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     1. 


     If a discerning person searched long and hard, he might catch a glimpse of light bouncing off faery glass, or see a shape flit across shadows in the deep forest above the Mist River. A diligent watcher might even question faint angles and lines in the serene canvas created by age-gnarled trees. But only the very gifted stranger would ever guess that an entire civilization of people lived behind the peaceful façade of Pentara Wood. 


     Long, long ago, Ziglianor Pentara, the ancient grandfather of Eliandor, used elven magic and a long-lasting spell to conceal the myriad of domiciles built of river mud and polished stone within the trees. Diaphanous clouds daily cast shade and shadows upon ornate balconies trimmed in delicate, twisted gold and iron. The individual designs were so clever that anyone observing the finished work knew instantly they were made by elven crafters. These tucked-away magical rooms housed both elves and Qays, offering privacy and comfort to all who came and went from the sumptuous quarters inside. 


     Huge portals, also protected by magic, were blocked from the uninvited stranger’s entry, for although elves were not by nature unfriendly to their neighbors, after the battle with the witch Yahmara Cromcroft in the village of Parth, all curious souls were watched more carefully, for those inside the haven knew the worst was yet to come.  


     Messages of great evil had recently come to Lord Eliandor Pentara, the governing councilor of the western lands, and the overseer of Pentara Haven, and he wished it were not so, but all that had been foreseen by his ancient relatives appeared on the horizon as truth. Sometimes as he strode through the peaceful vales and deep forest of his family home, he searched for the serenity of the past, but deep in his heart, Eliandor knew what he must do before such a state was again possible.  


     His beloved mate, Illene, studied his face, and, seeing new lines etched in the corners of his kind eyes, felt compassion for his sadness. She, too, had read the prophecy of Ziglianor, and dreaded the all-out battle for their world, for they, like all other life, had everything to lose if evil controlled the world.  


     There was no more time, for the approach of the Spectre, and his attempts to rule the aboveground world would begin soon, and everyone and everything loved and valued was at risk. A more solemn couple could not be found, as the Pentaras contemplated what might lie ahead for them, their kin, and the rest of their world. 


       


       


     After the first week of safety in her grandparents’ home, Breanna Ascroft decided she liked her relatives quite a lot, especially her grandmother Illene, a beautiful lady who appeared no older than Mathena, Breanna’s mother. To keep her aged fingers flexible, Lady Illene wove baskets from straw, and decorated them with tiny, brilliantly colored, drilled river stones. Often she would begin one of her creations in the morning, only to be done before early tea. The result of her work was an exquisitely woven piece with an aura of magic about it.  


     One morning, in the early days after Breanna’s return from saving young Elida Vale from the black-hearted witch Yahmara, Illene presented her granddaughter with a new quiver for her red-fletched arrows. Decorated with the polished stones from beneath the falls, the basket and cap were woven from the thin, delicate grasses of Pentara Haven, and as Illene explained, “they were only lightly spelled for staying dry during storms.” 


     “Wet arrows are not always true to the mark,” the elven lady told Breanna with a wistful expression, remembering her youth when she was the best archer in her family. “There is room for your fox if he tucks his head,” she said with a smile. 


       


     Little Kit, the red fox, had grown to full size, although he would always be diminutive among his own kind. Each day, Breanna took him to see Elida, to let him smell her, and remember the girl who saved him from death. She also encouraged the young fox to visit the woodlands, and find friends, but the one time he went alone, a large brown bear frightened him away. Breanna sighed, thinking Kit believed he was the same type of creature as his two-legged friends. 


     Two full moons had passed since Elida first awakened from her deep sleep, but nothing had changed with the child. She was still frightened of those who had saved her, but she was happy when the fox was with her. The little girl remembered nothing about her old life, to include the long days of captivity at Parth after a giant Phoebus had carried her there in response to Yahmara’s commands.  


     Breanna believed the witch had used the bird to taunt her, for at ten years old, she too had been similarly abducted by a giant carrion eater in the sky. Just one more reason to hate the witch had been added to Breanna’s list. 


     Sean, Elida’s brother, preferred to stay away from his sister. The empty expression on her face when he spoke of home and their parents was too much for him to bear. A fly-and-locust-made demon had killed their father and mother in a grisly attack at their farm. The two children, along with Breanna, had escaped the horrific scene in their family’s fishing boat amidst hunger, cold, and grief. 


       


     On a warm autumn morning as the Pentara household went about daily duties, Breanna left her completed tasks and walked near the waterfall. Her concern for her parents, Mathena and Lyman was foremost in her thoughts. Neither of the adult Ascrofts, nor any of the other six sisters, had arrived from Nore Mountain, and Breanna was anxious and saddened by the thought that perhaps they had changed their minds about relocating to Pentara Haven. Life in the hollow tree had been good when she was a child, but Breanna had no desire to live there again. Still, it was her parents’ home, and for centuries, they had been comfortable there. She, on the other hand, remembered the nearness of her neighbors and the lack of privacy within the crowded cottages, even though she was taken out from under their noses one summer night. 


     That Ely Vingus, the leader of the two abductors who had stolen her away, kept his plans close enough to accomplish the deed, was definite proof both he and his friend Tam Teeple had been protected by witchcraft. No other explanation would do in the too-close community, and even after the two confessed they must have done the crime, none could imagine how the foul deed had been accomplished without waking the others, especially the girl’s parents.  


     Although Breanna had only been ten years old at the time of her kidnapping, she still recalled with horrified clarity her flight in the grasp of the giant, red-eyed Phoebus. 


       


     About an hour after early teatime, several days later, an elven sentry arrived with a message for the councilor, and both Eliandor and Illene retired to their rooms afterward. Breanna caught a glimpse of her elderly grandparents dancing to the music of lutes performed by musicians on the main balcony. She was curious, for a great deal was always required to heighten Eliandor’s moods. Accustomed to his stoic acceptance of nature, she cherished a hope of someday being able to emulate his behavior, and find peace in her world. Thus, she became more and more curious as the hours passed and her grandfather’s face remained lit by anticipation. 


     Finally, the sentry returned, only this time he led a large group inside the meeting room. First came Breanna’s parents, and immediately following them marched long lines of their extended families, until over half of Tribe Qay made their way into the spacious rooms of the haven, where they were welcomed by Lord Eliandor and Lady Illene.  


     Mathena searched the room for her child while telling of the long and difficult journey from her familiar home on Nore Mountain. “Water,” she said, “was scarce along the roads. Lakes that before had been refuges for wildlife, and generous suppliers of drinking water for elves and humans, had become deep, dry holes in the ground.”  


     Breanna broke through the crowd and ran to her father. She remembered Lyman’s patient, broad face, and the many times he had carried her away from danger when she was small. She thought of the babe she had been, and the love her father had shown her. He had changed very little, except for new worry lines.  The loss of his ten-year old daughter had taken its toll on the Qay who now hugged her. 


     “Poppa, I’m so glad to see you. I…missed you and Mam so much,” she said, crying, as Lyman embraced her. “I am so happy you came.” 


     Mathena glanced at her life partner and sighed. “She has become fully grown, this child of ours. Thank the Creator she is safe.” 


     “Yes, I thank the Creator we are all here together. I am saddened we missed all your childhood years, Breanna, but today is what we have, and we must be glad,” Lyman said. Gathering his wife and daughter to him, he shuddered with the memory of being told his only child was dead. He refused to speak now of the anguish he had suffered afterward. When he received the message Mathena sent by raven, that their child was alive, Lyman had wept tears of happiness. Later, he knew he would never be a neighbor of Ely Vingus again, for his instinct had been to destroy the one who had taken Breanna from her bed. Murder had never before been a part of life on Nore Mountain, but Lyman believed he might be the first to introduce it. 


       


     There were other, stranger difficulties they faced as the group traveled from Nore Mountain. Trouble sprouted in various places, probably caused by chaos in the east. Due to watering places having gone dry, many of the woodland creatures were on the move, searching for not only a place to drink, but food sources. Smaller game had already been taken by forest predators, leaving little for the Qays when they hunted. Much of their time was spent searching for food for so many people. 


     Blue-gray Phoebus patrolled the skies, watching greedily for downed deer. As soon as a Qay archer took aim and found his target, the bird was there to snatch it away. Soon, patrols were sent out with the hunters to protect their kills, leaving the camp vulnerable to attack from Orbels and Kruks. Two members of their group were lost to those beasts before it was over. 


     “Lyman, did you see witches?” Tom asked.  


     “Nay, we saw their work, but not their cowls,” Lyman answered. “Cottages near and far smoked from old burning, and farms that should have been green were black with soot.” 


     Quietness settled on the listeners as Lyman described the devastation they had seen. 


     “Herds of Farqells moved from the highlands to the old river valleys searching for grass, but there was little or none growing in the dryness. A migration of those friendly beasts moved on toward Everclear Lake and beyond. Those left in the hollow tree will have no help next spring when it is time for plowing. 


     “This was not natural work. The evil sisters sparked the fires and the drought, you can be sure, for brimstone’s smell filled the air for leagues, but at least the Tiborn ran true, and that was a blessing from the Creator himself. As we approached its north tributary under cover, we saw every kind of beast marching toward the flowing water.  


     “Villagers in unburned hamlets became prey to the meat eaters. Like in days gone by at Qayborn.” he said, remembering the tragedies there. “Wouldn’t surprise me to know a great many have died cruel deaths. 


     “Councilor, there are terrible deeds being done,” Lyman continued, turning to Eliandor. “Seems to be no reason for the destruction. A celebration for fools is how I see it. This must be stopped.” 


