swarm the monastery road soon.”
Caven again scrambled to keep up. “Wait! Did you say your father is leading the Dark Citadel now? Is that not a good thing?”
“Hardly. He taught me everything I know about securing oneself from multiple attackers. Do you think that gives me a warm, confident feeling when he’s coming here to kill us all?”
Caven halted. Stunned, he stared at Crystalyn in disbelief.
Crystalyn didn’t blame him. The way it sounded, no one had a chance at all of surviving, even with the monastery’s highly defensible position. Being tucked away behind a two-story granite wall that rose on top of a two-thousand-foot colossal bluff that no army, however large, should be able to penetrate without seasons of sieges should make anyone feel safe. But she knew her dad. Impossible had never sounded plausible to him.
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Chapter seventy-six








Behind the Podium


THOUGH THE ARROWS, BOULDERS, BURNING oil, symbols, and the Flow cast upon the Dark Army had destroyed thousands of the enemy for bells as they stormed the road along the cliff wall, countless others waded over the dead and dying or pushed them over the side, making it to the monastery’s portcullis. Crystalyn looked away from the scene in disgust. Some of those kicked over the edge had still moved, many even as they burned. Those that were not controlled screamed. Their fright and agony echoed up the cliff side until, mercifully, they fell out of hearing. 
“We have spent most of our arrows and oil,” Caven said from beside her. “The enemy has an open path to the gate. Soon, they will move into range and blast it away,” the monk spoke matter-of-factly, as if they chatted about the weather.
Crystalyn took a few moments to gauge the progress of the antagonists moving along the narrow road hung below the wall that surrounded the monastery grounds. As the roadway curved back toward the portcullis, the smoky glow surrounding a contingent of dark-robed figures climbing toward them confirmed what Caven had seen. “Prepare for a breach undertaking! Protect the monastery gate! Take out the Dark Users with your own Using!” she yelled. RaCorren and other refugees, soldiers, and monks picked up her cry and passed it down the line of defenders.
Below her position on the wall, Crystalyn looked to the iron stakes they’d pounded into the roadway, marking how long they had before the Dark Users’ arrival. Once the Users passed by, they would have only minutes. As a marker, she’d kept it semi clear with carefully placed erupting earth symbols, which had done a fair job of blasting the enemy off the monastery roadway.
The stake closest to the cliff side had teetered outward and was in danger of falling, the fissure snaking across the road now more prominent. An idea half formed within her mind. Gripping the black crystal candle in the front pocket of her dress, the symbol for water and the one for ice formed in front of her. The first symbol, water, soared to the fissure, filling it completely. Liquid ran down the side, washing the stake away. Close behind it, the second symbol froze the liquid in the gap. A sharp crack rang through the air, barely reaching them over the shuffling of the controlled moving relentlessly upward.
Another, louder cracking sound reached the top of the wall. “What’s that noise?” Casan asked.
From her customary place beside Crystalyn, Atoi turned to look at the newcomer. “Methinks Mistress has a plan.”
The roadway rumbled loudly and then quieted.
Below, the controlled abruptly stopped where they were, within a few steps of the fissure. The Dark Users pushed through them, even knocking some of them over the side, where they vanished without a sound. Coming in a single line, as they were, would not have the desired effect. “Someone come up with an idea to get those Users near the two stakes!” Crystalyn said to those nearby.
“I could go down there and wave my sword in front of them,” Keever offered.
“No! They would blast you off the roadway. Besides, there is no time. They’re almost there,” Crystalyn observed, trying and failing to keep the bitterness from her voice as the first of the Dark Users stepped on the area. Though she’d wanted to conserve her dwindling strength, the opportunity was too good to let pass by. But how to get them to bunch up? Not for the first time, Crystalyn gave a silent curse that Sabella had run off. If the woman had been here, her illusion ability would likely do the job.
Hastel pulled his crossbow around to the front and placed a bolt into it. “Consider it taken care of, Mistress,” he said. “I was saving what few I have left for the ending battle, but this is important to you,” he said. Lifting the weapon to eye level, he squeezed the trigger.
The black robe who led the line dropped backward a few steps beyond the stakes, the bolt sticking macabrely out of his forehead. The dark hood had fallen away, and the black-bearded man’s eyes stared lifelessly up at the wall. Moving quickly, the remaining group of thirteen Dark Users, gathered together. A smokey dome sprang up around them. Then three funnel cones soared with chilling accuracy and retaliatory speed toward where Hastel had fired from, but to the left a few feet. Blasted, two monks defending the wall nearby vanished into the monastery grounds.
Having spoken to the good monks earlier, Crystalyn cursed silently and released another earth symbol. The symbol soared downward and slammed into the fissure where the roadway met the cliff face, erupting on impact. Though the Dark Users had bunched closer together, they were unscathed. Some of them laughed, the tiny sound of bravado floating upward and beyond the wall.
Then, with a loud boom and a rumble that shook the wall, a large section of the roadway supporting the Dark Users and many of the controlled fell, torn from the cliff side. Surprised, many of the dark hoods looked upward. Time seemed to slow down. The faceless red and black hoods gaped upward in accusatory silence as the large slab of rock dropped away.
“I would certainly call that a plan,” Casan said, the tone of his voice filled with awe.
Keever let out an explosive breath. “That should hold them back for a while. Crystalyn, you are amazing!”
Prominence Caven bowed his shaven head in silence for a moment. When the monk again looked up, his blue eyes were sad. “The Road of Ascension, as we monks privately refer to the pathway climbing to the monastery, has provided the route of choice for many an acolyte and those seeking wisdom for as long as those that assault us have inhabited the Dark Citadel. So it is fitting, I suppose, for those we warded against to now not have a way to reach us. But it also traps us here.”
Crystalyn felt bad for the loss of history, not just for Brown Recluse, but throughout Astura. But if they lost the monastery, the world would fall. Perhaps it already was happening despite how hard they now fought. Yet, giving up wasn’t in her makeup. Families didn’t do that; they never stopped trying to be together. “Though I have no desire to downplay our present predicament, your wonderful hanging pathway has bought us a little breather, and I need rest. Do you have some place I can eat and sleep before I collapse?”
Prominence, Caven flashed a brief smile. “I do, at that, Crystalyn. As usual, you have shown me one of my inadequacies—trouble finding the shining light of the sun on the gloomiest day. If you will all follow me, we will attend my private quarters and break our fast with the Great Mother in the cathedral.”
Crystalyn gave a quick, tired smile back. The mention of food gave her a small boost of energy. The black crystal candle still felt hot, which made her realize her left hand still gripped it. Letting go, she flexed the melted flesh of the limb, working a cramp loose, but kept it in her pocket. “Hastel, see that those who lead on this wall remain on the lookout for flying threats and those beasts with the ability to scale cliff sides. Hopefully, we have destroyed all of them, but I wouldn’t count on it. Then catch up. Don’t be long.”
Hastel swung his crossbow back behind him. “Yes, Mistress,” he said, starting off.
“And, Hastel? One other thing.”
Hastel froze. Looking over his shoulder, his one blue eye gazed starkly back at her on his grizzled and tanned face. The jagged scar that ran under his eyepatch was wet with the infection that refused to heal. He raised his brown eyebrows quizzically, which caused more liquid to ooze out from under the patch. “Yes, Mistress?”
“Nice shot.”
Keever Rees tapped Hastel on the shoulder. “Well done, warrior!”
Hastel grinned at Crystalyn, grunted at Keever, and then strode away.
Taking the nearest stairs, they entered a courtyard surrounded by majestic cathedrals. Most of the structures displayed two statues, one on each side of their main entrances, that depicted winged dragons or gargoyles. The largest structure—the one Caven led them toward—had nonwinged statues with human forms. Two stern- faced, bald monks stared down at her from two stories above.
Without slowing, they strode past the massive sculptures and through a set of gigantic double doors. At the back of the large room, they approached a statue of a colossal woman with beautiful, large-feathered wings extended fully. It had such lifelike detail, one had to look closely to make certain she drew no breath. The exquisite sculpture had taken shape from an abutment wall of natural rock when masons cut the stone away from top to bottom with immense skill. Rows of benches led to the statue, where an ornate podium stood small and insignificant below it.
As they drew near, a crack appeared behind the podium along one fold of the statue’s robe. Then a narrow doorway opened. Camoe Shadoe stepped through, followed by many Crystalyn knew and some new to her. As more people stepped into the room, one thought scrolled through her mind.
There goes dinner.
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Chapter seventy-seven








Premonition


THOUGH THE ROAD TO BROWN Recluse Monastery would normally have room for a wagon, today it had none. Soldiers, some mounted, and creatures packed its brownstone surface. Garn, Rinn, and Broth made the climb on foot, leaving General Tsan to oversee the last pockets of resistance in the township of Brown Recluse. After that, the general had orders to search the structures still standing for anything of value and seek out those in hiding. There always were some in times of war. Garn followed Broth, who pushed his way through a large group of pot-bellied cavern-dwellers while reflecting on how he recalled so much about warfare. The memories seemed to pop into his mind now whenever he needed them. With many of the war decisions lately, many new recollections sprang to the forefront of his mind. In his past, he’d been through all of this before, but at different places. Back then, seasons ago, he had mostly fought against those he now led. Ironic. And now, much worse. He fought against his oldest daughter to end his youngest, hoping for a chance to save one or both. Even worse, this committed, he still could see no way out of it, not if he wanted to save the world. Two worlds. Likely, many other planets. But how could he possibly go through with it?  
He had no choice. 
For the sake of countless lives, the alien needed eradicated from existence.
After the pot-bellies, a group of three colossal creations tramped through a forest of mindless. Their enormous feet knocked some of the controlled over the side or smashed them against the cliff wall. Broth wisely followed the dark creations to their destination, the break in the roadway. Once there, they waited.
A gigantic shadow passed by. The black dragon had arrived and coughed out its black flame along the top of the wall. Flying to the gate—it took two tries—the magnificent beast finally pulled the heavy iron gateway out of the wall and let it drop. Strapped in place near the dragon’s sinuous neck, Garn spotted his youngest daughter. His heart pumped faster. How could he do it? The dragon also carried a Citadel soldier—LaCorra, if Garn recalled right.
Flying over the top, the dragon vanished inside the monastery grounds. The immense beast had made Garn’s job easier, particularly now that he had an idea of how to span the gap to the gateway faster than having rope and an inhuman flyer brought to him. He grabbed Broth’s slender tail and entered the gray world. “Can you get one or two of the creations to lie across the road and create a bridge? We need to get in there.”
“The command is in the Over Mind. Go now, it is too dangerous here now.”
Garn once again found himself on the monastery road. Rinn stared at him. “Did you say something?” She turned to the road ahead.
“Yes,” Garn said. “I asked a question. What are they doing?”
Two of the three colossal creations inched forward to where the roadway opened onto clouds underneath. Once at the edge, the third one shoved the two forward with a firm push at the base of where their neck would have been if they had them. The burlap-textured head had no visual difference from the neck; it just started as an oblong protrusion rising above the shoulders.
The push caused the dark creations to teeter forward. With their arms up above their heads, the colossal creations hooked the edge of the roadway ledge, but only just. Had the gap been a few inches wider, they would’ve come up short. Garn released a silent breath he hadn’t known he held. The third creation, still upright, stepped on his two equivalents, crossing the gap in a single stride.
The four-foot jump from the creations’ heads to the intact roadway was not a problem for many within the army. The controlled, however, did not hop. They barely walked. Garn suspected it had something to do with the One Mind’s control of their motor functions. Whatever the cause, he would lose some of them—already the rows of the dull-eyed had shuffled upward and onward behind him.
Broth leaped onto the back of the leftmost creation and then leaped again, landing easily on the flat granite rock cut from the cliff face. The warden padded after the third creation, which had vanished through the break in the wall where the gateway had been. Garn strode rightmost comatose creation, marveling at the thing’s strength. It was as stiff as a thick board, but with better traction, and he soon found himself on the other side after an easy jump.
Following his footsteps, a grim-faced Rinn tried a similar move. Placing her right foot too close to the edge of the creation’s head, she slipped when launching herself across the gap, which skewed her landing. As she teetered backward toward a drop longer than one could scream with in a single breath, Garn reached out and pulled her away from the brink and into his arms.
Though her lovely face had paled, Rinn smiled demurely. “Again, you have proven how exceptional you truly are. Your quick action has saved me from a death I fear above all others. Ask what you will of me. I shall not hesitate to fulfill it.”
Garn hadn’t been aware Rinn was afraid of falling from high distances. He should’ve been more observant. Thinking back, the woman had taken the left side all the way up the roadway. Why hadn’t she taken the left creation? “Why did you follow me?”
Rinn’s smile faded as her color returned, flushing darker than normal. She shivered a little in his arms. “You made it appear safer.”
Garn gave her a quick squeeze and then dropped his arms to his side. “Come, we must regain control of this siege.”
Though a flash of disappointment shone briefly in her deep blue eyes, Rinn nodded. “Lead the way. I follow wherever you go.”
As he finished speaking, the controlled arrived. Shuffling forward two at a time, the first of them shuffled along the colossal creations to the top of the head and fell sideways across the massive arms.
Garn marveled. Just like that, problem solved. The rest of them stepped upon the fallen mindless and came toward where he stood. The pot-bellies and the ingrots had lined up behind them. He continued up the roadway. Broth waited for them on his haunches under the wall of the broken portcullis. At the far inside edge of the fifteen-foot-wide wall, he paused and gave a quick glance up the wall and along the road as it continued up a slight rise to the monastery. Nothing moved, nor did the shadows of the late afternoon sun show anything out of the ordinary on the cathedral- roofed building wall that loomed nearly as high as the wall on the north side of the cobblestone street. The enemy reeled from the dragon’s flame, but they would soon recover and close the ragged hole in their defense if they hadn’t already. Moving cautiously is advised, he told himself.
Broth sauntered out of the cover of the gateway, loping uphill with the sinuous grace of his race. Garn scrambled to catch up to the warden while trying to look everywhere at once. Rinn kept close behind. At the top of the small incline, they entered a plaza where several well-built brown stone buildings circled around it. The dragon and the colossal dark creation waited there amid the rubble of many sculptured pieces strewn around it.
The warden loped past the black dragon and went into the small courtyard of the largest structure in the square, a tall, double door building with the same sloping cathedral roof as the others. At the doors, Broth stopped and sat on his haunches, looking at them. Above the wide doors, beautiful stained-glass panes rose high to the point of the roof. Gazing at the exquisite glass depicting a beautiful winged woman with arms and wings spread wide with loving comfort, Garn dreaded seeing anything happen to such an exquisite work. Though, as he looked around at the dragon and the other lonely buildings, he got a strong premonition that it wouldn’t survive the night.
Likely, nothing he gazed at would.