       


     “Now we know for sure it is not over,” Lord Eliandor said quietly to Breanna and the seven after the next phase of the moon. “After your father’s reports, I sent messages to the east, to my kin at Haven Breithweit. They have acknowledged what we already knew. Evil is stirring again, and there are rumors of the Spectre’s participation.” 


     The listeners sat beneath the canopy of a giant lotus tree, enjoying the afternoon air, and all were aware the rest of the world was not as fortunate as Pentara Haven.  


     “A great plague has been loosed, and is destroying the villages of men, one after the other,” Eliandor said solemnly. “Behind the plague beasts follow, leaving scores upon scores of dry bones the color of chalk from the white hills. Within hours, the bones break, and become poisonous dust filling the air. Everywhere death stalks the land.” 


     “Councilor, is this a new plague, dreamed by the Spectre’s dark men?” Miralda asked. She apologized for the interruption, but it concerned her if spells of such proportion were being cast upon the land. 


     Sighing, Eliandor replied, “We don’t know, but we believe such is true. The violence of the plague’s overshadowing seems drawn from the minds of spell spinners. Forgive me, Miralda, I mean no disrespect for your own abilities, but if it is true, then better we know what we are fighting.” 


     At once, all who heard his last words responded in kind, asking if another battle was in store.  


     Mathena’s cheeks blazed, and it was obvious to her grandfather she relished the idea of another opportunity to take Yahmara to task. 


     “Perhaps,” the councilor replied. “The beasts of prey which quickly appear to consume the flesh of the plague’s victims are fierce, and rightly or not, there is no king who will send his men into such a nightmare to search for survivors. 


     “The dawn of every new day brings a red sun, they say, and the air is full of its misery. In some villages, the sweat of men runs red as their skin falls away from the bone in the bloody sunlight. Great Phoebus that watch the villagers wait for them to die. They have no need to kill. 


     “The Spectre controls his minions in the above-world and they do not fear reprisal from either men or elves. The Abbess has been forgiven. A contrite Yahmara bent her knee, swearing full allegiance without pride, anxious to do his will. They do not fear of us, for they believe after our showing at Parth, we have no more interest in what occurs.”  


     “What must be done, Grandfather? I will go,” Mathena said bravely, touching her belly where new life grew. 


     “No, Mathena, you will not. Your place is here, and so is your mate’s. The child growing inside you will need parents. Only Miralda, Winona, and Willow shall go with us. The final confrontation will be near the city of Thrum, on Thrumford Mountain, where the dark forces have gathered. The Spectre uses his demons to try to destroy what life is left in the east, and then they will come here. You and the rest are needed to protect the haven from those who would come in the night, eager to bring chaos. You will look to Illene, for her wisdom is above all others.”  


     “Breanna, granddaughter, time is not on our side,” Eliandor said, turning to her. “We have little of it, and must begin your training quickly. There is a teacher for you at Haven Breithweit. That is where we must travel. If you choose to go, be ready to leave soon. You have much to learn. Are you willing, Granddaughter?” 


     “Yes, I will go,” Breanna said reluctantly, wishing she was a real warrior instead of a girl. “After all, what can Yahmara do to us she hasn’t already tried?” 


     “Much, I’m afraid,” Eliandor replied. “Everything under the world is at her disposal. Are you afraid?” 


     “Should I be, Grandfather?” 


     “You should be frightened beyond any fear you’ve ever imagined. Child, not only your life, but your soul is at risk.” 


     “Then let’s go find my teacher, Grandfather. We have no time to lose.” 


     “Truly, we must hurry, for the trip is long and dangerous. Even now, as we dawdle, and play with family, the forces of evil grow swiftly. It is not my wish to say goodbye to all I love, but if it must be, then let us make haste before another day passes.” 


       


     Responsibilities got in the way of leaving, for Eliandor was called upon to settle disputes between two families over property rights. His duty took him away from the haven and he was gone for several weeks. Finally, he returned to his home and prepared to once again depart on the mission toward Thrum by way of Haven Breithweit.  


      Two days later, before the light of dawn, Breanna stood waiting in the forest beside Niana, a white Baldron mare given to her by Mathena and Lyman on her seventeenth birthday. Her new quiver fit comfortably across the shoulder of a new jumper Illene had made from elven cloth. Blue seemed to be Breanna’s color, for the new garment was dyed in shades of cornflower and deep-water hues. The garment was self-cleaning, and would last till almost forever. A pair of trousers with tight legs finished the girl’s wardrobe. She had never been more comfortable in clothing in all her years. 


     Her face was solemn as she stared into the falls, for she was heavy-hearted at leaving the family she had sought for so long. Going on a journey from which she might not return took great resolve, and Breanna wondered if she was capable of so great an undertaking. Surely at the last moment, her knees would buckle and she would refuse to leave. Tears ran unnoticed as she thought about leaving the two Vale children, her adopted family. In her heart, she knew her grandfather must feel the same pain upon leaving Illene and the wood yet again. Surely he understood, and would forgive Breanna if she stayed behind. 


       


     Across from the red-haired archer stood a short fellow with graying hair and skin that showed the youthfulness of a man newly matured. Tom Simpkin loved young Breanna as the daughter he would never have, and his desire to be with her was of a father for a child. Of course, had anyone asked, he would deny such sentiment, but truth was truth. He had no elven knowledge of what was in the girl’s heart, but he knew she was pulled toward her family. Being away from kinfolk for all those years had taken a toll on her feelings. 


     “Aye, I know you’re hurting, girl,” he said as he tightened the horses’ traces on his cart. “’Tis a sad day when you must leave behind those you love.” Tom spoke to himself, but he knew Breanna could hear if she chose. “First, the young man your eyes light up for goes away, and then the child Elida must be left behind. But mostly, there’s your mam and poppa. Folks you’ve missed for many a year, now to be missed again.  


     “I would like a new cart and two brave oxen the like of Bess and Barley. But barring those, ’tis my wish for a good horse, with a keen nose for finding food and spirits. And a game of stones along the way would be prim. I never cared much for witches, and I care less now after the battle, but if we must save the world from their evilness, old Tom is game for the trip.”  


     He thought about his time with the Pentaras, and realized his words had become more cultured, more like the elves’ way of speaking. For a moment he denied it, not wanting to put on airs, but truth was truth. Old Tom had changed. He hoped for the better. 


     Breanna swallowed hard after listening to Tom’s musing and wished she could ignore his words, but he spoke directly to her heart. Tom believed in her more than she believed in herself, and his admiration for her knew no bounds. She felt humbled to hear her friend’s reasoning for beginning a journey that would undoubtedly lead to pain and possible death, but even then, she wanted to run into the safe haven of her parent’s arms and disavow any connection with fighting. 


       


     Eliandor saddled Bulrose, his newest black Baldron stallion, and fed him a handful of oats. The stable was busy, with three packhorses being readied for the trip, and three of the seven sisters choosing their mounts. Miralda chose a black four-year-old mare, while Willow preferred an older gray stallion. Winona chose a feisty, pinkish roan mare from the herd. The horses were willing, Anola said after the others asked her to speak in equine language. She too wanted to go on the journey, but her mate requested she stay, and help him build their new home in the wood. 


     At the last minute, another horse was pulled from the stables and readied for the trip. Young Sean refused to listen when the older ones advised against him going.  


     “You’re a child, Sean Vale,” Miralda said kindly. “Your life is ahead. If you follow our path, you may lose it.” 


     “I’m going, as I said before,” he repeated. “Bree needs me to watch over her. We take care of each other. She’s my sister, not like Elida, but still my family.” He cinched the straps on his saddle as Eliandor entered the stable and stared at him. 


     “So, you are going, I hear.” 


     “Aye, lord councilor, I can’t stay behind when she needs me.” 


     “And what of your sister? Who will watch over her?” Eliandor asked. 


     “The ladies will see she is well taken care of,” the boy answered stubbornly. “Lida doesn’t know me anyway, so where’s the worry? Let them coddle her into wellness. She knows I’m going, but has no care. I won’t be a burden,” he added, changing his tactics. “I’m handy to have around, and a good hunter. Besides, if you say no, I’ll have to go along by myself, following your trail.” 


     The councilor knew when he was beaten and gave in, realizing he could someday regret his decision.  


       


     Saying goodbye was difficult. Mathena and Lyman, like all parents whose children leave of their own accord, held sadness inside, and bravely wished the travelers well. 


     “Grandfather, bring my child home when she is done saving our world,” Mathena said at the last. “We have only had her for a little while.” 


     “I promise to do my best to bring us all back,” Eliandor said grimly. “This is not a mission of mercy, and I cannot predict its course. We may all return soon, yet wisdom tells me there will be many trials. Some in our party may suffer. Hold tight to your faith, Granddaughter, and say your prayers to the Creator, for his benevolent watch. There lies your hope.” 


     Breanna said goodbye to her mother and father, a difficult task, for she wanted them to forbid her to go, to say she must stay in the protection of the forest. For so long, she had cried for her mam and poppa, and now they were back together, she was being pulled away again. The witch Yahmara had ruined her childhood, and now held the key to the world’s, and her, future. In Breanna’s heart, she knew she had no choice.  


     “Mam, is it always so difficult? Making the right choices hurts in the worst way.” 


     Mathena put her arms out, and hugged her daughter who had been chosen to save the world. 