  
  [image: image-placeholder]
Chapter seventy-eight








Cost


JADE WATCHED AS THE ONE Mind’s soldier servant, LaCorra, from house Corino of the Dark Citadel, dumped the last of the flasks they had taken from the Alchemist’s old room into the Enlightened Dark Oracle. The Oracle, a half wall of pitted lava rock encrusted with black moss and filled a few inches below the top with clear water, a telepathic contacting pool, swirled slowly counterclockwise, stirred by some unknown force. The flasks the woman emptied seemed to make no difference at first, but soon it became apparent the water was slowing. Not long from now, it would likely stop altogether. 
The past two days had been busy for the alien creature and the dragon, but neither showed any sign of fatigue. Nor did the host for the thing, Jade’s own body. The One Mind must have done something to power the energy requirements of its host, for it had not taken even a few minutes to eat, but it had drunk from a flask gathered from a pool deep in the dragon’s lair within the Gap of Thundering Darkness. Jade suspected the darkish red liquid had some sort of life-boosting and sustaining qualities about it, for the One Mind was immensely pleased with itself each time it poured a swallow down her throat. But each drink left her sight blurry for a few heartbeats that seemed longer with every swill. Occasionally, it would command the soldier woman to take a shallow drink. The woman made a face indicating the bitterness of it afterward, but always took the obligatory swig with no sign of reluctance.
Even the black dragon had required only a single squirt.
Whenever the One Mind drank, the dragon twisted its majestic head around with its massive, gaping jaws already open and the host would squeeze a small amount down its throat. Whatever the substance, the liquid had sustained them throughout the harsh desert of Gray Dust, the Great Plains, Kell, Surbo, and now back at the Dark Citadel again.
With most of the latter stops, LaCorra had slipped off the dragon with flasks filled with wriggling strands of what looked like the Flow that they’d taken from the Dark Citadel yesterday. She’d emptied the flasks into various streams or simply poured them on the ground at certain spots. Whatever they were for, the One Mind relished the acts, treating the woman almost like a favored pet with each application. Though seeming unaccustomed to it, LaCorra had grinned from time to time at the One Mind’s compliments, usually right after the initial grimace that came with a drink from the flask. Yet again, Jade wondered what substance the flask contained.
The mission at the Oracle complete, LaCorra returned, and they walked back along the wide hall with its many polished columns of dark purple granite that led the way like flat-headed trees marching off into the horizon. Built under and within a vast plateau, the enormous Dark Citadel would make even a dragon feel small. Passing what had been Crystalyn’s and Jade’s old quarters when they had come here by invitation from Lord Charn, which seemed so long ago now, they strode into the courtyard beyond the dark gate where the black dragon waited.
Once they came close, the dragon kneeled and extended a wing. By now, the creature controlling Jade had become adept at traversing the membranes along the dragon’s wing outer edge where the muscle and bone structure were the thickest and strongest. The One Mind and LaCorra claimed their customary seats behind its reptilian head.
After they had strapped in, the magnificent beast’s sinuous body raced through the open gateway and leaped into the air, its gigantic wings powering them upward with incredible force. Once they’d reached a height just under the sparse clouds of a mostly clear sky, the dragon flew due west, following the Black Road. The sense of eagerness the alien creature exuded grew strong as the pointed cliffs that supported Brown Recluse Monastery sprang up at the eastern edge of the Great Plains. Dark plumes of smoke loomed like ominous groups of shadowy titans over the town of Brown Recluse.
As they drew close, the dragon dropped lower and glided above a large regiment of mounted soldiers, over a wall that swarmed with dark shapes converging on small pockets of even smaller, lighter colored shapes. Jade noticed with some surprise, there were no Users dispersing any form of the Flow. Though the town of Brown Recluse hated those that had such an ability, the enemy should have had many. Perhaps they had no need of them now. The carnage of the settlement appeared widespread.
The black dragon suddenly turned north and pumped its wings, gaining height quickly. Then, level with the wall atop the cliff, the dragon raced forward. Turning right hard, the dragon strafed a large swath along the top of the wall with its black flame, leaving squirming figures behind. Zooming back around, it dropped slightly, flew below to the portcullis, and pulled up short. Extending its front two legs, it raked at the inset gateway for several flaps of its wings before withdrawing.
Though bent inward and scratched deeply, the gate remained intact. Arrows sailed from farther along the wall, bouncing off the dragon’s scales. It ignored them as it again came around and clawed at the portcullis. This time, as it withdrew, the dragon’s talons caught at the iron bars of the gateway and pulled it out. A cloud of brown and white dust billowed upward as the dragon dropped the gateway.
Boosted by the lack of weight, the black reptilian beast sprang higher. Flying over the cathedral-roofed buildings of the monastery, the dragon landed in a central plaza. Blasting around in a circle, the black dragon sprayed dark flame at structures, but the stone resisted. Only the roofs of some of them flamed.
Whipping its great tail around, the dragon collapsed several towering and beautifully sculpted statues in an act of wanton destruction. Then, kneeling, the powerful beast settled down on all fours to wait. Before long, one of the towering dark creations came up the cobblestone street and halted beside the dragon, waiting. LaCorra jumped down and went inside the largest structure.
Jade probed at her little bubble inside her own mind, hoping to gain some small sense of what the One Mind intended. Smug amusement abounded throughout the delicate touch of her will, and not from the superior intellect holding her hostage. The feeling came from the black dragon, made even more prominent when the beast rotated its long neck and looked at her, its great golden eyes glinting with an age-old awareness. Jade reeled with the knowledge the dragon had no compulsion, yet still did the One Mind’s bidding. The great reptilian head swung back to the square as Crystalyn’s Broth loped into view. Running past, the cougar-bodied being with the wolf’s head and darkly glowing hourglass eyes stopped and sat down in front of the doorway. Why?
Then her dad, followed by a beautiful black-haired soldier, strode purposely past the dragon. They, too, stopped at the double doors of the cathedral beside Broth, and Jade captured a hint of the One Mind’s satisfaction. Jade’s sister was inside, and the alien creature expected Crystalyn to come barging out for her dad or the companion she thought lost. No! Crystalyn, stay away!
Within the tiny little bubble of her mind, Jade now knew that the One Mind had executed a masterful and powerful lure founded on human emotion that it had somehow learned. Jade herself, their dad, and the warden were three of the few people Crystalyn couldn’t resist saving. Even at the expense of her life and free will. 
Jade felt certain it would cost exactly that.
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Chapter seventy-nine








Dark Radiance


THOUGH CONSTRUCTED FOR housing a lot of acolytes during monkish ceremonies, the front row of the meeting room within the cathedral grew tinier with each person who entered. Especially when two of them were from the former Vibrant Vale. After receiving and returning a hug from Lore Rayna, Crystalyn moved a few feet away from the statue of the Great Mother toward the north wall in front of the first row of benches. Wary, which Crystalyn appreciated, Atoi, and Hastel wandered toward the front of the cathedral to keep an eye out the way they’d come. Keever and Casan stayed beside her as they grouped together around the colossal statue. Though wanting to greet everyone, Crystalyn’s gaze and questions focused on the two people who had the immediate answers for the developing situation at the monastery gate. 
As soon as Camoe and Caven stepped back from their embrace, Crystalyn decided an intrusion upon their reunion merited. “What is this, Caven? Where does it lead?” she asked, indicating the hitherto secret door.
Caven flushed, his bald pate matching the color of his red face, which went with his brown robes. He leaned forward as if he desired to bow and then thought better of it. Lore Rayna, the Lore Mother, Cudgel, and the druid couple, Kerna and Peers, were too close. “My apologies, Crystalyn. The escape tunnel, of necessity, had to be kept private. You understand, do you not?”
“You still haven’t told me where it leads.”
“As I mentioned, the hidden doorway, designed centuries ago by the first order of—”
Crystalyn had no patience left. Not even for the head of a monkish order. “We are at war, in case you’ve forgotten. Your history explanation will have to wait.”
“Yes, well, a brief version of it exists, which might show the necessity for secrecy. Please, indulge me a—”
Camoe spoke up. “Just tell her about the gateways.”
Crystalyn started. “Gateways? As in plural? You have my attention. Explain.”
“Enemy in the courtyard! Come now!” Hastel called. Flattened against the edge of the great stained-glass window, he peered through a clear pane.
Crystalyn glared. “This conversation is not over.” Spinning on a heel, she dashed past the rows of benches, pulling up short behind the grizzled warrior.
Looking outside, her breath caught in her throat. Her dad, her sister, a soldier woman, one of the towering raggedy-man dark creations, and the black dragon waited surrounded by the rubble of collapsed statues. Two of the enemy were family, though they had not come for a reunion. Though something the three of them wished for, such a thing would likely not happen thanks to an alien entity. A being that had stolen her sister’s body and commanded her dad by the very threat of destroying his daughter. Somehow, Crystalyn had to turn the situation around and make things right.
Bringing out her absorption symbol and tying it to her, Crystalyn grounded herself and stepped out into the smokey, rubble-strewn square.
Hastel’s quick shout of “Mistress!” cut off abruptly as the door closed behind her.
Tall and muscular, her dad stood in the center of the square amid the rubble of the exquisite statues. Nearly her dad’s height, the woman stayed close to him, observing. “Where is your assistant, daughter? With all you’ve learned of battle, must I still emphasize great commanders are only as good as those who safeguard them?”
Crystalyn caught the veiled plea for her to protect and surround herself with trained people. Her companions would come soon enough; she wouldn’t be able to stop them. Or was it a covert warning to protect herself? Either way, she had it covered. “No need. I am their shield.”
Her dad’s vivid blue eyes shone with a pride directed at her that only those who knew him well would know. No other emotion crossed his features as he drew his greatsword, not even when he noted the sound of the door to the cathedral opening behind her. “I did not wish to harm you and your companions, but there can be no other recourse now. Why didn’t you leave the city?” he asked, advancing.
Staying close to Crystalyn’s dad, the soldier woman drew her longsword as the two of them moved within striking range. They moved nearly as one, comfortable with each other, Crystalyn noted.
On either side of Crystalyn, the vague shapes of those who had been within the cathedral spread out in a line. “Stay behind me,” she said without looking back. Her attention remained focused on the two soldiers.
Crystalyn stood her ground as her dad came slowly up to her. “I know you’re worried about Jade, but how could you help that monster destroy so much?”
Her dad frowned, his visage sad. “If not for me leading, another commander would’ve taken more lives. Still, I know remorse,” he said as he raised his sword high. “Make this look good,” he whispered, and then chopped downward.
Crystalyn released her knockback symbol. Star-shaped, it quickly spun into the familiar stacked silver concentric circles. The circles slammed into her dad and the woman, picked them up, and hurled them across the plaza. Dropped hard onto on their backs onto the cobblestone plaza, the woman lost her grip on her longsword, though her dad kept his greatsword as they slid nearly to the dragon.
Leaving the others behind her, Crystalyn strode forward even as the two landed, wondering what to do about the dragon and towering dark creation. The beast had nearly ended her at the dark gate while she fought a raggedy man there. She’d grown some in power since then, but not that much. While the dragon and the towering man were close together, now was the opportune moment to strike at both.
Gripping the black crystal candle in her left hand, Crystalyn prepared the black acid rain and glass shard symbols, combining them in her mind. A new pattern formed. Instead of a diamond shape, a multifaceted black oblong thing gleaming in the sun’s late afternoon rays hovered before her. She did not know what damage it would do to Jade but hoped the entity inside her would repair it as quickly as it had at the Dark Citadel.
Broth stalked out from behind the rubble of a huge headless monk statue lying on its side, its legs shattered and broken.
Crystalyn froze.
Broth did not.
Her Do’brieni kept coming.
Do’brieni! How?
Broth came closer quickly.
Joy flooded Crystalyn. Reaching out with her mind, she sought her link mate and met only silence. Something bad had happened. Broth’s wonderful golden eyes now shone with a dark radiance.
Crystalyn took an involuntary step backward, the symbol dissipating in the air before her.
Atop the black dragon, Jade laughed. “The alpha child shall commune with the Over Mind soon!” Peals of laughter echoed around the courtyard as if coming from a great distance.
The resounding cold maliciousness of the laughter filled Crystalyn with dread.
Time slowed as the Alchemist and his daughter stepped out from behind the same busted monkish statue, trailed by a young woman with close- cropped light auburn hair.
The dragon’s great reptilian head swung toward the three.
“Sarra’esiah!” someone shouted. 
Broth reached her.
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Chapter eighty








Worn Longsword


CAMOE WONDERED WHAT TO DO now. Events had happened too quickly for him to stop. Instead of attacking, the warden lowered his wolflike head, forcing it under Crystalyn’s right arm, performing a very caninelike gesture for a creature that resembled a sienna- colored feline more than anything else. The moment the warden made contact; Crystalyn went as rigid as one of the controlled. “No one touch her!” Camoe shouted, though he knew he was already too late. 
Casan grabbed Crystalyn’s left hand with his right and stiffened, the blue crystal staff standing as straight and tall as a post gripped in his left hand.
Camoe cursed with frustration. “Blast it! No one else touch them!”
To make matters worse, the hooded man, the Alchemist, had shown up. Did he wish to help or hinder? Camoe did not trust him at all, but Crystalyn had taken him and his daughter away from the Dark Manor and back to Brown Recluse, against his protests. Briefly, Camoe wondered about the identity of the third person, a girl, but then the dragon’s black flame engulfed them.
“Durandas, give us a barrier! Lore Mother, assist!” Camoe yelled. The old woman had already put an ancient hand on Durandas’s shoulder.
Tears streamed from Crystalyn’s open but unmoving eyes.
His longsword drawn, Keever shouldered past Camoe. Carefully, he attempted to insert the metal between his friend’s and Crystalyn’s hand. “I am coming, my friends!” His wide brown eyes glistened with a moisture of their own.
“That is not the answer,” Atoi said in her otherworldly voice as she grabbed Keever’s wrist.
Keever dropped the sword as if stung.
Then, completing the circuit, the little girl put her free hand on the hand Casan gripped the staff with, making them both straighten with rigidity.
“Blast—” Camoe cursed. Maialene soared to the dragon and then slightly above its broad back. Jade sat there, unmoving. The pit of Camoe’s stomach weakened as he shouted his next order. “Hastel, fire your bolts at Jade! Lore Rayna, Kerna, and anyone else who has an arrow, shoot the dragon’s rider!”
“Sarra’esiah!” someone shouted again, the sound coming from the direction of the Hanging Road. There, RaCorren and a partial troop of Valen warriors advanced backward toward the square’s center, firing a dwindling supply of arrows as they moved.
Spread in rows of three to four on both sides of the Valens, monks and warriors combatted nightmarish pot-bellied creatures, skulking shadowy figures, the shuffling controlled, and long-tailed flying things that flew past many, touching them into submission. The monastery’s defenders were losing their desperate retreat at an alarming rate. Singled out and surrounded, men and women, monks and warriors vanished within the horde, swelling their numbers.
The Valen warriors moved faster than the dark horde, keeping their distance better than the humans, though a few succumbed to the arrows that occasionally sailed through the air from the rear and hit their mark.
Arrows and a bolt flew toward Jade as a white dome tinted with a black radiance sprang up around Camoe and those protecting the four frozen companions. Durandas was the dome’s center point.
The towering, dark creation stepped in front of Jade, accepting the arrows and bolt into its chest. Though its yellow-orange eyes stared at Camoe, it made no move to come for him.
Incredibly, the Alchemist and the girl ran out from the smoke left from the dragon’s flame as it died down, spent. There was no sign of Sabella. The dark creation reached for them, its colossal left arm swinging downward like a falun branch fallen from the main trunk as it sought to scoop them up. The Alchemist tossed a flask into the giant hand. It exploded on impact, and he dashed out of the way at the last possible minute. The hand burst into a dark, foul-smelling flame as the left arm retreated, the other swung downward. The girl repeated the Alchemist’s move with a second flask.
On their feet now, her dad and the woman Crystalyn had thrown across the square moved past the dragon’s tail carefully. RaCorren, the Valens, many of the monks, and some warriors made it to the dome. The bubble, set physical, deflected the arrows that came for them, but the enemy’s troops were many and right behind.
The Lore Mother slumped up against Durandas. “There are too many! I cannot hold long!” she shouted.
Looking wildly around, Camoe despaired.
Events were happening too fast. The enemy closed in on three sides with only one way out. They had to fall back to the cathedral. Yet they could not. Crystalyn needed more time. Or the young woman had succumbed to the overwhelming cunning of the alien the world fought against. Whatever the case, Camoe prepared to join his Maialene. Drawing his worn longsword, he waded into the thickest group of the dark horde.
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Chapter eighty-one