     “Living locked away as we were, on Nore Mountain, we were safe except for the creatures who shared the land. I and my sisters accepted the protection of the tree, and we quelled our desires to use what was given us. We were safe, but we did nothing for others who were in the world. We grew older, but our lives were colorless and without use. You are using what has been given to you. I know you don’t want to leave the comfort of being a child again in the arms of your parents, but you are much, much more than Breanna Ascroft. You have been chosen by the Old Ones, the ancient elves who sat in treetops and managed the world.” 


     “I don’t understand, Mam. What do you mean?”  


     Mathena held her tighter and explained. “When you were a babe, the memories of the seven were given to you. All of them in one child seemed too great a burden, for when your grandfather passed the gifts to me and the others, we were each given only one. But each gift came with a message from the ancient ones. A champion would be chosen in the world’s most desperate hours, and we must share all the memories with her. Our grandfather knew this many centuries ago, but he didn’t know his family would give birth to the child until you were here. When you were born, messages from the past found their destination. The Old Ones had chosen you long before any of us breathed the air of this world.” 


     Breanna was shocked by her mother’s words. “But I’m not even important, Mam. I’m just a Qay girl who isn’t very smart sometimes. How can I be chosen?” 


     “I understand how you must feel. After you were taken from us, I almost lost belief in the prophecy. I thought you had been killed, and everything we had been told was a lie. For how could you be chosen, if you were no longer alive? That thought saved me, and kept me from giving up. Surely something so powerful from our ancestors could not be wrong, and you must have survived whatever things they did to you. I was heartbroken, but my faith returned. The Creator would never allow the elements of evil to rule the world. My Breanna was alive somewhere, waiting until it was her time. And now…it is your time. The battle we fought in Parth was only a prelude to what must be faced.” 


     “And I must face it?” Breanna whispered. 


     “Yes, child, you must. I would rather rip my heart out than to lose you again, but I know this is much more important than just you or I, or even the elves of Pentara Wood. We are all included. The very survival of the life we all know is at stake.” 


     “And one unimportant girl must save it?” Breanna’s shoulders slumped, and her head bowed. Too much startling information had come through her conversation with her mother. That the elves needed a victor against the Spectre was astounding. How could she ever live up to such an expectation? How could a mere girl contain chaos? 


     “I know you must find this too much to take in, but it is all true. This is why Grandfather is involved. He knows you must be taught how to use the memories.” 


     “But Mam, I am learning how to use them. I know I’m still not very good, but why do I need someone else to show me what I will learn in time?” She sat up straight, seeing an end to the discussion. If it was only the memories she must perfect, that could be done in Pentara Wood. 


     “There is more. I…will leave it to the councilor to explain.” 


     Breanna looked up to find her grandfather watching her face, judging her mood by her expression. She smiled and paid him respect by standing in his presence. 


     “No, sit while I tell you a story. Mathena, you may find interest in the tale yourself. When Orowill, my ancient grandfather, was a boy at Pentara Wood, the land was untamed. The forest had overgrown, and fierce creatures ruled the low paths. From his first remembrance, there were stories about an old, wise elf that held communion with the beasts both fierce and gentle. It was said the ancient lived in a red heart tree in the Tangled Forest, a forbidden place to young elves. 


     “Orowill was a curious soul, and brave. He was also disobedient, as you will find out very soon. When he heard the tale of the old one who lived alone, he could hardly wait to see for himself. On a fine spring day when the blossoms from fruit trees covered the limbs and drifted down to become a many-colored carpet upon the floors of Pentara, Orowill jumped on the back of his steed and, in secret, proceeded to Tangled Forest to find the old elf he had heard so much about. 


     “Spring passed, and then summer’s heat descended upon the young adventurer who had become lost in the maze of trees. No matter which way he traveled, Orowill could never find his way from the stand of gnarled oaks in the midst of the forest. He traveled east for days only to return to the same part of the arbor. The forest floor provided him food and water, and the leafy beds where he slept each night. The young elf grew respectful of the trees and spoke to them often. He learned to gather gentle animals together and speak their language. The large meat eaters were dismayed and afraid of the creature that was carried about on the back of a four-legged beast. 


     “Orowill grew from an impetuous, inconsiderate young elf into one even the kingdom of the forest respected. Meanwhile, his family believed him dead, and grieved for him as though his funeral pyre had been lit, and the youngster’s soul sent onward to Faydor in the land of Starnight. Four years went by, and Orowill’s maturing day came and went. Another year advanced and passed him, and then suddenly, the young elf who believed Tangled Forest was his home was called to show himself at a distant place he had never seen. The voice on the wind explained nothing except the command for Orowill to appear. 


     “A half-year passed before he found the voluminous red heart tree, but strangely, Orowill remembered being in the place where it grew many times in his quests to leave the Tangled Forest and return home, but the giant red tree had never made itself visible before. 


     “The elf rode his stallion to just under the tree’s canopy and dismounted. Orowill was apologetic, though full of questions. ‘Is anyone here?’ the young elf asked as he waited patiently. 


     “‘Yes, come up and talk,’ a voice said. ‘Have no fear, Orowill. You have proven yourself to be an honorable and worthy subject’. 


     “Orowill saw nothing in the canopy, but he heard the voice and obeyed. Steps had been cut into the bark, and he climbed them without consideration of what waited. So much time had passed since he had heard another elven voice that he was pleased and eager to meet with anyone. 


     “‘Seat yourself,’ the mysterious voice said. Immediately, a steaming cup of bark tea appeared before Orowill, alongside plated fruits and nuts. ‘Eat, worthy Orowill. Refresh yourself before your journey to your homeland. For this day you will see your family, and they will shed tears of joy over your return.’ 


     “The thick tree limb was a comfortable seat, and Orowill did as he’d been instructed. He sat down and partook of the refreshments. Very soon his eyes closed as he relaxed in the midst of the tree. When he awakened later, night had fallen and his body felt renewed and ready for travel.  


     “‘Before you leave, Orowill, take these gifts from your ancestors,’ the voice of the tree elf said. ‘They now belong to your family, and are to be given to those who will use them wisely. When the time is right, those who have the gifts must share them by creating memories within a child from your line. A babe in the beginning, the child will grow and, at the right time, must take the gifts as her own. She will come from your descendants, because you have proven yourself to be worthy. In all these years you were apart from your kin, Orowill, you have become patient and wise. Your knowledge has grown, and your kindness to all living things has let us see your heart. It was no accident you came. We called, and you answered. Go now, and take what has been given, for a terrible time is coming when these gifts will be needed. But be cautious, young elf. Protect them wisely, for the time has not come to give them to your kin. Time in this forest is not counted as you keep records.  


     “The voice continued, ‘When it is time, when the world of men and elves is at risk, and a champion is needed, memories alone will not sustain her. She must take the gifts from those who carry them, and use our power to aid. Beware, Orowill, the future is bleak, and unless our chosen comes forth, the world will be destroyed by evil forces from the underworld. Every tree is not healthy, nor will every branch survive. Some will fall, and others will wither or stay immature. Be cautious, young elf, and keep these gifts safe from those who would use them wrongly.’ 


     “Orowill awoke from his rest, and found a bag woven from leaves. In it were pieces of fruit from the tree. Eight lay waiting to be consumed by those he might choose, but in his haste to return home, all Orowill could think of was seeing his family again. 


     “A lifetime passed and my old great-grandfather raised his family, and then his son, my grandfather, inherited Pentara Haven. The woven bag with fruit remained in the possession of Orowill, for he had forgotten what he carried, and had laid it aside. Arwing, my father’s father, became the new councilor when Orowill grew frail after an arrow pierced his chest. The story of his stay in the Tangled Forest was told to Arwing, and only then did the old elf recall the forgotten bag and its contents. Arwing searched for the bag but never found it.  


     “Many centuries came and went and my father, Wellanor, became councilor. He knew the story of the leaf bag, but had not seen it, for the past two generations had never found it. One day when I was as tall as my father’s sword scabbard, in the midst of playing a game with some of the other children, I hid in my grandfather’s closets. The game had a prize for the one who could conceal himself best, and I dug beneath the piles of armaments and battle clothing stored near Orowill’s childhood possessions. As I buried myself in the mail and decorated shields, I found a hidden door, and inside it, an old woven bag containing what appeared to be pieces of fresh fruit.  


     “Afterwards, when the game was done and I had won the prize, I spoke to my father, who then spoke to his own father. Both of them took the bag from its hiding place and wondered what they were to do with it. Orowill’s memory was dulled by age, but he recalled the instructions from the voice in the tree. Finally, my father told me to hold on to it until such time as I believed there were those who should receive what was inside.  


     “You know the rest of the story. The eight I chose were given the fruit and ate it. When the gift was consumed, certain abilities came to each of the eight recipients. The Old Ones who made this plan knew without a doubt who would finally receive the memories. Within each gift they planted instructions. When Breanna was born, each of you, except Yahmara, shared your memory with her as you had been told to do.”  


     The councilor spoke directly to Breanna. “Now you know the reason Yahmara wants you so badly. She is the branch that withered, for she refused to share her gift, as the Old Ones instructed. If she can destroy you, she will destroy me and the power of the ancient elves, and avoid their retribution for disobedience. The Spectre has his eyes on the world and wants to claim it for his own. Yahmara believes in the demon master’s lies, and is his slave, but she also holds his power. She must be defeated, and pass the gift to you, or the Spectre will dominate all those who breathe above ground.”  


     Eliandor stopped talking and eyed his listeners. In a moment, he continued, “She who holds all of the magic has the power to return the evil one to his underground prison.”  


    

      


    


  




  

     2. 