Should Not Have Come


THE WORLD HAD GRAYED FOR Crystalyn. White blips moved within a gray landscape. Whenever one came close, individual feelings permeated her thoughts.  What is this place? Where is my regiment? Came through most often. Others had baser instincts, hunger and rage being the most prevalent.
An elongated shape, darker than the gray landscape, came forth.
“Do’brieni.”
Crystalyn surged with emotion. “Broth? Is it really you? I thought I lost you.”
“Only partially, Do’brieni. The longer I am in this state within the Over Mind, the storage area of the One Mind, the less resistance I have. We must make haste before I dwindle.”
“What do I need to do?” 
“Can you reach the sibling?” 
“Where is Jade inside here?”
Broth’s vague shape shifted ninety degrees, his snout facing out into the heart of the darkness.
Before Crystalyn could answer, another presence appeared beside her whose warmth reminded her of someone she’d not known for long but felt like she had. “Casan? How?”
“I touched you,” the shape said. There was no sound of a voice,
only the sense of words inside her mind, a process identical to communing with her Do’brieni.
Rage permeated the landscape.
“The One Mind is aware of this unorthodox event. We must go, Do’brieni!”
Crystalyn formed the absorption symbol in her mind, seeing it hover before her. As it formed, the symbol’s wonderful pattern of white crosses stood out beautifully within the gray world.
Attaching her awareness and the other two presences to the symbol, Crystalyn sent it floating out into a blackness deeper than the dark of night, going to where Broth had pointed in search of Jade. The sense of stark raging malevolence thickened, becoming a coldly superior intellect that coalesced around the symbol, jubilant with the knowledge the alpha offspring had foolishly come into its realm of power. But there was one it had not expected, and its glee came marred with doubt.
Crystalyn felt the weight of the malevolence pressing down on her from all directions, from everywhere all at once, then, but she had to go on.
Jade needed her.
After a time, how long she couldn’t say, the edges of the white oblong symbol burned with a black flame. In the near distance, a tiny white radiance shone feebly. Crystalyn willed the symbol faster, her joy increasing the closer they came. Absolute darkness surrounded the tiny radiance. A shiny pebble within a galaxy of stark blackness.
At full speed, Crystalyn pushed with reckless abandon through the dark ring surrounding the light. The front half of the symbol burned away as a great evil, alien to this world, sought only to feed upon it, upon her. The malevolence tore at her and those who dared to invade its claimed domain. Crystalyn knew agony as her psyche was bared, opened to the dark space where ultimate malevolence had only to scoop up her neurons and feed. Evil swarmed to the tear, its raw instinct radiating a hunger to gorge that had begun so long ago, eons were only a flash of light within the dark span of time.
With blinding abruptness, the attack ceased as they floated up to
and bumped gently against the bubble of light, Jade’s hideaway, the tiny white radiance glowing defiantly within the galaxy of darkness, only to bounce back slightly.
Broth’s warmth suddenly permeated Crystalyn, taking over the pain and giving her a moment of respite. “The One Mind expected you would make such an attempt. You should not have come here,” her Do’brieni said. Then it was gone, replaced by a malicious, triumphant glee. The directness of the link she’d missed so much was so startling with its wrongness, Crystalyn almost lost her hold on the symbol.
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Chapter eighty-two








Trancelike State


WITH THE AID OF THE Lore Mother and the Dark King, Durandas could do more than just shelter the prophecy vessel under the tent of his power. But he risked exposing the source of his added strength, the duality of his white and black existence, the constant inner battles.  What matter now, Light Fool? the Dark King sneered. Losing this battle translates to succumbing to the alien stain as it makes its grand play. The lurker no longer skulks. End it here or accept the slow death the creature will enact.
For once, the Dark King seemed lucid.
Drawing a long pull of the Flow through the Lore Mother, stealing more of her life, Durandas strengthened the dome of Light Flow with a trace of Dark he had fashioned over the small group of fighters. Warriors and Users who believed they could protect the prophecy vessel against a horde of mindless and dark creatures. Fools, all of them, and him right along with them. They would all meet their demise here. We shall not die! Kill them! Kill them all! The Dark King shouted inside his head.
Durandas added a dark layer of physical protection around the shield, a wide band of black, again drawing from the Lore Mother. It truly was remarkable how the Valen race could withstand so much draw of their life’s essence, how they had so much to give, but even she eventually would become a dried-up husk clinging to life by a wisp. Durandas kept the white layer in place, holding it against the Dark Users who had yet to make an appearance, those who had stormed the Hanging Road. Perhaps Crystalyn had killed enough that they were wary now. Users of magic preferred to kill from a safe distance and seemed disconcerted when so many of their numbers died in one big lump. But they would come. The great enemy would see to that. Users were too critical in battle not to use.
They came. User energy attacked as dark cones and missiles, arrows and bolts, and then metal weapons of all sorts, from all directions. Drawing from the Flow once again, though the river seemed to have slowed some, Durandas sent out a burst of black lances from the top half of the dome, spearing many of the enemy without harming the defenders ringed around the prophecy vessel. Nor did he touch the two soldiers who stood back from the dragon’s tail. Crystalyn had spared them. A company of humans and Valens fought toward them. Durandas spared them damage from the still-bursting lances.
Despite the battle raging outside the dome, Durandas grinned. The Dark King, the Great Shadow, had increased his power tenfold, adding the elements of both Dark and Light to his prowess.
Camoe looked back at him and then went back to fighting, slicing the head off a pot-belly whose spear he barely knocked to the side as the creature tried to stab the unmoving vessel through the dome. Though the dome held back much of the physical attacks, it was not strong enough for the heavy thrust of spears. Durandas’s smile faded as more of the enemy noticed the flaw.
Three others stood rigid with Crystalyn, along with the warden, the instigator of the upright comatose behavior. Briefly, he wondered what they were seeing, then discarded such thinking as irrelevant. He had his hands full with the battles fought on many planes here.
The enemy swelled closer as the defenders tired. With her arrows spent, Lore Rayna in her wooden form speared less and less with each branch stab and then retraction. The one-eyed warrior and the druid couple’s swings were slower even though Kerna had the boy Casan’s infused sword, which sliced just as easily through armor as flesh.
Again Durandas had to assist. This time, the Dark King added an extra blast that rippled farther outward. Even though the enemy fell twisted and torn in a wide ring, it would not last long. He hoped the prophecy vessel came out of her trancelike state soon or it would all be for nothing.
Kill them, kill them all! The Dark King snarled. Durandas wished he could.
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Chapter eighty-three








Embodiment of Chaos


CRYSTALYN HAD NO TIME TO wonder at the duplicity of the alien creature, the being that thought of itself as the One Mind. The awareness surrounding her symbol snapped at her psyche, biting with animalistic savagery. Excruciating pain exploded under her skull again. Her grip on the symbol wavered. Fighting back with the force of sheer will, Crystalyn slowed the advance of the thing’s heaviest violence, but the attack had come as a surprise, hitting her quickly, going all out when she’d come so close to Jade’s last remaining bubble of neurons. The alien creature wanted the host and was prepared to fight for Jade, and it showed. The snapping malice would soon latch upon Crystalyn’s mind and consume neurons. All of them. Then Jade’s, the little of her awareness that remained. Only the half-burned symbol stood between Crystalyn and the biting psyche, the darkness that surrounded her. The pain receptors within her mind were already raw, and there was no stopping the alien being. The white-cross symbol was all she had in her arsenal within this dark world of neurons, and she’d put everything into it. Though it pained her to think it, she was losing quickly. If she’d been able to reach Jade, the outcome may have been in their favor, even within the One Mind’s realm. With her sister’s help, they may have had more success. Together, they were stronger. For now, Crystalyn could release the symbol, snap back to herself, and try some other way to get to Jade. But what about Broth? Leaving without him would likely mean losing him for good this time. 
No!
The pain intensified.
Dully, Crystalyn realized, there might not be a choice in the matter. But there was one who had broken through, if only for a moment. “Do’brieni? Are you there?”
“I am here.” And he was, though the sense of his essence was more distant.
“Can you come to me? Join your awareness within the symbol?”
“Strengthen it?” Though the sense of her link mate seemed as far away as she’d ever known, the connection was strong; Crystalyn felt the warden’s distress flowing through her psyche. “I dare not. Your power would believe I am the enemy, for the One Mind has consumed much that was me. The energy of your symbol would not know the difference between me and the alien.”
“Unnh, what is that pain? My brain is on fire,” Casan projected.
Crystalyn had nearly forgotten there was a rider attached to the symbol. His presence gave her anxiety. He’d contacted her physical form, touching her, which gave a clear and direct pathway to her while she was stuck inside Jade’s body. If it consumed the young man, they both would likely have the same fate. Casan, you need to shove away from the symbol using your willpower. Go back into yourself, quickly.
Her Do’brieni sent an image of himself through the link. His wolf’s head lowered in resignation. “He cannot. The One Mind has clamped onto some of his neurons.”
“Blast! Do’brieni, I need your strength.”
“Alas, I am so tiny. I shall provide little, but you will receive all.” “Wait! What will happen to you if you do it?”
“I shall fade.”
“Then do not! Let me think of—” 
“Unnh, gah!”
Casan’s scream reverberated through Crystalyn’s mind. Then a pinprick of blue radiance punctured the darkness at the leading edge of her symbol. Blazing bright, the radiance’s azure light expanded, washing over her with the familiarity of the boy she’d only known for one day that seemed much longer, taking the pain in her head.
“The boy has your warmth,” Broth suddenly sent through the link matter-of-factly. “The One Mind moved back from the Over Mind a small bit to regroup after the azure flash, but still I cannot hold it out long. I am truly sorry, Do’brieni.”
“Casan, are you okay? What just happened?” Crystalyn asked. Another blue radiance, brighter this time, pulsed outward,
originating from the warm essence that was Casan.
Broth’s awe was strong and the sense of him was suddenly beside the symbol. “The One Mind recoiled!”
Crystalyn grabbed Broth’s awareness, gathered Casan’s, and then threw her symbol toward the darkness. In an instant, she swayed amid the embodiment of chaos, her equilibrium fighting to adjust back to the world where the battle of a lifetime raged.
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Chapter eighty-four








This World Is Lost


CAMOE AND THE DRUID COUPLE fought a writhing mass of enemies in front of Crystalyn. Fighting with desperation, each one swung a sword with expert skill. Kerna wielded a sword glowing with an azure light that cut through wide swathes of squat, pot-bellied green-and- gray skinned creatures and some with webbed hands and fishlike mouths. Lore Rayna’s arms and legs speared many of the fish mouths and mindless alike. But more, many more, shuffled forward as winged batlike creatures with overlarge fangs swooped from the sky to bite at heads and clamp onto shoulders. Some picked up soldiers, armor and all, and carried them kicking toward the cliff face gripped in their taloned feet. 
“What just happened? Where were we?” Keever asked, shouting over the din. Drawing his plain longsword, he sliced the legs from a flyer that came for him with talons extended.
Atoi gripped Keever’s hand with her left hand. With her right, the little girl drew her dagger.
Chopping the head off a pot-belly nearby, Hastel glanced over his shoulder. “Are you okay?” he asked the little girl. Atoi looked at him but gave no reply.
Snarling, Broth’s golden hourglass eyes had tinged red as he charged past Hastel and out of the protective dome, into the battle raging all around them.
“Do’brieni! Wait! What are you doing?” Crystalyn asked.
Broth ripped the throat out of a pot-belly and then tossed a fish man to the side. “Physical contact is required for the sibling. Come.”
Beside her, Casan clutched at his staff. “If you are going after the warden, I go too.”
“And me. Do not forget about me,” Keever said, looking down at the little girl who held his hand. “You will have to stay.”
Crystalyn had no time to argue, though she wanted to. The enemy moved to surround her Do’brieni, filling in the gap left behind in his savage charge. Grounding herself, Crystalyn brought out her most familiar symbol, the star pattern of the knockback, and released it. A concussive wave spread out before her, knocking all off their feet. Those closest to her flew outward, clearing a path. Broth tumbled forward but came up on his feet and savaged a Citadel soldier who had fallen in the blast.
The way clear for a moment, Crystalyn caught up to Broth and released a second, more powerful symbol taken from under the aggression heading in the black-lettered book of the Tiered Tome of Symbols. Three twisting cyclones, glowing with an emerald radiance, shot away from her, ripping a pathway in three different directions. The center clearing led to the dragon, where the colossal creation, its arms on fire and a dozen or more arrows sticking out of its chest, stood blocking the view of her little sister even though the thing had bent nearly horizontal backward from the force of her symbol. The dragon blew dark flame toward the east side of the cathedral at something unseen.
Broth charged ahead. Crystalyn followed, feeling drained from casting such a potent symbol. Wrapping her melted hand around the black crystal candle in her front pocket, much of her energy returned. “Don’t get too far ahead. I won’t lose you again, Do’brieni.”
The colossal dark creation slowly righted itself, bending back upright by sheer strength. “Forgive me, Do’brieni,” Broth sent as he gathered his powerful muscles under him and leaped. “I must bring the One Mind within reach.”
“Broth, no!”
Sailing through the air, Broth landed on the waist of the creation, dashed up the ascending torso, leaped over a shoulder, and vanished behind it, deftly avoiding the fiery arms.
Bringing out a symbol on the run, Crystalyn raged a swath to the east just as the dragon came to its great clawed feet, which gave her the room to run under its elongated neck. The black candle thrummed in her hand from the power transferred through it. Rounding the other side of the dragon, she saw Broth stood guard over Jade as her little sister climbed to her feet without the use of her left elbow. The radius bone below the joint had a compound fracture from Broth’s pounce, and the shattered bone had shoved several inches out from under her skin.
Broth’s eyes now glowed with the dark radiance of the controlled. Crystalyn’s already acute anxiety rose for him.
As the bone in her little sister’s arm retracted back under the skin and the joint re-knit itself, the alien that inhabited Jade faced Crystalyn. “Your race has lost this world. Struggling is useless.” The flat voice that came out from her sister’s mouth had the air of ultimate superiority. A higher power that spoke to a mere organic molecule.
As Jade’s skin closed over, Crystalyn brought out the white- crossed healing symbol and flung it over both of them. Reasserting her grip on the candle, Crystalyn attached her awareness to it and sank into the neural domain of the alien, infecting two of those she loved most. The same supreme alien intellect that had nearly ended her not long ago.
Pouring from every neural pathway imaginable, the darkness attacked.
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Chapter eighty-five








Prophecy Vessel


REELING FROM TOO MANY EVENTS happening at once, Casan followed Peers, who walked close to Kerna, who still carried Breach, wielding the infused blade with deadly accuracy whenever a dark flyer came close or a walker got past the trench wall of piled dead and dying. The entire group had left, following Crystalyn. The warden had just performed an impressive leap, but now was nowhere in sight. Camoe and Lore Rayna guarded the rear. The druid woman kept close behind the Durandas as he moved along the pathway Crystalyn had created, moving around the head of the dragon. The Light User, the First on the Circle of Light, seemed to grow taller the farther he went, the closer he got to the towering nonhuman that had just raised itself upright. A black shape grew around and above the First, becoming more noticeable with each step, until no one could deny something was happening around him. As Durandas reached the enormous creation, the black shape above Durandas had a crowned human form that gripped a double-headed axe in both hands, and it had grown to match the creation in height. 
Standing on its three-clawed feet, the dragon’s colossal head swung north in the direction Crystalyn had gone.
“Go!” Durandas boomed, his voice now thunderous. “Without the vessel, all is lost!” Then mad laughter rang in the air as if coming from a far distance. The Dark King apparition swung the great axe, biting into the chest of the vast dark creation.
With a quick glance behind to see how Keever and Atoi fared, Casan went. The little girl had taken a liking to his friend and still held his hand as they ran. The one-eyed warrior, Hastel, followed close.
Chancing a giant-clawed foot smashing the life from him, Peers sprinted past the dragon’s breast with his lifeheart close behind.
Though expecting to be flattened at any minute, Casan rounded the massive reptilian forefront without incident. Crystalyn stood transfixed, staring at her sister. The look of Jade as she wore the black dress and dark lip coating, which caused her wide emerald eyes to out vividly, made her seem like an older someone else that fit her violent actions.
The dragon snapped at Peers. The beast’s massive jaws clicked noisily with the sound of enamel against enamel as the wiry druid twisted away. Biting next at Kerna, the dragon received a deep gash under its jaws from Breach’s tip. Whipping its long neck back, the dragon roared a high-pitched growl of pain. Then the dragon opened its jaws wide and lowered its majestic head. Flames blasted forth from its great maw aimed at one person. The prophecy vessel. At Crystalyn.






  
  [image: image-placeholder]
Chapter eighty-six








Luminous Eyes Darkened


GARN LEFT THE TWO BEHEMOTHS to fight it out, though he had little clue if the colossal creation or the Dark King apparition that had somehow manifested in the white-robed Light User would prevail. Nor did he care. Crystalyn had, suddenly, dashed around the head of the One Mind’s mount. Jumping over the dead and dying, Garn bent low and slid under the great lizard’s tail, sliding out of the way of its thrashing member on the other side. Many of his own soldiers, most with the gray pallor of mindless, lay crumpled from the crushing power of it. 
Ahead, the dragon whipped its head back and growled loudly with pain and then prepared to blow its deadly black flame. Seeing its trajectory, Garn dashed faster than he had ever sprinted in his life. Reaching his entranced daughter, he held his greatsword over their heads, knowing it would provide little protection.
“Commander!” Rinn shouted.
Garn turned in time to see a round shield spinning toward him. After catching it with his free hand, he tossed it in the air, grabbed the handhold fastened on the underside, and held it above their heads like a shelter from the fall of rain. The dragon’s black flame deflected around it, searing the ground and making the shield uncomfortably hot. But he held on.
The assault ended abruptly.
The black dragon growled in pain.
Wrenched from her grip, Rinn’s longsword lay buried to the hilt in the beast’s foreleg. Just enough to aggravate it. “Retreat!” Garn shouted, but he was too late. The dragon snapped at the cause of its agony.
Rinn twisted away and rolled, but the dragon followed, biting the air near her as she scrambled back on the palms of her hands and feet, crab walking backward. Another nip and it would have her. Then, held by the leafy-dressed woman, the azure blade sliced into its neck, tearing a long bloody gash as the dragon jerked away.
His hand stinging from the heat, Garn dropped the shield.
The dragon growled again. This time, the curly-haired warrior had buried the head of one of his axes beside Rinn’s longsword. Another minor inconvenience for it. “Try the breast. Or the base of the neck!” Garn shouted. He dared not move. Someone had to protect his daughter. No. Daughters, he thought.
The Alchemist dashed past Garn. In his hand, the shimmer spear pulsed with a dark red hue. A bright azure glow wrapped around the dragon’s wounded foot, which was raised in the air. The black dragon had been about to stomp down upon a boy, but now the leg dissolved to the ankle. The beast screeched in pain and anger, its magnificent head dropping low.
The Alchemist speared the dragon behind the front foreleg, in the breast as the druid Camoe stabbed his sword into the front breast, next to the other foreleg.
The dragon roared. A puff of smoke misted from its nostrils.
Carried by two large tree limbs wrapped around his waist, a warrior, garbed in druid apparel and fitted with two swords crisscrossed in scabbards at his back, landed at the base of the neck at the back of the dragon’s head. Lore Rayna’s branches retreated. Drawing the two swords, the warrior hacked at the neck with quick, precise blows.
Staggering to the south a step, the dragon growled, weaker this time. Turning its great reptilian head, the dragon gave forth a burst of flame to the base of its own neck. The warrior fell smoking into Garn’s soldiers on the other side.
“Lifeheart!” the leafy-dressed woman screamed. Charging forward, the woman swung furiously at the dragon’s breast, slicing deeply into it with each swing.
The dragon shuddered.
Moving quickly for her age, the Lore Mother shepherded the little girl, Atoi, and two tall boys over to where Garn stood beside his daughter. He knew a moment of recognition, or thought he did. “Stand aside,” the old woman said. “Quickly. Contact with Crystalyn is required now that the lizard is less of a threat. A direct touch is the only way. The vessel needs our help.”
A quick glance revealed the Lore Mother spoke true. The Alchemist perpetrated a second thrust on the beast. The dragon shuddered again, longer this time. Blood seeped from the nostrils of its elongated snout. The majestic head drooped.
“Will it interfere with what she’s doing?” Garn asked softly.
Crystalyn shuddered, then stilled. Her backbone straightened with the rigidity of stress.
The Lore Mother’s luminous eyes darkened with disappointment, or fear. “There’s no time to convince you,” the elder Valen said as she gathered Atoi and the two boys under arm. “You shall have to come along.”
Lashing out with her right arm, the Lore Mother pushed Garn backward into his daughter’s rigid form.
Dark and supreme malice reached for him with hundreds of tendrils.
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Chapter eighty-seven








Abrupt Silence


THE ONE MIND GLOATED. IT didn’t even try to keep Jade from sensing its intentions. She knew the being inhabiting her body had supreme satisfaction with the outcome of the present situation. Crystalyn had failed. The warden had failed. Or so the beast within her believed. Her sister’s symbol burned slowly away. Like a moist scroll, the edges blackened and then crumbled, falling away into the darkness, where they vanished. Supreme power surrounded them—there was no escape from it. 
Soon, it would reach her.
Broth had been easier for the One Mind to consume. Once before, it had commanded control of the warden’s every move. Even in all its great arrogance, a strand of confusion wove its way through the core, festering within the blackness of its arrogant supremacy. Why had the warden attacked when it had broken free from its dominion? Such inferior creatures that acted on the instinctive level ran away and kept running until their puny hearts exploded.
But it had discovered the humans and creatures in this world were hardier and more versatile than anything it had ever encountered. Still, it had succeeded. Domination would occur quickly as it had on countless other planets. Once the humans’ prophecy vessel had succumbed, nothing could stand against it for long.
From all the recent battles, new integration into the Over Mind had already begun at an accelerated rate. The One Mind had fed well as the neurons came and had grown exponentially more powerful. It had prepared and would not retreat as it had when Crystalyn came up against it last. No more. The One Mind’s glee grew, as it had fed more on storage neurons and gloated as Crystalyn’s symbol dwindled to a third of its original size. Soon all would succumb, even the prophecy vessel.
Jade feared for all life everywhere. The creature had grown too strong.
Her little bubble of protection had shrunk to thumb size, and the One Mind had stopped compressing it only because the alien wished for her to witness the consummation of the alpha sibling. Her sister. Now despondent, Jade whimpered inside the recesses of her own mind. Having no way to help and no voice to scream with, it was the best she could do.










…
SURROUNDED BY A GREAT MALEVOLENCE alone in the dark, Crystalyn despaired. Her symbol had no chance. The One Mind’s power had grown beyond imagining, even in the short time since she pulled Broth away, and now the alien had taken him back. Worse than his sacrifice, she had, in her arrogance, believed herself stronger than something that destroyed worlds. All she’d wanted was to make her family whole again. Something only accomplished by getting her sister back, restoring Broth to himself, and reclaiming her dad from the darkness that had infiltrated the Dark Citadel, which now sought to dominate all of Astura and every world in the galaxy, then all universes everywhere.
And it looked like the alien eventually would.
Mere inches of her last bastion of her power—the healing symbol of white crosses, a defiant golden radiance of her strength, the last obstacle standing between her awareness and the darkness—dwindled. Preparing herself for the ultimate battle of her young life, Crystalyn raised the old familiar barriers in her mind, recalled from the dark times back on Terra when the son of an important scientist on the farm had attempted to have his way with her.
She’d ended his life with the power of a symbol back then but only now realized, for she’d locked it away in her mind. Her first use of symbols was not with the Tiered Tome of Symbols, Tier One, which she’d found at the podium during her servitude at Ruena Day’s warehouse, as she’d believed for some time. No, it was there, back at the farm, when she’d been happy living with her parents and Jade until the Hartwig kid’s violent attempt.
Back then, after he’d used his fists to knock her to the ground and clawed at her clothes, a symbol flitted into her thoughts, one clearly seen now. On a black background, horizontally stacked white circles started small and then grew larger and more compressed from top to bottom in dozens of rows. When she’d released the symbol, it had ripped the Hartwig kid off of her, carried him a dozen feet through the air, and then pressed him two feet deep into the rocky, hard-packed soil as if a divine hand had put him there.
The one shining light of such a traumatic incident was her learned ability to build walls in her mind to shut memories away. Perhaps the barriers could keep the darkness away also since her symbol ability took her inside the body of her sister but limited her to her awareness attached to the golden healing symbol. Or did it? She’d not tried more. Again, the stacked white circles from seasons ago came to mind, and Crystalyn released it on the alien intelligence, the circles expanding to match the width of the malevolence.
The One Mind paused when the symbol wrapped around the dark spot of its power as if to draw tighter, compress the evil. But not long. Her symbol burst, disintegrating as if the dark intelligence had flexed an unseen muscle with a disconcerting casualness. Then it moved for her.
Intending to spring back into herself and try again with a full golden healing symbol, Crystalyn let go of it. Nothing happened. The last tattered fragment of the symbol stayed with her awareness. Then, frigid cold struck her with the force of an ancient tree-sized lance made of dark malevolence.
Rejoicing in the greed of utter and brutal domination, the One Mind stormed into Crystalyn’s cranial passageways, consuming neurons at an alarming rate. Then stalled. The black spot that was the creature stacked up against itself as it slammed into the first of her walls.
With an almost audible screech of annoyance, the thing sprouted dozens of tendrils, and then more, as it raced along the barrier, feeling for minute flaws of any sort. Back and forth it went many times until a feeler touched upon a blemish. Prodding and prying, the supreme intelligence worked methodically until a crack opened wide enough for hundreds of tendrils to dart inside.
Crystalyn’s blockade shattered.










…
CASAN AGAIN STARED AT THE wall of black malice. No. That wasn’t right. Where he was, he had no eyes. At least not in the visual sense. No body either. He couldn’t feel a single extremity. No fingers, no toes, which was odd and unnerving. It was like he floated in a pool of blackness, but couldn’t feel the dark water around him. The malevolence he discerned loomed beyond a bright spot nearby, a cognizance that exuded warmth and fear that seemed genuine and familiar, somehow. The intellect of a young woman with an inner strength that had seen her through much terror, though she feared for the presences attached to Crystalyn’s remarkable symbol of power. Even his. The looming malice pressed its supreme will upon the woman with inner strength, upon him, and upon the symbol and those that floated beside him, as if they were all insects under the claw of a dragon. Whatever it took, he had to help her, help the souls on the symbol, and help himself. Or they were all doomed. But what could he do? His power seemed to manifest only when it desired, usually when threatened. As now. Though Casan’s desire was strong, and danger lurked all around as a great malevolent darkness, he was powerless to stop it. Worse, the longer they stayed, the more likely they would all perish together in this cold and dark place. He had no satisfaction knowing he wouldn’t die alone.