     The trail was long and dangerous, with dragons circling above the river canyons. The beasts carried the smell of carrion and burned flesh where they traveled, but Willow covered all the riders with the White and the creatures passed them by without a fight. Kruks were a danger, for their speed was amazing, and they came without warning, but the warriors were ready, and more than once they were forced to subdue a small band of the giants.  


     On the first half-fortnight of their trip, Breanna rode beside her grandfather and asked how soon he expected they would arrive at Castle Breithweit. Every day she practiced alone with her sword and bow, and in her opinion, she was trained, and needed no outside help. She secretly hoped their stay in the castle would be short. 


     “A few more days, Granddaughter, will find us in my cousin’s realm, for after crossing the seaway, it is but a few days hence. We are now entering the Turgon Plains, hard lands where every beast is hungry, and we are but a mouthful. Be on your guard, for they too strike without warning. Those creatures we have seen thus far were well fed, and uncaring of our presence, but beware, for such will not be so with these monsters.”  


     Breanna heard her grandfather, but believed him to be more fearful than necessary, for their band was made up of fierce companions. What things worse than Phoebus, dragons, and Kruks could there be? They had even crossed the enormous waterway to the North Sea and watched from a ferry while huge water-spouting fish rolled across the waves, yet they survived without incident. She rode away from Eliandor, whose droll expression was not uplifting. 


     “Sean,” she said, coming abreast of her friend, “the councilor advises us to be ever watchful as we travel closer to our destination. Keep aware of flying creatures and those with fast feet. He says they are hungry beasts and we look like breakfast to them.” 


     “Aye, Bree, they had best remain far from us, else those creatures will be dead from my bow,” Sean bragged. “I will split their skulls with an arrow.” 


     “A’right, but remember I told you,” she said, dropping back to Tom’s cart. Still moving, Breanna jumped from the saddle and landed on the seat beside the man.  


     “Lass, I don’t know how you do such a thing. Old Tom would fall on his backside if he tried such a move. But glad for the company, I am.” He reached and patted her hand after speaking. “’Tis a far piece we’ve traveled together.” 


     “Tom, what do you think Captain Rand is doing about now?” She blushed and her freckles disappeared in the redness of her cheeks. “Do you suppose he misses us?” 


     “I suppose he does, but tis you he’ll miss more than the rest,” Tom said with a grin. “That young fellow has a true liking for you, girl.” 


     She blushed again and looked away. Rand was on her mind, as he was most days. Her mother had told her she was no different from other females her age, but often such affection as hers faded with time. Breanna couldn’t imagine her life without Rand, even though he was only her friend. She quickly changed the subject to avoid Tom’s knowing eyes after having spoken casually of the captain. 


     “Grandfather warned me about the land we’re entering. He said it is fierce, and hungry creatures may attack us. Do you think we should post two watches during the sleeping hours?” 


     Tom considered her question and nodded. “’Tis a good thought. We can think it over when we make camp. Don’t relish the beasties eating my new flesh,” he said, making light of the danger. 


     “Tom, do you believe I’ve been chosen, or is this tale about the old elves’ make-believe?” 


     “Well, girl, it might just be you as anyone. Who’s to say what them folks had in mind. Look at me now—who would’ve thought a girl like you would save my life as many times as you did? When I drank my fill of ale in Soke, the place where I found you, I wasn’t much of a man, running forth and back across barren roads, trading and doing a few jobs. Those men who put you in my cart cared nothing about what happened to you or to me. Truth, no one ever cared much what happened to old Tom. Not even Tom. But here it is, many years since, and I am traveling with you and the lord of the elves and there’s plenty who care. A man with good fortune, I am.” 


     “But Tom, you’re a man, and strong. You’re smart and very kind. I’m a Qay, an outcast of elves and men. How can I be important to the world?” She chewed her lip and searched the horizon with Mara’s ability. Nothing but void land lay ahead. No trees, no huts, only flat, dry land that no longer supported farmers and tradesmen. The scenery made her sad. 


     “Girl, it’s not your place to ask why. It’s a happening you can’t change. Listen to your family. They won’t desert you, and they won’t steer you wrong. Accept that you’re the one, and find ways to make it true. Aye they say if you believe something hard enough, it will happen. When we get to the castle, I hope you’ll know what to do.” 


     Breanna smiled and wiped away a few tears. “A’right. As you say. My family loves me and will help me. I just don’t want to be less than I need to be.”  


       


     They camped that night in a depression below a craggy hillside. There had been no rain on the plains for many years, so there was no need for wet weather protection. Tom pulled his oxcart close to the fire and the others placed animal skins near it for their beds. The older women slept in the back of the cart and the rest stayed near the flames. Breanna and Sean had spent many nights under Grandfather’s light and they were comfortable in the open, but that night the campers were more cautious than before, and two of them kept watch while the others slept. They took the first watch because neither was ready for sleep, and then at midway through the night, Tom and Mara would take over. With so many in their band, the changing of the watch was easily done without any giving up much of their rest. 


     Sounds of the oxen sleeping brought comfort to Breanna, even though their deep snores gave a false sense of assurance all was well. It was known those animals could sleep through the drumbeats of marchers. Lights in the heavens were also reassuring, for the land was brightly exposed, and she could use her memory to see at long distance. Having second vision was a boon she was grateful for, and each time a far-off vision helped in saving lives, Breanna thanked her ancestors for the ability. 


     “Sean,” Breanna said, interrupting a song he was singing, “Are you scared? You know some of us may not survive this trip.” 


     “Aye, I know, but it’s better than waiting in a safe place feeling like I didn’t do what I should,” Sean admitted, and glanced her way, hoping she understood. He didn’t want to die, but if being a grown man meant losing his life, well then, he was willing. Men in his family matured young, and took their responsibilities as they came. He was old enough to know what was right and what wasn’t.  


     Breanna smiled. “I know what you mean, and I’m glad to have you along. Mostly, though, I’m happy we don’t fight anymore. You know, like we did because you didn’t trust me.”  


     “Uh-huh,” he muttered. “I quit being suspicious after you got us away from the Orbels and the Ice-King. Seemed to me, whatever gave you power had saved all of us. So as long as you didn’t have witch-ways, I was a’right.” He was quiet for a moment and added, “I just hope what you have inside is enough, Bree.” 


     Catching his eye, she nodded her agreement. “Me too, Sean. Me too.” 


     “You mind I still call you Bree, even though you’re getting older?” he asked shyly.  


     “No,” she said. “We’re a family; no matter we aren’t blood kin. Don’t stop being my brother. It helps me to feel safe when you’re around.” 


       


     Upon the barren land near the camp spot of the companions, a giant creature slammed its claws into the packed dirt, leaving deep, pear-shaped running prints in its haste to find food. The creature was fast, but quiet as it sought its next meal. The beast was a young Seamus from the deep forests, and had been abandoned by its kin during a wind-whipped fire in their homeland. Under the cover of trees, the Seamus captured small game for its breakfast, seldom bothering larger animals. But lost and alone on the Turgon Plains, it found no small game, and its only recourse was to search out larger, blood-filled creatures. 


     The beast’s nose was keen, and able to smell a live animal from afar, and then track it to its source. As Sean and Breanna stood their watch, the creature paced itself and planned to arrive and claim its meal before the middle of the night.  


     Breanna, whose senses were attuned to the night, caught the odor of the large beast, and knew it was headed toward her party of friends and family. 


     “I wish Anola was here,” she said to Sean. “Something comes out of the south and is very hungry. Anola could speak to this creature which stalks us and hope to change its mind.” 


     “Bree, don’t you have the same memory as her?” Sean asked innocently. 


     “You mean you know?” she asked him hesitantly. 


     “I know some, and it seems I remember you talking to Kit.” He gave her a sly grin, and she looked away. 


     “Yes, but this is probably a real, hungry forest creature, not like the small animals I’ve communicated with before. What can I say that will make him listen?” 


     “I don’t know, but we could use a friend in his world. Maybe he can use one too,” Sean replied. 


     “A’right, I’ll try. But don’t be surprised if we’re forced to use our bows. Do we have any part of the hinds left from our last kill?” she asked as an afterthought. 


     “Aye, there’s two rear quarters, hanging in the trees. What are you thinking? Going to offer it to the monster to save our skins?”  


     “Yes, Sean, that’s what I’m going to do. Like you said, we need a friend, and he might be it.” 


       


     The fire needed tending, and as Sean went toward it to add logs, he heard a sound near the camp and saw Breanna staring off into the darkness. He watched as she went to each of their companions and explained what was happening and how she hoped to entice the creature into their friendship circle. 


     “You are able to do this, Granddaughter,” Eliandor said quietly. His confidence in her made her believe she could actually befriend a hungry beast, and his encouragement made some of her fear subside. She recalled the demon from the river woods, and how she had conversed with it. Surely she could find this creature’s language as well as she had done then. 


     “Thank you, Grandfather. I think I should try. I only hope it isn’t so slow-witted it can’t respond. If that happens, we may be forced to kill it.” 


     “Then we as your family and friends will wait and watch. If I see you are in danger, my arrows are ready.” 


     “And mine,” Sean interjected, along with the others in their party.  


     “I will protect you, dear Breanna, if this beast casts a spell,” Miralda said. 


     “And if there are demons, I am ready,” Winona added. 


     Breanna was touched by the response from her friends, “I am grateful for your trust,” she said. “If I need you, I’ll shout.” 