…
THE PROCESS REPEATED ON THE second and then the third barrier. Crystalyn now had but one remaining. This was it for her. Without a way to return her cognitive ability to herself, she had effectively trapped herself. Soon, it would consume her mental functions, which frightened her to no end. Her wits had kept her going through many a nasty scrape, always. The worst part was failing Jade. Failing her dad. Failing her companions and those that depended upon her.
The One Mind scrabbled along the last barrier with the supreme confidence of knowing it would soon tear it down. A presence attached to the fragment of the golden symbol, then others in rapid succession.
Keever’s strength mingled with her own, boosting hers considerably. Yet he was no match for the strength her dad provided. The sheer physical power amazed Crystalyn within her dad’s essence, now hers, to use. Atoi’s makeup was alien, which generated a feeling of coldness, no passion whatsoever. And again, Casan had come inside the realm of the One Mind to help. This time there was no gray world of the Over Mind, only the bleak darkness of the One Mind’s alien mist.
Crystalyn latched gratefully, hungrily, onto the aid the companions brought. The eldest of them provided a direct conduit to the Flow. Crystalyn drew from the Lore Mother and replenished her symbol. Casan’s manifestation had the warm familiarity of more than an old friend, though he had only come into her life recently. The more she touched upon his makeup, the more she felt a bond there, an almost familial one. His power, an azure radiance in the dark, glowed with an invitation to use, which she wouldn’t refuse.
Keever’s strength radiated as a pure white light, which fascinated her, but not as much as the small dark radiance within the darkness that pulsed beside him. Atoi was still an enigma, but with her presence so close, it provided a tiny insight into her age-old struggle against the alien creature they all fought against. The little girl, in reality, an alien from another solar system, had great power, but useable only when the entity insider her chose to intercede with the world around it.
The One Mind stopped its frenzied search when it discovered the blemish it sought.
Now that Crystalyn had power, she dropped her wall and rammed the golden symbol into the heart of darkness. A flash of blinding white light tempered with the Flow lit within her mind.
The One Mind’s soundless screeeee of agony drowned out thought for a long moment as it recoiled, the darkness withdrawing into a ball.
Crystalyn used the momentum of the distraction to move the symbol around the cerebral branches of Jade’s mind and look for her familiar, long-missed warmth. In the near distance, a small white radiance beckoned feebly like a lone star sputtering within the far reaches of a universe of blackness, refusing to leave behind its last meager heat to the dark. Jade’s sanctuary within her own mind had shrunk drastically, but still existed.
Drawing upon the steadfast strength of Keever’s pure radiance and her dad’s wellspring of stamina, Crystalyn pushed the symbol quicker than ever before and sped toward the light. The ball of darkness moved to block the way, shooting beside the symbol with surprising speed. She willed the symbol faster, moving to blurring speed, only to have to slow a moment later. She coasted into the tiny bubble or risk blowing right through it.
“Crystalyn! Is it really you? I thought it was over for me,” Jade said as soon as the symbol stopped at the core.
The joy of Jade’s sweet presence rippled through Crystalyn, bringing precious memories of their childhood, of every day spent relaxed and content with each other’s company, sharing everything. At last, her sister resided beside her. “Yes, it’s me. Big sister is going to put you back where you belong.”
The One Mind struck, slamming into Jade’s protected consciousness like lava flowing into a glacier valley. The white-hot rage contained within a vast mind thrust through the dome and buried all under a dominant will. Demanding subservience, the alien intelligence bore down on Crystalyn with the frigid coldness of space, a supreme will that nothing denied.
But Crystalyn was no one’s servant. Her broken mind would not allow it, nor would her instinctive will to fight. No one and no thing, would take her without a struggle. Pushing back, Crystalyn thought of every symbol she’d ever used and fired them off into the absolute darkness, one after the other.
Not one of them produced any discernable effect.
The One Mind exerted its massive will, pressing down upon them with all the power behind its eons of existence. Then it paused. Taking stock of the situation, it rotated around the symbol, confused. Though Crystalyn’s symbols had failed to harm it, it could not break through her broken mind either, and it bent its will on the awareness closest to her.
Jade.
Crystalyn inserted her will between them. She’d die before letting the thing have her sister again.
“The One Mind is feeding, redoubling its power,” Jade sent, her communion filled with awe and tinged with fear. “As if it wasn’t strong enough. You shouldn’t have come for me.”
“Can you interrupt the Flow, Jade?”
“I can! There is a direct link to it!” Jade responded, surprised.
“How?”
“The Lore Mother. Supply me, hurry!”
The Flow poured in, adding a great boost to Crystalyn’s symbol. Jade’s bubble doubled in size. But not for long. The One Mind’s will struck again, compressing Jade’s dome back down to the symbol. There, the alien intelligence bombarded them with the ferocity of a monsoon pounding away at a tiny golden island harboring six souls upon a black sea.
Weathering it by sheer determination and all the Flow Jade could transfer to her, Crystalyn held on. Barely. As the Flow fizzled and the symbol’s edges blackened a second time, the onslaught ended with a shocking abruptness.
“It’s feeding again!”
Before Jade’s warning had finished reverberating through Crystalyn’s mind, a new thought pattern rang through the link, though it was a familiar association from one long known to her.
“The vessel will not survive the next round without pulling in familial strengths,” the Dark Child said. The essence of Atoi’s dispassion flowed through the link. “Bring all together. We are strong.”
Not waiting to ask permission, Crystalyn latched onto every single awareness within the symbol, pooling their power with hers and Jade’s. One surprised her with the ability that it manifested, though the astonishment came with the realization that she should have known.
Refreshed, the One Mind’s indomitable will flooded into the awareness link connected by the symbol, bearing down on it with the crushing gravity of a planet.
The symbol brightened with an azure radiance, exploding outward. The One Mind’s supreme will peeled away, losing density as it crashed into Crystalyn’s willpower.
The confusion of disbelief rippled through the alien’s intelligence as the assault stalled, as if it had struck an asteroid the size of a moon.
Holding on to the steadfast solidarities of her dad and Keever Rees, pulling from their strength, Crystalyn pushed the symbol at the greatest density of the parasitical creature inhabiting her sister. “Now, Jade!”
The bubble expanded, distending way beyond both sides of the symbol, pushing the darkness before it. Atoi’s icy familiarity butting against her own gave Crystalyn an extra boost of resolve, as if the little girl had slipped her hand into hers.
A brilliant blue radiance flashed into the dark. Casan’s power led the way as Crystalyn gained speed, drawing upon the Lore Mother’s conduit to the Flow. Nearly surpassing both sides of the symbol, the protective bubble of Jade’s essence wiped the dark malice before it. Ahead, two rounded gray orifices lightened the darkness. “Shove it out of the sockets of your eyes, Jade!”
Supreme rage snarling with an animalistic quality rippled the leading edge of the symbol and bubble. Pushed, the One Mind fed on neurons. Then it thrust back at their momentum with the blackness of dark malevolence, the deep arrogance of unseated supremacy without limit. As long as it could feed, it had power. Great power.
The expansion slowed.
“You’re not … going to … HAVE US!” Crystalyn, Jade, Garn, and Casan shouted soundlessly together. A blast of blue radiance preceded the symbol and bubble as they plowed forward with the strongest collective will they’d ever had.
Gnashing and snarling with black fury, the One Mind crammed into the holes, its smoky essence splitting in two, one wide band of blackness clinging at the edges of each of Jade’s sockets. Feeling like her awareness of herself, of everyone and everything, would burst into countless fragments if she exerted a single strand more of her will, Crystalyn redoubled her efforts and pushed at both apertures drawing on Keever’s pure radiant strength and Atoi’s wall of dispassion. The gripping tendrils of malice lost their hold, and a gust of wind blew the mist away from Jade’s vision.
“You did it, Crystalyn!” Jade said.
“We all did,” Crystalyn said just as the symbol split in the middle, following the blackness. With a terrible wrench to her equilibrium, Crystalyn’s awareness sprang back into herself.
Pushed forward by somebody swaying behind her, Crystalyn stumbled into Jade and wrapped her arms around her. Leaning back, she saw tears glistening in her sister’s eyes, that then flowed down her cheeks. “You came for me,” Jade croaked, her voice raspy from disuse or emotion. Perhaps both.
Crystalyn didn’t care which. Her sister was back. “Always. Now stay near me and away from blasted aliens.” Crystalyn swallowed hard, choking on the lump in her throat.
Broth snarled savagely, his eyes shadowed with radiant darkness. Then he leaped.
Keever Rees stepped in front of the charge. With the flat of his blade, one hand gripping the hilt and the other palming the tip, he shoved the warden to one side, mid-leap.
Landing on all four paws, Broth snarled and raced out of the courtyard, going north.
Crystalyn started after her Do’brieni when weakness flowed through her, forcing her to slow.
“What has happened?” Lore Rayna asked.
“The blasted thing jumped to my link mate! I’m going to get him back and finish this for good,” Crystalyn said without looking back. Running slower than she liked, Crystalyn finally felt her strength returning.
Keever sprinted past. “I will keep track of him.”
“As will I. The warden cannot go far,” Caven said as he ran past Crystalyn, hurrying for a man of his stature.
“Someone watch over Jade!” Crystalyn had the presence of mind to yell as they slipped from Brown Recluse square.
“Your father guards her,” Lore Rayna said as she passed by Crystalyn.
Going north, Broth dashed beyond where the east wall ended and vanished behind it.
Crystalyn rounded the wall and found the others waiting.
“There is nowhere to go from here except back this way,” Caven said. “It’s ensnared now.”
“Then all of you wait here,” Crystalyn said. “If Broth gets past me, do what it takes to stop him here. Whatever you do, do not let him touch you.”
Keever strode beside her as she continued on. “I am going with you for support only. You have the lead.”
Crystalyn agreed by keeping silent as they moved, keeping close to the wall as it rose, its twelve-foot height on her right. On her left, the sheer cliff of Brown Recluse drew steadily closer as the brown granite cut to the east, descending but little. Keever kept the cliff side between him and her, for which she was grateful. High places, especially over a hundred stories, made the pit of her stomach grow weak with fear.
Where the east and west of the cliff sides narrowed, jutting to a sharp point behind him, Broth sat on his back haunches, his once golden hourglass eyes glowing with the dark radiance of the One Mind.
Crystalyn was uneasy. “Broth? Come to me. I don’t like you out there on the ledge.”
Broth snarled and yipped as if he wanted to speak. Then grew quiet.
“Stay where you are, Do’brieni. This evil still believes itself supreme. The dominant creature will attempt to destroy you.”
Crystalyn brought out her net symbol, the same one that saved her from the maimwright at the Dark Citadel. Trying not to look off either cliff side, she took a few steps forward, hating how fast the ledge narrowed. Broth was almost within range, but she had to be certain. There was only one shot at him. “I won’t let it have you, Do’brieni. Do what you can to fight it.” Just a few more steps.
Broth lowered his head. Then, abruptly, the warden leaped over the side of the wall. “The alien is a divided being. Trust no one. Think well of me, my Do’brieni,” came through the link followed by the abrupt silence of a severed connection.
“BROTH!” Too stunned to even cry, Crystalyn stared at the spot where her Do’brieni had been only moments before. Her logical but broken mind tried and failed to deny that which her eyes had clearly seen. Not even a warden could survive a fall from such a height.
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Chapter eighty-eight








Gateway


KEEVER SEEMED TO KNOW OF Crystalyn’s desire for silence. Though he strode at her side the entire way back to the monk’s square, he kept quiet. Caven had offered condolences, which had gone unanswered and barely heard. Lore Rayna, too, hadn’t spoken since the incident at the Point. A good friend. The towering Valen had laid a gentle hand on her shoulder and got her moving back to where the others waited in front of the gigantic corpse of the black dragon. Behind it and on both sides, the mindless stood silently in place as their breasts expanded only enough to draw a breath of inertia, and no nightmarish pot-bellied, fish-faced, or flying creatures were in sight. Which disappointed Crystalyn. Destroying them may have offered some small release. 
All of those who survived had grouped in the courtyard. The tall blond boy, Casan, who had helped her purge the creature from Jade only to lose Broth to it a second time. RaCorren was there, with many of the Valens, the Alchemist, his daughter, an unknown girl with close-cropped light auburn hair. The druid woman, Kerna, had also lost someone dear to her. The wizened Lore Mother and the essence druid Camoe, her dad, Jade, Atoi and Hastel, her protector, were there, but not Durandas. That white robe of his stood out in any gathering.
Crossing the square without her beloved link mate, Crystalyn felt alone and exposed. As they drew near, Casan gave her a look of sympathy. Her dad and Jade did as well. Their supportive mannerisms were similar. Yet not odd. Inside of Jade’s mind, something had happened that gave her pause. The time to get it out in the open would come soon.
Durandas hopped over the dragon’s tail and came over to them, his pace brisk, as if he hadn’t just fought a colossal creation. The depth of his white hood covered his face to his upper lip. “Is it over? The cunning from the south is gone?”
Finally, standing at her sister’s side again, Crystalyn eyed him. The white of his visible beard had streaked with black, more prominent now. “It is.”
“Thank the Great Mother!” the Lore Mother exclaimed. “The Green Writhe toiled for long ages to ensure this happened at this place and time.”
Crystalyn glared at the old woman—though only old in appearance, likely. The Lore Mother was only twice the seasons of Lore Rayna, perhaps a bit more. The life of an Interrupter had taken its toll. “I’m glad we all agreed to come here at this time and place so we could make it happen. Some of us even died.”
A clipped wail escaped Kerna, which ended as quickly as it had escaped from the brown-toned woman. The dark green leaves of her living dress shifted about in agitation as she covered Peers’s body with a blanket.
The Lore Mother’s luminous eyes dimmed. “I did not mean to imply—”
Crystalyn said. “We all know what you meant. But know this, we who fought here battled for our lives and those we loved. Not specifically for the four of you who have some misguided notion of manipulating events in order to tilt fortune toward whichever prophecy you like best.”
“I assume you speak of Durandas, the Lore Mother, and myself as three,” the Alchemist said. He folded his silver-banded arms at his chest. “Who is the fourth?”
“Don’t pretend you don’t know,” Crystalyn said. “Your members must be kept small in number by the very nature of the program.”
“The Alchemist is unaware,” Durandas said. “The few who know I can count on one hand,” he said, shifting the white slightly to include Crystalyn’s dad with a quick turn of his head. “Though I expected it permanent, I take it from your daughter’s words. The memory fog I implanted has lifted?”
With the tip wedged in a small crack between the brown cobblestones within the courtyard, Crystalyn’s dad leaned on his greatsword. “For months now, fragments of my previous life have returned, though there are gaps still, large ones. I feel as if I’m two people and have lived two vastly different lives, some of it at the same time. All of this has left me wondering when I’m going to break apart.”
Crystalyn couldn’t help but blurt a quick reply. “I know the feeling.”
Durandas was nodding, his white hood bouncing slightly with the action. “I would expect so. Such a casting was my most powerful and depleted my Using for nearly half a season. I do not see how it dissipated.”
The Alchemist snarled and raised the greater artifact, the shimmer spear. “Why was I not informed of this? To what end would someone allow memories to be masked?”
“Even I can answer that. It’s that simple,” Crystalyn said. “They could not trust you with the knowledge.”
The Alchemist clutched the spear with a tight grip. “Have I not proven my worth, time and time again?”
“Perhaps. But you always have an ulterior motive, which is something that you may not be aware of, yet it cannot go on.”
“The One Mind trusted him,” Jade said.
“Therefore, we cannot,” Camoe said right after her. “What are you saying, Crystalyn?” Sabella asked. “Do you threaten him?”
The girl with the close-cropped hair stepped out from behind Garn and Jade. She spoke up. “To me, it sounded like a threat, as it should. When it comes out what your father did, Sabella, I would wager more would wish to express the same sentiment.”
The girl wore a green cloak over a red dress with the hood pulled back onto her shoulders. She was young and beautiful, but there was something odd about her that Crystalyn couldn’t quite name. “Who are you?”
Casan spoke up, frowning. “Nuri is from the Black Wolf Valley, like Keever and me. But I don’t understand. How did you get here? Why did you come?”
Nuri barked an abrupt laugh and smiled. Without mirth, the sound had a malicious quality to it, and her crooked smile looked fixed. “Do you not want to tell them how you almost wore my wrist ring, Casan? How I, how we, always assumed we would join as lifehearts?” Nuri’s smile faded as the girl turned to the Alchemist. “You should confess how you charged the shimmer spear. Let them all know whose blood provided the power to help slay the dragon.”
The Alchemist strode close to the girl. “You speak of dangerous things, young one. Speaking falsehoods about your elder is foolish.”
Nuri’s blue eyes widened as she backed away. “They should know. The woman, Khiminay, deserved remembrance.”
The Lore Mother cursed. “Blast you, Alchemist! What is this? Khiminay is Ninth seat on the Circle of Light. What have you done?”
Jade spoke suddenly. “Durandas’s aura holds only blackness. The One Mind was wary of him as well.”
Crystalyn moved in front of Nuri, getting a better view of Durandas. “Start talking, Alchemist. Share with us what you’ve done. This world is as tired of your manipulations as I am. If I get even a hint you had anything to do with Broth’s . . .” Unable to finish, she broke off.
The Alchemist glanced around, the black hood rotating from face to face. Finally, he eyed Crystalyn’s dad. “You! My greatest experiment! Tell those here how I saved you from dying, how I had your weak heart repaired and provided the youthfulness you enjoy now. Let them know my great value!”
Garn straightened. He curled his right hand around the great- sword’s grip. “Your worth is much lower than you believe.”
“Precisely,” Camoe said. “He has accumulated more retribution than one man should ever be capable of in four lifetimes. I do not doubt he had a hand in Maialene’s fall,” the druid said almost too softly to hear.
The Alchemist turned slowly in a circle, as if noticing for the first time he the companions surrounded him. “You all would have perished had I not charged the shimmer spear and slayed the black beast.”
Kerna pushed through the crowd beside Keever. “You helped speed it up, but the dragon’s demise came from the sacrifice of many. Valens and humans alike.”
Durandas’s right hand burst into a sphere of white radiance tinged with black. “I have heard enough. Give me the artifact, hooded one.” The Light User seemed to grow taller as he spoke.
Crystalyn brought out her knockback symbol. “Jade or my dad will care for the artifact for the time being. No one else.”
The Alchemist stopped looking around. His black hood faced Crystalyn. “I have more value to this world than you, an outlander. And the anomaly is of little worth now that the great one is out of the way. If you want the greater artifact, let your flesh take it and your life’s essence supply it!” he said. Then he thrust the shimmer spear into Crystalyn’s stomach.
A blinding, dirty white light exploded all around. Pain. Deep and burning with a suction discomfort unlike anything she’d felt before, it leeched the life from Crystalyn. Then it was gone, replaced by the fiery sting of a deep, open wound. Jade held the spear in one hand. One tip dripped blood. Her blood.
Pressing her hand over the wound to slow the bleeding, Crystalyn caught movement at the edge of her vision. The Alchemist dashed over the body of a monk who had a dagger jutting from his left eye. Sabella closed the gap behind him. A magenta glow enveloped her right hand. Then, Crystalyn’s dad’s broad back blocked sight of the woman as he sprinted after the hooded man, the soldier who’d defected with him close behind.
“Watch out,” Crystalyn shouted.
Another blinding flash of white lit the courtyard, followed by a brilliant amethyst radiance. When Crystalyn got her sight back, three identical Sabellas spun and ran for the cover of the dragon, splitting off in differing directions. Her dad ignored them all and ran after a shadowy form rounding the fallen dragon’s colossal head.
Lore Rayna’s tree branch arms raced across the ground, gaining on one of the Sabellas, the left one.
“Don’t touch her!” Jade shouted.
Too late. Lore Rayna’s branches wrapped around the form of Sabella and met only air.
Crystalyn released her knockback symbol just as the middle Sabella reached the dragon. Finding substance, the stacked silver concentric circles thudded into flesh. Sabella, the real one, slammed into thick-plated dragon scales, bounced off, and collapsed to the ground. The second and third Sabella vanished.
“How did you know?” Caven asked.
“I didn’t,” Crystalyn said. “But it stood to reason Sabella would want to surround herself with smokescreens. Besides, that one followed her father. Camoe, please go see if she’s alive. Lore Mother, please go with him—she may need healing. My dad went after the Alchemist; I’m going after him.”
Camoe and the Lore Mother moved off without comment.
“I am coming with you,” Casan said. “After the Lore Mother heals you first.”
Warm, wet blood dripped through her fingers. Crystalyn pressed harder on the wound. “I’ll heal myself when I can. Come along, if you wish. You too, Keever. And Jade. I want to keep you in my sight, and we may need that greater artifact, the shimmer spear.”
“I know,” Jade said.
Keever strode beside Crystalyn. “Of course I am going.”
“Then take this,” Kerna said, offering the hilt of the sword that glowed with a brilliant blue to the older boy.
Keever held up both hands to his chest and shook his head. “We infused Breach for Casan. Give it to him, not me.”
Casan shook his light blond head from side to side. “No Keev, I have a weapon. Me. Not to mention the blue crystal staff. Besides, I now believe the infusion happened for you.”
Keever took the weapon and belted it on his left side. He glared at his friend. “We shall talk about this later. For now, recognize that I disagree. I made it. I know who should use it.”
Kerna gave a slight bow of her head, her shorn black hair moving not at all with the action. The darker tone of her skin made the liana sash, the living dress she wore, stand out in the evening’s twilight. “I am indebted to you for its use. No other blade shall surpass it. I go now to perform the Terra’ a morn to return my lifeheart’s essence to Our Mother at the Vibrant Vale, the birthplace of Peers and many of our people.”
“I am happy for Peers in that respect, for I have some small knowledge of where he travels now,” Camoe said. “I shall miss a great warrior and companion—we all will. The Lore Mother has chosen to assist you in our rite of passage once she’s exhausted her healing, but my work is not complete. I am still needed here.”
Kerna stepped forward and embraced the graying druid. “I have known this, my companion and leader. Do not fail to return to me in one season or I shall come find you, and I shall not be pleased,” she said over the druid’s shoulder. Patting him gently on the back, she released him and strode away.
Camoe’s gray eyes were slightly moist, but he said nothing as he watched leave the courtyard.
Crystalyn looked at Atoi and Hastel. Then RaCorren. “There’s no point in asking if you all would guard our backs. You’ll just tag along, anyway.”
No one disagreed with her statement.
Hurrying as fast as the wound allowed, Crystalyn rounded the black dragon and made her way inside the cathedral meeting room. Her dad kneeled on one knee in front of the narrow door leading inside the statue of the winged beauty. Raw gashes that covered his face and chest drenched him in blood. A woman with shorn blond hair and dressed in the black armor of a Dark Citadel soldier lay slumped and unmoving on the ground beside him. Not the tall soldier woman who had run after her dad; she stood beside him.
Jade indicated the dead woman with a sweep of her long-fingered hand. “Stay back from LaCorra. The One Mind had her helping with destroying the Flow.”
Crystalyn glanced sharply at her sister. Yet another detail to realize when they could. How connected was Jade to the alien creature?
Draping her healing symbol over her dad, Crystalyn attached her awareness to it and sank into her dad. Most of the wounds he had were superficial and soon healed without using much of the symbol. However, one wound on his face had a resistant quality that stubbornly refused to heal entirely, even though Crystalyn spent most of the symbol cleaning it to an acceptable shallowness. Whatever Sabella had hit him with there was strong.
As her awareness snapped back to herself, Crystalyn noted he would have a slight discoloration on the right side of his face for seasons to come. Possibly for the rest of his life. Crystalyn suddenly became acutely aware that Keever stood behind her and had his hand pressed into her stomach. An unpleasant wetness ran down her thigh. Automatically, she pressed her hand against her wound, covering his.
Keever extracted his bloody hand and moved a step back from her. “Forgive me, you were leaking pretty badly.”
Crystalyn ignored the comment. He could have kept his hand there longer and she wouldn’t have minded too much. “Where did the blasted Alchemist go?”
Her dad climbed to his feet, gave her and Jade a fierce hug in silence, and then pointed at the statue’s doorway with his sword. A trail of blood led deeper inside. “There.”
Crystalyn felt weak from the loss of blood, and a migraine was coming on, but she pressed on. “Where does that go?”
“To the gateway,” Caven said, coming up behind them. “They would have had time to activate it by now, I am afraid to say.”
“They?” Crystalyn asked.
“The Alchemist and his daughter,” her dad said. “They were together. Sabella hit me with her Using, but I got my sword into the hooded man. Perhaps a mortal wound if the bleeding won’t stop.”
“But how?” Casan asked. “Crystalyn took down Sabella. We all saw it.”
Though Jade’s emerald eyes had fixed on Durandas as he entered the cathedral, she spoke to those standing by the winged statue. “My sister’s symbol struck someone else out there and not Sabella. An illusion cast by Sabella.”
“True. Very astute, as usual, Jade,” Caven said. “As to the recipient of Sabella’s magic, Crystalyn’s symbol hit the Black Wolf Valley girl, Nuri. The Lore Mother believes the young woman will live. Healing is quicker with those whose life seasons are still young, though hers seems remarkably so. And oddly, the old Valen woman mentioned the Flow fluctuating, so the skin repair was intermittent, though it seemed to have no ill effect upon the young woman from Kell.”
Her legs suddenly weak, Crystalyn sat down on a bench, which made her wound and the weakness less troublesome right away. “I will give myself a bell of symbol recovery and then heal. My wound is deep, but not fatal, as long as I don’t lose too much blood. Will you fetch a bandage from the Lore Mother for me, RaCorren?”
The tall Valen bowed low. “Of course, I should have thought of that myself.”
“You’re probably used to me healing myself,” Crystalyn said. “While you’re there, will you have your generals report our losses to you as soon as they have the preliminary numbers?”
“I shall, Sarra’esiah,” RaCorren said as he strode away.
Crystalyn looked over the small group. Though there was a slice of anguish in her heart for her link mate, she couldn’t help feeling the satisfaction of a family together again. “In the meantime, I have questions for some of you,” she said, offering her bloodless hand to Jade.
Jade sat down, adjusted the shimmer spear to balance on her lap, and then took her hand. “Ask away.” The shimmer spear gleamed darkly amber and then seemed to vanish for a moment as it bent the light in the room. With the substantial light from the large window at the front and sides of the Cathedral as the sun set outside, the artifact was hard to look at.
Crystalyn looked away from the spear and gazed at her sister, smiling. “I’ve missed you.”
Jade smiled back. “I’ve missed you too,” she said. Her smile faded quickly. “But you have some hard questions for me. Go on, ask.”
“These may sound clinical, but I need to know if there’s residual damage. Foremost, are you harmed badly? Besides the scarring of the invasion, are you intact? Your ability?”
Jade beamed again, briefly. “All restored, sis.” Then her round face grew serious. “But I don’t know if I’ll ever get rid of the foul feeling of the thing. I can almost feel its taint in the back of my mind still.”
Crystalyn squeezed Jade’s hand gently. “Do you know what has kept me going through all this?”
Jade’s fine brow furrowed slightly and then cleared. “You knew there was a part of me trapped inside myself?”
Crystalyn nodded, smiling. “Yes, and reuniting us with Dad kept me plodding on, and I met Mom. Soon we’ll go find her too.”
Jade looked at her dad. “There’s something I need to know.”
Garnet Creek, their dad, came and stood in front of them, his tall and muscular frame even bigger within the Dark Citadel black armor he wore easily. He had an emblem of a silver sword fixed on his right breastplate. The woman, nearly as tall as him, came with him. “Ask what you will, my daughter. Do you have a memory of General Rinn?” he asked, pointing to the soldier woman beside him.
Jade gave a brief nod to the black-haired woman. “Yes. The One Mind couldn’t keep me from seeing events as they occurred. And one time, the callous thing showed me something it wanted me to see. A memory. At Lake Bracken, when you first discovered the creature had overtaken me and you wanted proof of its existence and power, it showed both of us a scene it captured from your brain. It did that to control you without wiping your mind. Do you remember what that was?”
As Crystalyn’s dad looked down at Jade, a brief tightening of his jaw and morose slant to his blue eyes told all to those who knew him. “I recall.”
“Please, share what that was with the rest of us,” Crystalyn said. “The memory the creature showed us was the hardest choice of my and your mom’s lives. The alien monster showed me the decision we had made to accept giving up our lastborn to go into hiding, to keep the infant’s existence safe from Dark Users and the One Mind’s control on behalf of the Green Writhe.”
Crystalyn eyed Durandas and the Lore Mother. “Did the two of you know about this?”
Under his deep white hood, Durandas nodded. “That explains why his memory is returning. The creature reached through my spell and compromised it,” he said, as if to himself.
Her dad looked at Casan. So did Jade.
Only mildly surprised, Crystalyn looked at Casan as well. Though his hair was blonder than the rest of them, his facial features had a similar bone structure. “But how? When? And why would you do something like that? And Mom was okay with it?”
Casan looked back at them, his vivid blue eyes concerned. So like her own, Crystalyn imagined. “Why are the three of you looking at me?” Casan asked. “Okay with what?”
“Giving you up,” Crystalyn said.
Casan frowned. “Me! What are you talking about?”
Crystalyn sighed and then grimaced with pain. “You mentioned how you believed you were the product of a dark experiment in the manor house after Atoi killed Malkor, but I don’t believe that’s the case. Is it Durandas?”
Durandas took a slight step backward, as if surprised by the question or the fact of how fast someone had concluded. “Correct, Crystalyn. Alina As’wall, whom Casan has thought of as a parent, agreed to be included in the casting. Her memory tampered with so that she recalls giving birth to you after a seed implant, which was simpler since she was there. The Green Writhe also gave her lifeheart, Laran, that memory.”
“But that would mean—” Casan said and then broke off. 
“You are our brother,” Jade said, finishing his thought. “Didn’t you sense the connection when we battled the One Mind inside my body?”
Casan opened his mouth, then closed it, gazing at Garn, Crystalyn, and Jade, one after the other, and then back again.
“Wait! Back up,” Keever Rees said. “What did you mean when you said, Casan’s mother—I mean—Alina As’wall, was there when Casan was born?”
Durandas looked at the older boy but said nothing.
Garn sighed. “Just what Durandas said. Alina was there. So was his Aunt Arelya. Sureen wanted her family there during the birth and to accept the new life shielded by tampered memory, blissfully unaware. If the two of us were to have our memory altered, so would close family.”
Keever choked out a statement. “But that makes the three of them sisters.”
Casan looked wildly around the room. Finally, his gaze returned to Garn. “Why? Why was I discarded and raised by my mother’s sister?” he asked, the tone of his voice barely above a whisper.
“To put it simply, but not to take away from the agonizing decision of it all,” Durandas said, cutting in smoothly, “it was for your protection.”
“Then why didn’t he go with us to Terra?” Crystalyn asked. “Jade and I were safe there for the most part.”
Garn spoke quickly. “The Green Writhe convinced your mother, convinced us that moving the four of us to Terra would keep you girls safe from the great enemy growing in power in the south and east. Cobalt—I mean, Casan was to remain hidden on Astura, hopefully without the knowledge of his birth leaking out to anyone or anything, secreted away from those who would want to use him if he showed his power, which the Green Writhe suspected would be great. They erroneously believed you were the prophecy vessel, not Crystalyn.”
Jade nearly stood up and then leaned back on the bench, a frown on her round face. “How would the Green Writhe even know our family carried that burden in the first place?”
“The deduction isn’t hard,” Garn said. “Since I’m not from this world, nor are your mother and her sisters, our abilities differ when it comes to accessing the Flow or not. For example, no one we’ve ever heard of can project her thoughts telepathically in an outward ring and search their surroundings.”
Jade sat up straighter in the chair before he had finished the last sentence. “You’re not from this world? We’re not? The One Mind did not know of this.”
“Wait!” Crystalyn said, clamping her hand tighter over her wound. “We came from a place far beyond Terra, beyond the world where you and mom raised Jade and I for over half our lives, isn’t that right, Dad? You started to tell me back in the Dark Citadel at the Gap of Thundering Darkness before Jade … before the One Mind interrupted.”
Her dad nodded. “I recall. We stood at the now defunct multicolored gateway, the method our ancestors arrived by ages ago.”
“Interesting,” the Lore Mother said, striding down the aisle between the rows of wooden benches. The Black Wolf Valley girl, Nuri, trailed behind her. Patches of her small, round face and neck had discolored. “Did you know of these multicolor gateways, Durandas?” the elder Valen woman asked, stopping near the bench where Crystalyn sat.
“I may have come across them in my studies,” he said softly. Though he mumbled his next words, Crystalyn caught something about the Dark King.
The Lore Mother’s luminous eyes faced Durandas’s direction for a long moment, but the First made no further reply. Turning away, the Lore Mother looked toward Crystalyn. “I can stop a goodly portion of that loss if you will let me.”
Feeling slightly dizzy, Crystalyn pressed harder against her wound. The need for healing had come sooner than expected. She nodded to the Lore Mother to proceed. As soon as the Lore Mother laid her large hand upon her bare shoulder, her head cleared and questions arose. “Where did the ancestors come from, Dad? Can you remember the name of the planet?”
Her dad shook his head. “I cannot, and I’m uncertain I ever knew. But I know there is one here, someone in this world who knows. The Grandfather. Who this person is, even what he looks like, is a small part of the gaps of memory loss still left within my mind. By design or accident, who knows? Perhaps a recollection will slip in at some point, but I will not count on it.”
Crystalyn let go the wound on the left side of her stomach as the bleeding stopped. Satisfied, she put her hands on her lap.
Keever stared at Crystalyn’s injury intently as he spoke up. “Do we need to know that now?” he asked. “I mean, I doubt we could find this ‘Grandfather’ even if we had the time to search with so little to go on,” he added, nodding to himself as if satisfied with the healing. He glanced up, meeting Crystalyn’s eyes.
“Who said anything about searching for him?” Crystalyn asked and then wished she hadn’t. Keever flinched as if struck. “Keever’s on the right course, though,” she added quickly. “We need to know how the rest of the town and other parts of Astura fared. What of the controlled? What do we do with them now? Will they survive?”
Her dad was already shaking his head before she’d finished, and Jade’s lips had compressed to a thin, grim line. “Without the One Mind commanding them to drink, they will die of thirst,” Jade stated.
“Sadly, yes,” her dad said. “The creature left only the neurons for breathing and some motor skills to move when it commanded them to do so, from what I observed.”
Camoe put his back to the narrow doorway under the statue, glancing over his shoulder once as if he found it hard to look away. “Is there no way to restore them?”
Jade shifted from one foot to the other. “I wish there were, but I don’t think so. The One Mind consumed so many of their neurons fighting against us. The alien took a small amount of its reserve neurons with it as it controlled Crystalyn’s link mate.”
A twinge of grief for her Do’brieni raced through Crystalyn at the mention of him.
Camoe sighed. “Then we move on. First, we must discuss who shall handle the sad details of burning and burying the bodies as they expire and decide who goes after the Alchemist. We must know for certain if he and the offspring he hosts have perished. My path has already chosen, lies in the latter direction.”
“And the rest of the world?” Jade asked. “The One Mind had a dragon, remember? It flew around, starting its one-touch fast-spread control in Gray Dust and Surbo, then razed Four Bridges, burning most of it to the ground—perhaps capacity was an issue—it didn’t seem to want or need many controlled there.”
“Shall I tell them what you did—what it did—I mean, to the Black Wolf Valley?” Nuri asked, speaking for the first time since entering with the Lore Mother. Her voice carried well throughout the cathedral, though her face seemed smothered under the green hood of her cloak.
“What happened, Nuri?” Casan asked, quickly.
The green hood swiveled toward Casan. “Now you talk to me? Only if it concerns our homeland?”
“What news of Kell Nuri?” Keever said. “If you know something, tell us. Please, our families are there.”
The green hood turned his direction. “Perhaps you should inquire of Durniss Keep, Keever Rees.”
“Well? What of the keep?” Keever asked, his tone of voice rising slightly with impatience.
“Tell us,” Casan said.
Nuri’s green hood swiveled back and forth between the two younger men and then stopped, facing Casan. “Kell, Durniss Keep, the entire Black Wolf Valley, was overrun by the Tharg.”
“Blast!” Casan swore. “Alina and Laran are in trouble. And Arelya, Duke Durniss, Torin, the townspeople! I must go to them!”
“My father!” Keever said. “I’m coming too.”
Nuri’s green hood tilted back slightly. The corners of her mouth pulled down with the grimness of her words. “Take me with you. We can travel by gateway. I know the way.”
Casan looked to Garn, who glanced at Crystalyn, his right eyebrow raised. “Are the gateways safe? The One Mind and the Alchemist have both used them.”
Crystalyn nodded slowly. “I think so. A fixed gateway has a set terminus. Did the One Mind have a way to change that, Jade?” 
“No,” Jade said. “The gateways were as alien to the creature as they were to us.”
“I suspected as much,” Crystalyn said.
“Go.” Garn said. “Do what you must. It’s highly unlikely the Alchemist had a way to change a gateway’s end destination either. My troops and I may join you there when we’ve seen to the town and the Citadel. Rinn, gather ten of your most loyal soldiers to accompany them. I want them safe until I get there.”
“Thank you, Father,” Casan said, the tone of his voice soft and fervent.
“Call him Dad,” Crystalyn and Jade said in unison.
Casan flashed a brief smile. “I shall, my sisters.” Then his features grew stony, his lips thinning to a grim line, his blues hardening. “Now that we have found one another, it’s difficult to part. But know this, I will catch up when we have returned the Black Wolf Valley to the sanctuary it once was.”
Keever was looking at Crystalyn and frowning. The circumstances didn’t sit well within him.
“You know there is no choice but to go, Keever. I will also see if RaCorren can spare a few Valen,” Crystalyn said.
Though he still looked at Crystalyn, Keever clasped Casan’s shoulder. “I know, but I don’t have to like it. We do not need the protection; we can handle ourselves. But if you insist, we will abide by your decision.”
“I do,” Crystalyn said, turning to the Lore Mother. “Will you take them to RaCorren and relay my request?”
The Lore Mother stood tall and proud. “I shall, my daughter-friend. Boys, follow me.” Striding away, her long legs carried her to the double doors that exited the cathedral, which Caven quickly opened for her.
Casan and Keever scrambled to catch up. Caven closed the door behind them and strode to the large plate-glass window that had somehow survived the destruction of the courtyard it looked out upon.
Silent and almost forgotten, Nuri trailed behind them, opening and closing the door for herself.
Caven stared outside. “Now we rebuild,” he said to himself, as if someone had asked a question.
Rebuilding is going to take time, Crystalyn thought as she gazed at the winged statue. A long time. The statues Prominence Caven undoubtedly gazed at with the sadness of substantial loss would likely not get replaced unless someone had the skill and knowledge to undertake it this day and age. If they did, the quality and detail would be far inferior, Crystalyn felt certain. She admired Caven’s spirit, though. Already he seemed to look toward the future of what the people needed to ensure there was one for them.
Crystalyn considered the “what now” for her. With Dad and Jade near, perhaps it was time to go find Mom and become a whole family once Casan finished. Perhaps then they could go home, return to Terra, and live the rest of their lives there in High Realm above the pollution at the warehouse where their adventure had started before coming to this world. Then, all around the room, the familiar faces of those who had given their all for her, for Astura, looked at her for direction. This world still needed her deeply.
But it would be empty without Broth. What was she to do?
After a time, Crystalyn again stared at the beautiful statue of the winged woman, which drew her to the doorway and the trail of blood leading inward. When her energy returned, which should be soon now that the Lore Mother had stopped the bleeding, it was time to see where the doorway and the blood trail led. Soon. Not now.
Crystalyn gazed at her younger sister and smiled. Finally, Jade would be nearby for whatever came next. A heartening thought. With the insidious thing destroyed, it would never have her sister again. The battle won on that front. Though Jade’s green eyes had a haunted look from her long ordeal, she sat down beside Crystalyn and she, too, smiled.
Beyond High Reach excerpt next.
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Host Scent