       


     Not waiting for the giant to attack their campsite, Breanna strode out to the place under the stars where the drum-like sounds of the creature’s movements were centered. She braced herself against a boulder, reached into her memory of language and speech, and sent forth a sharp question. “What comes here to my side? Are you friend or enemy?” 


     The noises stopped and the ground no longer vibrated from the heavy Seamus’ steps. A rustling sound replaced the loud noises as the creature shuffled back and forth, unsure what to do, or how to respond. 


     “I come to eat you. Have great hunger. Seamus from great forest. You are my meat,” the creature growled in a low voice. Breanna sensed deep hurt in the mixture of sounds, and wondered why it traveled alone. 


     “I have better meat for you. Fresh-killed hind hangs in my campsite. Will you be respectful and honor my offer of friendship? If not, I and my companions will end you this night.” Breanna had shivered after the Seamus pronounced its intention to eat her, but she knew she couldn’t back down from her original intent.  


     “Seamus like hind meat. Best for meat. Seamus has no friend. What is friend?”  


     The giant creature had stopped pacing. Breanna could see it with her enhanced vision, and her knees knocked together at the sight. Two men standing toe to head would not have reached the tip of the beast’s hairy face. A large, jutting forehead oversaw a flat nose with two pink nostrils, and big, round eyes shone in the moonlit night. The Seamus, as all his kind, she found out later, had large, thick legs and two muscular arms equipped with hand-like appendages. 


     Breanna sensed intelligence in the beast and continued, “We will feed you now, if you have honor in your family, and if you promise to never see us as food for your stomach. That is what friends do. They help each other. They listen when others have pain. We seek the foul underworld king to destroy his army. Do you want to be our friend and keep us company?”  


     “Seamus need friend,” the creature growled in a lighter tone. “Seamus lost family. Lonely. Seamus accept friend, promise. Not never, never eat you.” 


     “Then come, friend, and join our throng. We welcome you,” Breanna said, further sensing honesty and sincerity from the beast. She breathed a deep sigh of relief. 


       


     Tom stood with his short sword, ready to die for the girl. He knew there were loud footfalls in the distance and Breanna was going to try and bring a monster to bay, but how she would do it went beyond his knowledge. He trusted her, but not the creature, whose body was big enough to shake the hard ground under his cart.  


     The others waited and watched as a hairy beast entered the light created by the fire and the moon above. Amazed at those who stared up at it, Seamus opened his giant mouth and spoke unintelligible sounds meant to be friendly. To the listeners who had experienced a wide variety of life forms in their pasts, the creature appeared to be harmless enough. His mouth drooled, and they could hear great rumblings in his middle, but he showed no signs of aggression. It was obvious, however, the creature hadn’t eaten in a while. 


     “Grandfather,” Breanna said, “can we show our guest the hospitality of a meal? He claims to like the taste of hind, and we have some at this time.” 


     “Of course, Granddaughter. Forgive my lack of hospitality, Mr. Seamus. Welcome to our camp. Sit down and have a meal.” Eliandor had the ghost of a smile on his lips as he spoke. He wondered what the girl would do next—however, he did agree with her tactics. The Seamus could be a worthwhile friend to have. But how would they feed him? 


     A great, wide movement of the creature’s lips mimicked a smile. The group of companions breathed easier as the Seamus became comfortable, and stripped the meat from the hindquarters of the giant deer. Eliandor silently vowed to add one more to the group of hunters who pursued game each morning. They would surely need the help. 


     Breanna sat across from the Seamus and watched him eat. She saw into his mind and knew it held neither deviousness nor deliberation. The greatest emotion she sensed was abject loneliness. He had been deserted as a very young one, and each group of like creatures to which he had attached himself left him behind. His very size was his greatest enemy, for none wanted to share their food with him.  


     “We will be your friend, Seamus, and you will be ours. Tomorrow we go hunting and you shall help us find game,” Breanna said in his language. 


     “Seamus hunt.” The beast nodded, and muttered happily, “Not eat friends.”  


       


     The next morning before sunrise, the hunters arose from a short and restless sleep to find fresh game at the firepit. Two recently killed large hinds had been added to the food stores, and the Seamus stood grinning, waiting for Breanna to notice. It was obvious to the others the creature had formed an attachment to the girl, for wherever she went, he was not far behind. 


     “Thank you, friend, for breakfast,” she said. “Now sit and eat. We cook our food over fire, for it is our way. You take one of the hinds and we will share the other.” 


     With the division of food decided, hunting became an easier task. What had previously been enough for the whole group now had to be doubled. Seamus admitted to Breanna he’d never harmed any people before, and had kept his diet to deer and rabbits. He confessed he had tried Orbel once, but the taste had offended his stomach. 


       


     The terrain grew steadily worse as Breanna and her companions rode east from the Turgon Plains to the outer boundaries of the Barren Lands. The sky was overcast with a slight purple haze, and clean water was hard to find, for there had been no rain for a season of fortnights. Several small creek beds were now empty white gullies, where only a year before, they ran with clear, clean water. Eliandor stared east and grimaced, hating what was happening to the land he had known for centuries. 


     Two days later they arrived on the outskirts of what recently had been a village of grain farmers, but now the land was burned, as if it had been torched. The cottages were empty, and all had charred roofs, with blackened clapboard sides. Chalky white dust lay in piles around the village square, and the hot wind was filled with the white, gritty substance. 


     Eliandor, Winona, and Willow all rode ahead to investigate, but too late they saw the piles of chalk until their horses were in the midst of it. By then it made no sense to turn back. 


     “Kerchiefs over your mouths and noses!” Eliandor shouted to all in his party. “Consider this as hemlock or the like. It is poison to breathe, no doubt.”  


     “Shall we ride through?” Winona asked, her eyes alert for demonic entities. “In such a place, only black evil can exist. See, it has destroyed everyone,” she said with tears in her voice. “There is nothing but grit left of these families.”  


     “It is as I was warned. This plague destroys the very marrow in bones and makes them chalk. We ride through.” 


     “Breanna,” Eliandor shouted over his shoulder, “keep Seamus near you and avoid this place. Do not allow his feet to touch this land.” 


     “Aye, Grandfather. I will tell him,” she shouted back. She turned to the giant beside her and spoke in his language. “We go around the village. Very bad here. Keep out of white dust.” 


     “Councilor, what of you and the ladies?” Tom shouted over the wind. “Then there’s your mounts.” 


     “We have no choice. We must go through. The rest of you avoid this place.”  


     “A’right, we will meet you on the other side,” Tom yelled. “We need to find water to wash your steeds or they may die.” 


       


     “Winona, keep eyes out for the witches’ work. And you, Miralda, may find there are spells cast upon this human village. Guide us through this atrocious maze.” Eliandor picked his way through the destruction, his face grim. “This is abominable work. None are left, not even the curs that run at their master’s feet.” 


     “I see no sign of demons, my lord,” Winona said. “The land is foul, but there is no magic here. What was here once is now gone. The smell tells me what came here was not human, elfish, nor demon. I…don’t know what it was, but I do know what it was not.” 


     “Thank you, Winona. I should feel comforted, but I am not. These humans were hurting no one, yet their lives have been wasted,” Eliandor said. “True foulness is afoot.”  


     “I shall be vigilant, Lord Eliandor. If spells have been set, I will find them,” Miralda promised. She placed her divining sensors around them, but found nothing out of the way. Even though they were gratified, a deeper sense of caution overcame them. Whatever had destroyed the hamlet did it quickly and departed even faster. In each of their mind they suspected witch-work had been afoot.  


     The way became less chalky as the three rode through the village and out the other side. At the bottom of a hill the rest of their party waited anxiously. The Baldron steeds were nervous, and pranced across the barren land, lifting hooves high as though the flesh inside was painful.  


     “Water!” the councilor shouted. “You are right, Tom, we must have water for washing. Give us a bucket and we will make do.” 


     The three riders dismounted quickly and hurried to the wagon, where Tom waited with an oaken container. Breanna spoke to the steeds and told them to wash their feet to remove the dust. Each of the animals obeyed and stepped into the water one hoof at a time.  


     Eliandor had little hope of keeping the sickness from the horses, but if there was a way to postpone it for a while, he hoped to find a cure. His heart was heavy at the thought of losing his own fine steed. To find another mount in such desolate land would be almost impossible. 


     They made camp that evening near a copse of drought-cursed trees, but all were pleased to find any protection at all. Even so, locating a supply of water was on everyone’s mind, for the last barrel was nearly dry. 


     Sitting around the fire later, Sean could tell the old elf deep in thought. 


     “What kind of sickness would destroy a man’s flesh and bone?” Sean asked.  


     “A disease from the underworld, made by the ruler of that black place,” the councilor answered. He sounded angry, but Sean knew where the anger lay, and it was not with him.  


     “Aye, sir, it is a terrible thing when boys my age are cut down and have no weapons to fight back. I am blessed by the Creator to be with you and your family.” 


     Eliandor’s ire subsided. Being an elf, he was protected from many of the horrors visited upon the human population. His long life was possible because his body regenerated as needed, repairing the ravages of age and abuse caused by his way of life. The boy in front of him had no such protection, and any plague could take him away. Eliandor was suddenly humiliated and grateful at the same time. 


     “You are a brave boy,” he said to Sean. He reached into his vest pocket and retrieved a green rock the size of his small finger. “Here, boy. This journey could take your life, yet your loyalty to your friends has brought you here. I am the one blessed, for I see a real hero in front of my eyes. Take this with you, Sean Vale, and keep it against terrible foes. Rub its surface and the stone’s energy will be given to you in time of need. Remember this, boy, and don’t abuse it or lose it.”  