From six feet above, the pair of night flyers released the beast onto the brown granite near the sharp craggy point, and then flew off. The natural padding of the Warden’s paws and its instinctive weight distribution four ways cushioned the landing on the narrow ledge. A neuron compulsion caused the sleek twelve-foot-long animal to spring forward, and then again, bounding it and the One Mind to wider and safer ground. 
Now that they were away from the vertical drop of the cliff side and gusting wind that threatened to do what the native creature of Astura had attempted but failed at doing, the One Mind took its time compelling the Warden to move toward the wall while taking stock of the situation. The noble creature whose sleek animal body the One Mind inhabited, a border warden, had nearly ended countless eons of its long existence. If not for the proximity of two dark flyers still under the One Mind’s weakened compulsion, the warden’s sacrificial leap off the precipice humans called “The Point” would have succeeded. The One Mind would have ceased to exist when the host expired upon meeting the ground at terminal velocity. But that had not occurred. The One Mind shifted focus to what had.
Diminished by the golden symbol of the human female and the blue flashes of the sibling male, the One Mind had to relinquish the greatest host it had ever known. Ironically, the host was sibling to those that had pushed it out from a compatible form, the like of which it had not seen within countless others. Most hominoids lasted days, sometimes a month. Not the Host, the human who considered herself as Jade Creek. The host’s ability to read futures rotating around all beings in a cyclone made her neurons and brain chemical makeup unique. And better, the human female had shown no deterioration.
How the human had gained such features was unknown. Perhaps a single quirk of evolution. More likely, the ability itself brought about the change, a necessity of the cognitive function of Jade to do what the young woman desired. The human brain was extremely powerful. If the sister and brother had not intervened, the Host may have lasted an eternity. The One Mind wanted it back under its control.
The humans that had degraded it to its current condition needed dealt with—with extreme insidiousness, soon. Sooner than it liked. To a being that existed eons longer than memory traced, a season was too minute to note. But it could not wait until it regained its previous power, not even half. The Host would have long ground down to fine dust. Though fragmented, the One Mind had some memory of how it came to be in this state, how it had remained in this world ages longer than any other. When first landing on this alien world to feed on neurons and expand its power, the great energy almost destroyed it. A river of power that underlay the land. The force that had drawn it here from the cold confines of space, the beckoning light within galaxies of darkness.
Attempting to feed on the energy then had weakened it, much as it was now. The One Mind refused to slow feed for millennia again as it waited for its power to build. There was another, vastly shorter way, but it required the former host with the human’s ability to sift through future events. It must have that shell back.
Leaping over an ascending end wall, where monks had started the defensive structure atop the high cliffs of Brown Recluse long ago, required but a single leap. The warden’s powerful muscles sailed the cougar-like body over twenty feet through the air at a bound. Slinking behind rubble, staying in the shadows of brown stone structures, some still smoking, the One Mind drove the creature with extreme care. A single arrow could end its long existence.
Pausing behind the rubble of human-created statues carved from the same color of stone as the wall, the being scanned the big, bloated form of the black dragon. The beast had been a powerful mount for it and the host. Yet it lay dead. A stark warning of the prowess of those that had put it in its current damaged state.
The vague sense of wariness struck it again as it moved on, stalking to the dead beast’s breast. Humans worked at removing the dragon’s scales with pole arms and axes on this side. One human lifted the plates with the long weapon as a second chopped at it with the sharp-edged armament. The One Mind slunk past, slipping through the open door of the largest housing structure.
Inside, a winged statue towered to the ceiling. Between the legs, a door gaped open. The superb sense of tracking the supreme host scent of the warden had grown stronger within. Stalking carefully around benches, avoiding the humans milling around, the One Mind slipped through a small doorway. Stone steps led downward.
The host’s scent matured with each pad of its great cougar-like paws.
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Dark Blood