     While admiring the stone’s sheen, Sean discovered a small hole had been punched into it, and a strip of sinew could be worked through. He reached into his pack and found the extra bow string. With eager hands, Sean tied a knot and slipped the necklace over his head, careful to keep from rubbing the stone’s surface. The green face caught the morning sun and its reflection glinted off the shined saddle horn. He was pleased to have caught favor from the lord and councilor of Pentara Wood. In the back of his mind, Sean remembered the stone was for power, but his pleasure came from having a gift from the old elf, someone he admired above all others, except Bree and Tom. Of course there was Captain Rand, but he had gone back to his ship, and was not around to receive the boy’s admiration. 


       


     Beyond the dead village, the land became hilly and even dryer, with no water to be found in any crack or crevasse. Thirst had become an issue, and Breanna went to Miralda, hoping for a water spell she could evoke. The girl’s own knowledge was untrained in spell-casting, and she was afraid of the consequences of a mistake. The idea of bringing forth a horrible Gayser instead of a geyser was a real worry. The old-world monster hadn’t been seen for hundreds of years, but the last Eliandor had known, the creature and his kin were fearsome and deadly enemies of the creatures of the world. 


     Miralda was accommodating as usual, and promised as soon as they stopped riding for the day, she would try her skills at raising water. They all had dry lips and skin from the blasting, dark wind blowing unceasingly upon the arid land, carrying sand and grit in sheets.  


     At the end of light, the riders gathered together around a protected place alee of the wind. Seamus went hunting, and Sean and Breanna gathered firewood. Most of the limbs they found were thorny, without substance, but several piled together made a decent cook fire. All of the riders were too parched to care about food, but Eliandor insisted they eat. Some tall plants with thorns and thick skin grew heavily near the roadway, and Breanna believed the plants might be good for moisture. Her hands were hurting by the time she was through gathering and splitting the plants, but her efforts were worthwhile, for inside each was enough liquid to share. It wasn’t clear, clean water, but it was wet. 


     Miralda tried her best to beckon a spring to surface, but none of her spells worked.  


     “There is no water beneath this hard, barren land,” she said, sighing miserably, hating she had to disappoint those who depended upon her. “Let me try again on the morrow, when we may find better sources.”  


     “Sleep tonight,” Eliandor commanded, as he sprinkled sleep dust upon those in his party. “All will seem better in the morning.” He knew his insistence on their crusade had brought these people into such terrible times, and he suffered because of it. He spoke softly to his mate and trusted she could hear him. When all others disapproved of him, only the mate of his youth could erase his feelings of guilt. 


     Ah, Illene, have I made a mistake and will others suffer for my decision? 


     Perhaps, my love, she replied. They may suffer, but they are your family, and chose to make this journey with you. Take heart, for all will be well. Her voice was strong, as though near. 


     But what of this arid land? What unhealthy surprises are there around each corner, and how shall we keep eyes on our destiny? 


     Eliandor, you have never been afraid of what is not seen. Why now do you now worry? 


     It is the Spectre’s work that makes me doubt. I will remove his influence from my heart and mind. You are right, my love, as always. 


       


     Early morning brought the heat quickly as the sun’s white light brightened the land around them. They gave their horses liquid from the giant plants after Eliandor commanded them to withhold their thorns. Breanna heard her grandfather’s words and thrilled at the authority in his voice. 


     “Yes, Granddaughter, I am blessed with certain powers, but they are small and inconsequential compared to the gifts from our ancestors. I was never given authority over water, although I wish it were true,” he said wryly. 


     “What of fire, Grandfather? Will fire bring forth a stream?” 


     “I have never heard this to be true or false, but we are in hard times. Perhaps you will try before this day is gone.” 


     “A’right, I will try to burn a way to water, although the sound of such seems contrary to what I know.” Breanna slowed her horse and allowed Sean to catch up. The boy was in good spirits, and she could see his pride as he briefly touched the stone hanging from around his neck. 


     “Is it some secret you have?” she asked quietly. 


     “Aye, but it must remain so,” he said apologetically. 


     “I understand and will ask no questions,” Breanna said. “We all have our promises to keep, but I confess I’m curious.” 


     Sean grinned and tucked his head, remembering how he had almost bludgeoned her with his questions each time she did something he didn’t understand. 


     “Sorry, for all those times, you know…”  


     “It’s a’right, Sean. All in the past,” she said, returning his grin. “But wait, look ahead—what is the horror I see coming?” 


    

      


    


  




  

     3. 


     Across the vacant turf several rogue winds were spinning toward them, each sucking rocks and debris from the burning land, sending it into the twisting clouds above. 


     “Find shelter,” Eliandor bellowed from his horse. “Hurry!” 


     There was nothing to be found taller than a horse, except Seamus. Breanna searched the grounds anxiously, but saw no way to gain protection from the twisting wind. Seamus loped beside her and motioned for the group to follow him into a ravine hidden by brush and weeds. Quickly they flew across the hills, following the giant. Once there, he lowered his body and spoke to Breanna. 


     “Seamus make safe for friends,” he said, circling his large, hairy shape around the elves and humans; cocooning them against the wall of the ditch. At Breanna’s command, the horses lay flat with their nostrils against the back of the giant. 


     Covering their noses with handkerchiefs and shawls, the travelers crowded together, hoping to avoid the crush of rocks raining from the tip of the spinners. Boulders flew, and some hit the horses. Many pelted Seamus as he lay exposed, but the gentle giant refused to protect himself and leave his friends to suffer. For what seemed a half-day, they lay crowded, but safe, until drops of water wet their skin. A torrent followed and all were quickly soaked. 


     Tom jumped from the ditch and ran to his cart. The empty barrels were tied to the sides, and he lifted the tops, hoping to catch some of the rain. He moved quickly and returned to the others.  


     “Get out,” he screamed over the rain and wind. “This will flood soon and drown us and the horses. We must be on our way. Catch water in anything you can, for who knows when such a gift from the Creator will come again.” 


     Seamus opened his mouth and sucked in the rain with what appeared to be a grin on his big face. Breanna hugged him and told him to get out of the ditch because it was filling quickly. The horses were the first out, and behind them the bedraggled travelers followed. They reached into saddlebags and removed containers, which immediately filled with rainwater. Eliandor emptied his cup into a barrel and the others followed his lead. It was short work because the deluge slowed, but the ravine where they had lain overflowed and offered all the water they needed to fill the barrels. Tom grabbed a bucket and baled from the fierce stream, filling their water storage containers.  


     Someone laughed, and it was a sweet sound soon echoed by the others. Before long, the Qay women found soapwort and milkweed plants for washing their feet and the horses’ hooves. They rinsed in the flood waters in hopes of removing any remaining chalk from the plague. Breanna bathed herself as best she could and washed her long braid as she submerged and fought the current in the ravine. All too quickly, the water from above became a sprinkle, and the flood waters moved on to dryer land. 


     They camped close by, still reveling in the memory of the rain after the scalding wind. Suddenly solemn, Eliandor called for the group’s attention. 


     “Today we give thanks for the rain and for safety from the wind. We are mindful of our friend Seamus, who protected us and put himself in the way of harm. Seamus, we thank you. You are our true companion.” The words flew from her grandfather’s mouth, and Breanna translated for the giant. Seamus tucked his head and grinned.  


     “Seamus not stink like giant bird. Seamus stink good now.”
 Breanna laughed as she told the others what he had said. It appeared the hairy creature had enjoyed his bath as much as she had enjoyed hers.  


     The water barrels were full and the companions slept well that night, knowing they would not yet die of thirst. 


       


     A week passed, and then another, with Eliandor consulting his memory more often as each day went by bringing them no closer to their destination. Game became very scarce, and Seamus grew lank with half portions. His sacrifice in the wind was not forgotten, and none feared for their lives when the giant’s belly growled and scared the horses.  


     The other travelers subsisted on plants they found along the way, but the creature needed meat, and Breanna was determined to find some for him. Above their heads, giant carrion eaters circled, hoping for a meal, but she had another idea. 


     “Seamus, you would eat one of those?” she asked one afternoon while he loped beside her. 


     “Seamus eat, not like, eat. Seamus no have wings,” he said dejectedly. 


     “Let us trap one. Friend will kill bird for Seamus,” Breanna assured him. 


     The giant perked up, trusting she had told him the truth. She rode away from the group after signaling Eliandor she would return soon.  


     “Come.” She motioned to the giant. “Lie down and be dead. Trust Breanna.” 


     “Be dead. Seamus be dead.” 


     She laughed quietly when he fell to his knees and then sprawled upon the ground with his tongue out. Her bow was ready, for she had restrung it just that morning. Arrows fletched with red and gray feathers filled her quiver, ready for flying upward or down. She missed Kit and his red, furry tail around her neck, but was glad he had stayed with Elida to keep her company while they were gone. Now all was prepared and only the Phoebus was needed. 


     Seamus kept his eyes open, gazing at the sky as he lay in his death position. Soon he was rewarded by the sight of one of the blue-gray flying creatures circling above his body. The greedy scavenger believed it had a huge meal in sight and threw caution away, coming very close to the unmoving giant. 


     Breanna stayed hidden behind some scrappy bushes, but the bird’s attention was not on her. It was locked on to Seamus. Just as the flying giant came abreast of his supper, Breanna ran from her hiding place and bounded off a boulder she had sighted. She jumped above the bird’s back and pelted it with arrows on her way down, and then jumped again, readying other points for the kill. Remembering what she knew about the vulnerable kill spot on the Phoebus, she sent the arrows true to the back of its head. As she landed softly on the hard ground, Seamus rose up and grabbed the unconscious bird by the wings. Afterward it was a simple matter for her giant friend to get his supper. 


       


     Sometime later, when they were camped for the night, she related the story to her traveling companions and giggled through the description of Seamus playing dead. The giant was happy with his belly full and the prospect of more meals to come. 


     “Bird not taste bad. Bird not taste good. Bird food,” he said, falling asleep in a squatting position.  


     “I remember you doing that when we traveled near the Darth of Qayborn. I thought the creature was going to kill Captain Rand,” Sean said, speaking into the fire. 


     “I remember too, which is how I knew what to do,” Breanna said. “I learned to kill deer from above as we traveled the Tribon. It was easy enough to do the same with that hateful bird.” 


     “Aye, I didn’t trust any magic after them things killed my poppa and mam. Lida told me to leave you alone, that you would never hurt us, but I didn’t,” Sean said, hanging his head. “I’m sorry I was mean to you, Bree.”  


     “I can live with it, Sean. My own mistakes were plenty, and caused hurt for you and Elida. Had I protected her, she would never have been taken by such a foul creature from the sky. It is odd that we both have felt the grasp of a Phoebus’ claws.” Breanna studied the fire and glanced across at Seamus. “Not all of the giants are terrible. I am grateful for our friend Seamus, and hope he remains with us.” 


     “True,” said Tom, who had been smoking his pipe and listening. “But those gray birds have met a fitting end when this big fellow chews their gristle.” He puffed a minute and added, “When you talk of things done badly, girl, it’s a task to keep up with my own.” 


     Their solemn faces reflected deep thoughts of regret, but in each of the three shone a gladness the little girl Elida had been rescued, and they all had a part in it. 


       


     The next morning was bitter cold, an odd clime for the region after the earlier heat. 


     “Witches’ work,” Eliandor remarked from beneath his feathered cape. “We may see much of these changes until we reach Haven Breithweit. Our journey should be over in less than a fortnight, but our caution must be ever greater. No enemy of ours will desire we reach our destination.” 


     The only one not cold was Seamus, for his thick hide and long hair kept him warm in winter and cool in the heat. He chortled when white flakes fell from the sky. 


     “Seamus like,” he said, licking the snow from his chin. “Seamus find food,” he said, bounding off in the collecting snow. Already it reached the axle of Tom’s cart and showed no sign of letting up. 


     Shivering inside her layered clothing, Breanna watched her mother’s friends and saw the snow melting from their long capes.  


     “How have you done that? Melting the snow—is it something I can do?” she asked over the wind that had recently begun stirring.  


     “Create a heat spell,” Miralda replied. “Use your memory. It is there. I would do this for you, but you must learn, and provide for your human friends.” 


     “A’right,” Breanna replied, having forgotten Tom and Sean were probably both freezing. 


     She turned her eyes inward, searching for the knowledge, and recalled heat and cold were similar, for each came from either a spark or the lack of it. She looked to her mother Mathena, and found a memory of her stirring a potion. The water and herbs had first boiled in her cup, but then immediately her mother rubbed the outside of the wooden container and frost appeared. Both heat and cold were connected to her mother. Breanna held her hands away from her body and swirled them in a reverse spiral, drawing heat into her movements. The air around her became softly blue and warm, as though emanating from a large fire.  


     “Ouch,” Breanna yelled when the air changed and became red hot. She definitely had much to learn. With a few hand movements and a different path for her thoughts, the air cooled to what she desired, and was pleasant on her body. Pleased that her elven memory retained the motions of the spell, Breanna found it easy to transfer it to both Sean and Tom. Just in time she applied the warmth to the boy and saved his nose from freezing solid. 


     “Thank you, lass,” Tom said when the spell touched his cold face. “It is a mite cold in this Creator-forsaken place. The cart wheels are slowing because of the piled snow, but we’ll do our best.” 


     “Bree, show me how you made heat. I can’t do it, for sure, but I’m happy you can,” Sean said, thanking her for her concern with his comfort.  


     “It’s this way, Sean,” she said with her hands in motion, expelling heat from her fingers and radiating it in spirals around him. “I am learning to use it, but I do feel a clumsy fool,” Breanna admitted. “I don’t know how long it will last because I am unaware of how to control the timing. It seems I have less confidence than before, when I knew nothing about what I am supposed to be.” 


     “Stranger things have there been in my life than a wave of heat filling me with happiness in the midst of a snowstorm,” Tom said. “You’ve done well, child. Allow yourself a little soul comfort for what you’ve shared with your friends. I suspect your belief in yourself will come back twice as strong someday soon.”  


     “Thank you, Tom. I’ll try to remember my successes instead of my failures,” Breanna said, as she urged her horse on. She patted the side of her mount’s neck, grateful her grandfather had taught her to ride while they were at the haven. She and Sean had their first riding experiences then, for even though they had both been raised with farm animals, none of the beasts had been horses. At least she had learned well to sit on a horse and tell it where to go. 


       


     A heat wave blew across them a few miles down the barren road, and coats and cloaks came off. Breanna’s spell had to be undone, for all three of them felt as if they were being roasted. Eliandor looked worried when the extreme climate changed yet again. He spoke to no one about his concerns, but the others knew, for they too were worried much had gone wrong in the world.  


     Winona rode beside the councilor, mulling over her own fears of demons bred in extreme temperatures. She knew the weather currents bristled with the underworld’s influence, and from them were sometimes born whirling tyrants and monsters. It had been so in the far past, when the Old Ones ruled the land and the Spectre sent his minions to overthrow their authority. Demons of every shape and content had stalked the world and its inhabitants, often destroying whole civilizations of men. Winona’s and the other sisters’ ancestors had suffered a similar devastation. Her elven memory recalled the scenes of horror as fleshless beasts from the underworld scourged the land and left the residents dead. The results were unbearable to consider.  


     “Lord Eliandor, are we going in circles? Have we not been on these plains far too long and seen them come, and go, then come again with only slight changes?” Winona asked, searching the long spaces of empty land while waiting for his answer. 


     “It appears we have, indeed, Winona. Thank you for seeing what I did not. I have been a fool allowing these graceless fields to reappear over and over. So many days we have traveled, and yet we have not seen the tips of Breithweit’s mountains.” Grinding his teeth, Eliandor chastised himself for his mistake before continuing. “We must break through this enchanted realm! Quickly, now, go and seek my granddaughter’s assistance. We will gather together ahead of our caravan and strike out. Be ready soon.” 


     Winona dropped back and relayed the message to Breanna, who immediately urged Niana forward to where the others waited.  


     I am here, Grandfather, when you need my help. Sometime earlier Breanna had discovered she and Eliandor could communicate through their thoughts. He had already explained what was necessary, and now turned to acknowledge her presence. 


     We shall halt soon. Do you see the black fog there, crossing the roadway? That is where we will make our stand and defy what holds us on this path. I should have seen it sooner, for our bitter enemy has discovered our purpose and hopes to delay us. 


     Ready when you say. What shall I do? Breanna sent back. 


     “You and Winona, concentrate your memories on past battles won against our foes,” he said. “Direct your thoughts to me, and together we will send a force of power against the evil binding us here. In so doing, none of us are drained of our strength. Are you ready?” 


     “Yes,” both answered. “We are ready.” 


     “Wait until you see my signal, and then send your power,” the councilor commanded. He sat still, staring ahead, his hands outstretched. Suddenly one of his arms moved and his fingers pointed toward a dark, undulating line near the ground. “Now,” he said. “Send the power there.” 


     Breanna thought deeply, seeking a memory of olden times long before her birth. She saw a tree sprite in a dark forest and followed its path to a giant red heart tree. In its branches stood a figure in green clothing whose head was topped with red curls. Deep blue eyes stared back at her as she got closer and closer.  


     Welcome, Breanna; welcome, champion, the old elf said. She saw the points of his ears and knew him. 


     Ziglanor, great-grandfather of old, she said respectfully, I have come for your help.  


     What service may we give? Ziglanor replied, sending his thoughts to her.  


     She quickly showed him the picture in her mind of what had happened and what was needed. We have little time, for the Spectre holds us bound to his spell, and it must be broken while it is visible. I need your power. 


     Go. You shall have what is needed, but keep your memories of the gifts close, the elf said, jumping down from the limb. We shall see you again, Breanna of Nore Mountain. Your task has begun. 


       


     The power of the ancients gathered with the others, and sent forth a solid wall that erupted against the bonds holding them to the path. Sparks began a fire of great height and stirred a thrashing wind, sending the flaming force toward the place where evil held sway. Showers of black flies, of all sizes, fell back dead and covered the ground, creating a long line of darkness across the plains. 


     Breanna held her head in her hands as the pain of the power transfer began. She felt tears run down her cheeks as a cool wind stirred the grass and the force of the Spectre was broken. Farther ahead, now visible, lay the mountains of Haven Breithweit, their spires dusted with white snow. The peaceful scene refreshed her and gave her purpose, for their destination lay just over the mountains. She searched for Eliandor, who sat alone on his stallion. A touch from her mind brought his gaze upon her. 


     Grandfather, I did what you asked. I searched my memories and asked for power. I saw Ziglianor in his tree and he spoke to me. 


     You saw Ziglianor, our ancestor? How can it be possible? he asked. 


     He said he would send the power, and would see me again, she said. 


     Did he ask for payment, Granddaughter? Anything at all? Quickly, I must know.  