The Alchemist’s blood trail ended at a sapphire gateway. Twice during the brief descent down the stairs, the hooded man had paused against the brown granite of the passage wall. Lit sporadically with white glimmer shards infused with the Flow, the stairwell had a narrowness that seemed cut for two persons abreast. A pair of people without armor, Crystalyn, suspected. Which would make defending it easier by half in a pitched battle. Hewn from the plateau of brown limestone beneath the monastery cathedral, the stairs wound down in a cunning circular cut, which hid the view of most of the stairwell below, supporting her theory. The pools and splashes of dark red blood led to an underground chamber, which housed not one, but three fixed gateways. One of them was made of sapphire crystal obelisks.  Hidden under the monastery. All this time, Crystalyn Creek thought, finding it hard to believe. Tucked away within the cavern, an instant path to her home world of Terra. A stationary way back to the land of her birth, something her family and companions had only dreamed about. Best of all, a fixed way back. The only other sapphire gateways known were the smaller portable kind she and her sibling Jade had used when they’d arrived on Astura over a season ago. Now, rising high right before her, a pair of brilliant blue crystal obelisks towered from floor to nearly the cavern roof.
The monks’ secretive nature raised Crystalyn’s ire no end. Jade would’ve had the option of going home when Camoe had first brought her to Brown Recluse, only a week or two after stepping through the gateway that Crystalyn had activated by accident. The nightmare with the One Mind wouldn’t have happened.
Jade had changed a lot after the ordeal. Little sister’s wide-eyed innocence and quick smile had vanished. Replaced now by a grim sternness usually found only in seasoned warriors. Perhaps Jade was one of those now. She’d been through much in their time on Astura. Too much for her mere twenty-one seasons. Crystalyn ached for her happy, carefree sister back. At least one of them needed to keep the other’s spirit elevated somehow, or they both would suffer from the black despair that afflicted the mind.
Though large of necessity from the presence of the gateways, the chamber seemed crowded with the friends and family awaiting direction. At least in the immediate area close to the sapphire ascension gateway, it did. Prominence Caven Shadoe stood quietly at the back beside his froman’atu, his brother Camoe. When he noticed her gaze, the rotund monk discovered an ardent interest in his sandaled feet. His Prominence lifted one foot and inspected the sole with interest.
Crystalyn had questions. The head monk had better have plausible answers. “Your footwear will suffice to bring you over here to explain why your order felt it necessary to keep a cavern stuffed with three travel gateways a secret from my sister and me. The wisdom of such a huge concealment had better have a divine rationale behind it, Prominence Caven.”
“Yes, tell us, Prominence,” Jade said, emphasizing the rotund monk’s title with the lowering of her tone. “When we first met, I thought you really wanted to help me find my sister so we could go home,” she added. Her vivid emerald eyes focused on the essence druid standing beside Caven with a slight shift of her head. “And you, Camoe, the sole native of Astura I believed I could count on, the very one who helped me escape the Dark Citadel, my protector. You brought me here knowing all along how much I wanted to find Crystalyn and go home. That,” she said, thrusting her slender index finger toward the sapphire gate, “is a way home. What is this? A grand ruse to gain my sister’s substantial aid with your vendetta to tear down the Dark Citadel?”
The druid’s gray eyes darkened to a deep blue. “I told you upfront much of what I know. You have never listened. Just like my daughter.”
Caven sighed as he tramped over to Jade, the soft leather of his sandals making little sound on the rough stone flooring. “You specifically sought your sister, my dear. Not one of these gateways open to the Dark Citadel where she—” His gaze shifted to Crystalyn. “You went there at that time… a Dark User stronghold. Which is why I commissioned Craight, the owner of Staunch the Flow tavern to get your sister to you against my better judgement. My brother did not know of this room until this morning, like the rest here, I assure you. The Order of the Great Mother has always kept knowledge of these greater artifacts known to a select few for the simple reason of preservation. Less awareness and use equates fewer possibilities for exploitation.”
Though Hastel’s one eye gazed at Atoi, who flitted from the amber gateway to the gray one, examining them, he spoke to the rest of those within the cavern. “So you say. You’ll have to excuse us if we don’t take your word about it. Holding large secrets always creates trust issues from the gross omission of it. Tell us, are the monks of Brown Recluse in the habit of traveling beyond our world?”
Garnet grimaced. Courtesy of Sabella, the magic flash burns on the right side of his face reddened. “A question that requires an answer,” Crystalyn’s dad said. “But not now. The Alchemist’s blood trail grows colder.”
Crystalyn put her maimed left hand behind her back. Worse than her dad’s burn, the too smooth palm and three of her fingers—aftereffects of overheating the black crystal candle—had resisted her healing. “Dad’s right,” she said. “Though his greatsword stuck the dark one good, the trail dries cold the longer we stand here. Not all of us can go after him, though. Some of us need to remain in Astura and sort out who rules where. The uncontrolled are standing around frozen. Those that can still move wander aimlessly until they die of dehydration. Digging a pit, getting them to walk into it, then blasting it with missiles would be more merciful, not to mention practical. I’m going after the Alchemist. Dad and Jade will go with me. Casan and Keever have already left to aid their families in the Black Wolf Valley, or I would’ve asked them to come along. I have a feeling the sword and staff they wield I may miss dearly. Who else will help my dad sort out Astura?”
Hastel spoke almost before Crystalyn finished, his one blue eye glistening like the weeping scar that ran above and below the eye patch over his left eye. “Atoi and I will go with you as we always have. Don’t exclude us now.”
“Don’t you wish to check on your… acquirements back at the town of Four Bridges, or your charge’s attainments?” Crystalyn asked, glancing at the little vagabond, Atoi.
The little girl sauntered from the gray gateway to stand in her customary spot beside Crystalyn’s left hip. Highlighted by the dim azure glow of the gateway, the little girl’s too-pale complexion stood out. After more than a season of hanging around each other every day, Atoi hadn’t aged. Not even a little. She looked the same and would, for no one knew how long. The Dark Child, the entity the little girl hosted for over four hundred centuries, kept her preserved at a mere ten seasons, with no sign of aging. The girl may well outlive the planet itself. Atoi stared up at Crystalyn, returning her gaze. Her passionless face revealed no preference for staying or going. A typical trait of the girl. Crystalyn suspected the Dark Child had guided her where it wanted. 
Raising a stained cloth, Hastel daubed at the jagged scar weeping fluid out from under the black eyepatch of his right eye. “Atoi and I will return to the Muddy Wagon Inn someday,” he said. “I’ve planned on it. Hopefully sooner than later. Perhaps when we’ve found and dealt with the Alchemist, but not until then.”
Oddly, the innkeeper had never permitted Crystalyn to heal the wound he’d already had when she first met him at his tavern. The cantankerous old warrior grew evasive whenever she offered to try to at least close the open wound. When the subject of how he gained it came up countless times throughout the past season, he grew sullen, turning away and avoiding speaking to her, or anyone. Crystalyn wondered why he did, and not for the first time. Atoi, too, would simply stare back at her until it became obvious no answer would be forthcoming.
Crystalyn shifted her attention to the others.
The essence druid, Camoe, stared at the granite wall between the dormant sapphire gateway; his gray eyes viewing something no one else could. “My path lies beyond Astura,” he said, as if he knew he had come under her scrutiny.
Caven glared at Camoe. “I knew you would not stay!” the rotund monk burst out. Inhaling a deep breath, his narrowed eyes relaxed some. “Go then, my froman’atu, my brother. I rejoiced to see you again—alive this time—and had hoped you would stay and finish out our days here, but I shall not be the one to detract you from your mission in life. I shall see to the rebuilding of the monastery and the township of Brown Recluse. Then, perhaps, aid with wresting the Dark Manor from the old guard of Dark Citadel soldiers, if High Commander Garn still needs it. I expect he will remain to see it done. With those few monks who survived the black dragon’s attack and Crystalyn’s father’s army.”
With a wince, Garn looked away for a moment. Then his vivid blue eyes hardened with resolve. He turned to the dark-armored soldier who stood beside him. “Do enough follow you to claim the Dark Citadel and the Dark Manor away from General Deit Sa and Lord Tsan?” he asked Rinn.
Rinn brushed her long blonde hair to the back with a quick sweep of her hand at each side of her neck, above her shoulders. “No. Not without you.”
“Then you must stay,” Crystalyn said, though she didn’t want to. She could foresee a need for his brilliant strategic mind and fighting ability in the days ahead. Hopefully, getting her link mate back and catching up to the Alchemist and his daughter wouldn’t take more than that.
“There is little choice, Dad,” Jade said. “We need control of the two strongholds if there’s ever to be peace throughout the lands of Astura. Crystalyn and I plan to come back. This is our home now.”
“We will return for good,” Crystalyn said, emphasizing the word. “You’re here, Mom’s here, and Casan’s here. We all need and deserve some family time. We know little about Casan and we’ve missed so much that’s happened to Mom for over nine seasons. And you Dad, you’ve had a lot thrown at you since I activated the sapphire gate that brought us here and your memories of life before us hammer you more frequently. I want to expound on that when I get back. Perhaps my absorption, my healing symbol, can speed the process. I won’t know until I try.”
“That’s a good idea,” Jade said with a smile. “I wouldn’t have thought of that. I’ll interrupt the Flow for you and go with you. Perhaps we can get all his memories to return at once.”
Crystalyn smiled back.
Shaking his head from side to side, Garn gazed from his oldest daughter to his youngest, his eyes now morose. “We just got back together. I can’t. I won’t, leave my girls now.”
“Your sire shall have my help,” the Lore Mother said to Crystalyn, her luminous eyes brightening with her statement.
“Mine as well,” Durandas said. His white hair and beard streaked with black supplemented the dark radiance of his one shadowed eye. “Not taking back our land and the Dark Citadel from Dark User hands now would be foolish beyond measure.”
No longer did he hide the odd transformation within the deep fold of his hood. Pulled back, the white of his robes lay on his shoulders. Someday soon, Crystalyn meant to inquire what was going on with him.
Revealing much, Lore Rayna’s green leafy dress, her liana sash, shifted about the tall Valen woman’s bosom and thighs as the living covering reacted to her excitement. The presence of the vinelike garb was a mark of her ability to listen to flora and gain their respect, perhaps even commune in some psychic way with plant life. “We have decided. Cudgel and I go too, Sarra’esiah.”
Reaching over his broad shoulder, Cudgel lifted his large silver-tipped pole weapon from the sheath on his back. Gripped in his right hand, he smacked it lightly onto the palm of his left. “Aye, we go with you. I foresee trouble on the road ahead. You shall need us.”
Crystalyn did not argue. Even with Jade packing the white flame hammer, and she the shimmer spear artifacts, their companions’ substantial strengths had saved many lives. More than likely, they would again in the coming bells ahead. She strode to her dad and hugged him. As he gently hugged her back, he seemed at a loss for words. He shook his head from side to side fiercely as if about to deny something, then stilled, letting her go and stepping back.
Crystalyn turned to the sapphire gate. “We shall return as soon as we can, but I must see this through. The Alchemist is too dangerous to be allowed to roam free,” she said. With a thought, she activated the travel symbol she’d found within the pages of the Tiered Tome of Symbols, Tier One, a white-lettered book. The other volume, Tier Three, she carried in her hip pouch. The black letters on its old leather-bound cover stood out boldly, heading for the white symbols. Not for the first time, she wondered at Tier Two’s whereabouts. She dearly wanted to read it, implant the volume’s magnificent symbols in her mind.
The pair of symbols near the top of the gateway rotated and then lifted out to face each other across the sapphire obelisk’s expanse. Angular blue light shot forth from the spinning symbols’ interior meeting in the center. A black curtain of darkness rolled downward between them to nearly the cavern floor. Inside, a dark purplish landscape flashed with constant motion. Jagged, bright white lightning raged about in a relentless flux. Black cyclones twisted about hills and valleys lit by the flashes of brightness, all in eerie silence. Then, as if spun by an unseen hand, the tumultuous landscape scrunched together between the sapphire obelisks, then rotated into a vertical spiral that stretched inward. A silent churning vortex of darkness. A sense of immeasurable power loomed within it that Crystalyn had awe of every time. Frightening and fascinating at the same time.
Jade gave her dad a quick one-armed hug. “There are still many dangers lurking about the Dark Citadel,” she said. “Be ever watchful.”
Garnet Creek attempted a smile, but failed, his mouth opening and closing. Finally, he found his voice. “I don’t think my daughters going after the deadliest man I know, a man I have a strong vendetta against, are the ones that should go. The two of you can stay here and organize the cleanup. I will go get Broth back and finish what I should have in the beginning with the Alchemist. Besides, we’ve just gotten back together.”
“You stuck him good, Dad,” Crystalyn said. “For all we know, he could be dead. Don’t worry. We’ll be back before long.”
As if struck, Jade stiffened. Her features paled. “It’s here!” she said, the tone of her voice hollow with a heart wrenching despair.
Drawing his greatsword, Garn stepped in front of Jade.
Broth leaped from out of the deep shadows of the cavern wall, his teeth bared in a soundless growl.
With the thought of her travel symbol still fresh in her mind, Crystalyn released it upon her link mate and dearest companion.
The symbol hit the Warden almost as soon as it appeared, just before the One Mind impaled her Do’brieni on her dad’s sword. Drawn out by the symbol, a dark tendril whipped out from the gateway’s curtain of black mist touching Broth’s rear haunch. The shadowy strand and her link mate vanished. One instant they were there, the next they were gone.
A flash of white light lit the area in front of the gateway. “Blast it all!” Durandas said. “I almost had it.”
Anger surged through Crystalyn. She nearly sent a travel symbol hurling at the First. “Had you succeeded, you would’ve murdered my link mate!”
Durandas gazed at Crystalyn balefully.
“No!” Jade whispered. “This can’t be happening. It was gone. Gone.”
Crystalyn put her arm on Jade’s shoulder, pulling her in for a hug.
Her dad lowered his sword. “The alien exists. Blast,” he said, rubbing his bald head with his free hand. “Worse,” he continued, “the creature still controls the warden, which brings up important questions. Can you link telepathically with Broth even though that insidious thing has him? Can it sense you? Obviously, it still wants Jade. Can it sense her?”
“The supreme intelligence can sense much,” Atoi said, the tone of her voice deep. It echoed about the cavern as if coming from a great distance. “With a host the alien wants beyond all others, a being it inhabited for the longest in its long memory, it would keep a firm attachment to that soul.”
“Go on,” Crystalyn said.
Atoi gazed at Crystalyn as if bored by her asking.
If the situation were not so urgent, Crystalyn would press the little girl for a more helpful insight. Though the Dark Child would likely remain unresponsive. “Fine, don’t answer,” she said instead. “No worries, Dad. I’m ecstatic that Broth survived the fall from The Point, but how he did, I cannot fathom. Perhaps the creature somehow kept him alive. And no, I cannot feel Broth. At least, not this time.”
Her dad looked pensive, though he said nothing.
Jade pulled away from Crystalyn. The white flame hammer rocked gently in its hip ring at her side. She seemed to want to pull her lip into her mouth and chew on it as in the old days when nervous. Her mouth hung partway open and her upper lip slightly covered the quivering bottom one. It gave her an almost comical haunted expression from an over-widening of her already wide emerald eyes. “You would think I would’ve sensed the attack coming, but I didn’t.”
Crystalyn looked to her sister. “But you can sense its presence, can’t you?”
Jade sucked her bottom lip under her top one and then released it, smudging her black lip coating on her chin. Wiping it off with the back of her hand, she spoke. “Sort of … only when the foulness is nearby. It leaks … intent. And … if I know to concentrate, I can feel its cunning, its insidiousness, though the creature’s strength is nowhere near what it once was.” Jade glanced wildly around the cavern, looking at the companions gathered. Abruptly, she straightened. “While the thing is weak, sister, we should go after it. And I mean us. Don’t even think of leaving me with the monks.”
Crystalyn squeezed her sister’s hand gently and then let go. “Don’t worry, I promised I wouldn’t let you out of my sight. Besides, I need your help to track it.”
Crystalyn turned to those in the cavern. “I’m going first, so I can guard the other side. Jade will go through next. Whoever’s coming, the rest of you come through one at a time. If, no when, we catch up to the alien creature, don’t go near it. Do not, under any circumstances, let it touch you. If it does, expect no quarter. I shall blow you apart.”
As a mark of their warrior professionalism—or resolve—no one smiled. No one walked away.
Crystalyn was grateful. She needed all the help she could get. Gripping the shimmer spear tight, she took a deep breath, and strode into the way back to her home world using a great artifact she’d all but given up on ever finding again. The sapphire gate. Now though, instead of a homecoming, she followed the dark blood trail of a vile man who she hoped to find dead on the other side. Doing so would save her the effort of killing him before going on to destroy the One Mind.
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