     No, he called me champion. He knew me well, but he asked for nothing. 


     If you ever return, he will demand payment. Mark me, child. I advise you to never go back, for the price he asks may be too great for you to pay. 


     I will remember, Grandfather, and will avoid his tree if possible. But why should he want payment? What I ask is for the world, not for myself. Breanna waited, hoping he could explain this new situation. She was puzzled over the information, but glad she had Eliandor to warn her of possible dangers. 


     I would take this from you if it was possible, Granddaughter, but I am old and have nothing they want. You are fresh and new, and your soul is still innocent. Watch close and protect yourself. Not all good is good for you. For now, we will enjoy this new road without blinders. The spell that had us traveling in a loop eluded Winona until the last. She had no knowledge of its presence; nor did you. This should be a reminder to us all: the ruler of the underworld fears our approach and will stop at nothing to break us. 


       


     Three evenings later, they reached the base of the snow-capped mountain, and the councilor announced they would be at Haven Breithweit the next morning for breakfast. The travelers were weary, and even though they had made good speed from the spell cast upon the horses, their constant circling within the spelled loop had added many unnecessary days to their journey. They made camp near a small oasis and each of them rested for the long night.  


       


     The next morning, the final day of their pilgrimage, the riders were full of good cheer, for their destination was near. Tom was looking forward to conversing with the inhabitants of Breithweit, and urged his horses on, making good time. His physical being had survived the campaign in good shape, and he was mightily grateful to Breanna for healing him with elven magic. He glanced over at the boy Sean, and nodded to him, enjoying the young man’s company. 


     Seamus followed along behind the cart, next to Breanna, who brought up the rear with Miralda. The females had opportunity to laugh and talk about life in the hollow tree, a thing puzzling to the giant. 


     “What is hahaha, Ana?” he asked with a puzzled expression on his big face. For several days he had avoided trying to speak her name, but finally he had managed a part of it, and it made him happy.  


     “It is called laughter, and we make the sound when we are pleased and happy. You try it, my friend, and hear your voice.” 


     “HAHAHAHA,” Seamus shrilled, sounding like a wounded creature screaming at full pitch. “Seamus make happy,” he said, and repeated the terrible sound. 


     The rest of the companions halted and turned to see if some creature was mortally wounded. When Breanna explained it was only Seamus laughing, they looked at each other and shrugged. By this time they were accustomed to the antics of their newest addition, and accepted his alacrity without question. Each understood that Seamus believed they were his new tribe, and whatever they did, he had to try. 


     “Lord Eliandor,” Willow said quietly, “what will happen to Breanna’s new friend when we reach the haven?” 


     “A good question, but I have no answer for you,” he replied, staring ahead. “We shall leave it in the hands of our kin. I have no doubt this fellow will stay close to Breanna, and it pleases me.” 


     “He does seem to adore her,” she said with a smile. 


     “Yes, he does,” Eliandor replied, and kneed his horse, eager to get to their last night’s camp. “Beware, for our enemy will not give up easily, and he may make this last attempt to stop us from reaching our destination.” 


     “Aye, Lord Eliandor, I shall be vigilant, and am ready with the White,” Willow replied, enjoying the fast ride alongside him. 


     “Demons beware,” Winona screamed as she kept up with Eliandor and Willow, “we are ready for you!”  


     “Then let us carry forward,” the old elf said, kneeing his horse for a faster gait. “Let us not disappoint.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     4. 


     The day of leaving came too quickly for Captain Rand. His last glance toward the red-haired girl had left him feeling lonely and anxious for her. The men in his crew were in good spirits, happy for their part in the fight against the black witches. Each man counted his arrows and knew how many of the enemy he had brought down. The way was long back to the harbor where the Mede Truheart waited, but it was a merry journey for most of the way. The worst times came at sundown when they gathered around a fire and told tales, remembering their lost comrades. It was then Rand remembered the girl and her friends. 


     Aye, I cannot have affection for her, for she is elfish and her grandfather would never allow it, he told himself. Will be best I forget all of them when the ship departs, for it’s a long trip over rough water. I’ve never sailed the Trillian Sea and will need all my wits about me if the tales of sea creatures as big as them hairy illiphants are true, and such as those roam the raging waters. Thoughts of a girl could only cause misery to a sea captain cursed with such monsters to fight. 


     The first night after they arrived in port, it was busy this, and busy that, bringing on supplies and cargo in great crates set on the deck of the ship by long, swinging loaders. After such a long time off, one of the crew forgot his caution and lost a finger to a crate of cloth bales. The fellow wrapped a kerchief around it and kept working with only the occasional complaint.  


     Captain Rand checked his inventory and wished for Tom to keep his accounts from moldering, but the fellow was not to be had, so it was make do and hope for the best. At least the old fellow had taught the captain a thing or two, and now it was easier to put it all together. “Put the earnings on one side, and the spending on the other,” Tom had said. “A little tuck there, and a push here, and soon you’ll be an expert with the quill.” 


     But nothing came easily on a ship, even keeping accounts when little was needed. The captain sighed and stared across the dark sea the first day out. No sunlight peeked through the clouds, and the whole day seemed darker than it should have. Off to the east where they were headed, dark, billowing storm clouds roiled and formed faces that spat at one another. It was a sight to see, but the strangeness was too unnerving after having fought witches in a blazing sky. Rand sighed again, thinking his outlook would never be of a man content to look at a calm sea. There would always be the hidden thing beneath the water to get his blood pumping too fast.  


     “Boy,” Rand yelled to the youngster carrying buckets of water to the seasick, “bring me ale, and make it quick.” 


     “Aye, Captain Rand,” the boy replied smartly. Soon he returned with a brimming glass of the dark brew. He picked up his buckets and returned to his duties, just as Rand spotted something through the ship’s magnifying glass. 


     “Boy,” the captain yelled again. “Get the mate and tell him to come to the wheelhouse. Tell him the captain said to move sharply.” 


     “Aye, captain,” the boy said, dropping the buckets again. He ran quickly and pulled at the pant leg of Skimp, the first mate who had climbed the largest mast and was headed for the platform atop the sails. 


     “Captain says come sharply,” Rollo, the boy, said. “Something in the glass, for sure.” 


     Bounding down the rope ladder, Skimp passed Rollo on his way to Captain Rand, who seldom used the word sharply, and then only if he was in a real bind. When Skimp, who had fought with Rand on witches’ night, found his captain, he saw the look of stern concentration. 


     “The wheel, man, take the wheel,” Rand insisted. “A mighty monster with horns and teeth swims just off the next wave. See it?” 


     Skimp took the glass and placed it against his eye at the same time he tried to control the ship. The result was the glass poked his one good eye and he saw nothing but black for a moment. “If you say, captain. If you say,” Skimp responded, his dark face turned toward the sea. “For me, I see nothing but rough water.” 


     Rand took back the glass and glared at the sea. A storm of some size had built along the southern sky and raised waves as the wind moved north. The Mede Truheart was caught in wind the likes of which Rand didn’t want to face, but he found no alternative. 


     “Sail into it, mate, turn the ship into the wind! We’ll fight both wind and monster if we must,” the captain shouted as the fierce wind quickly rose and dominated all other sounds.  


     “Aye, captain.” Skimp nodded. “’Tis a fine day for a nasty wind and a monster who rides it.” 


     “Gather the whaling spears,” the captain yelled. “Make the ropes secure, and bring them to the wheelhouse.” 


     Skimp broke away and tried his footing on the bouncing deck. He had been a sailor for many years, and the deck boards were as familiar to him as his own long beard. Scooting across the distance from the wheelhouse to the door leading to the supply rooms, Skimp took his eye off the ship and stared at a yellow blob in the near distance. The thing was swimming with great determination, making its way toward the Mede Truheart.  


     “What an ugly mess,” he said as his hands went around the thick pole of the whaler. “You look to be a fearsome beast.” Skimp’s dark eye shone, for once he had been a mate on a whaling ship and knew those great animals from tail to snout, but this beast on the water was another thing. The mate’s hands were clammy with need to stand against the bow and pierce the creature’s fat, swimming behind.  


     “Captain, methinks my hand is needed. Yonder swimmer I now see, and his landing is to be our sweet ship. The beastie’s swimming bodes us no good, captain.” 


     “I agree, Skimp. But I fear more those swimming behind, hidden from us. These creatures are called yellow Wiffats. They are part fish and part sea serpent. Big families swim together, attacking their prey in great hordes. It’s away we go, Skimp. Pass the glass. We must outrun this monster even though the sea is against our every move.” 


     “Aye, captain,” Skimp shouted. “Helmsman, wait for the captain’s heading.”  


     “Aye, aye, mate,” the man at the wheel responded. 


     “Come about, and bring her about to a new course, south by southeast,” Rand ordered, sending them into the storm. “All sails. All hands on deck, prepare to bale.” 


     “Coming about, south by southwest, captain. All hands,” Skimp shouted. The rest of the crew tied themselves on as the wind slammed the schooner hard on the bow.  


     The captain eyed the Wiffat as it took aim again for the ship, but the full sails pulled them away, toward the black, swirling clouds blowing in from the south. Rand hated storms, but his choice was to fight with monsters, or fight the wind. He chose the wind, because his ship was not made for war. A school of those giant yellow swimmers could easily turn them belly up, and all would be lost. There was still a chance the Wiffat would run them down, but each moment took the Mede Truheart farther and farther away. 


     Left with lightning and thunder in the raging wind, the ship tossed forth and back with huge waves pouring onto the deck. The balers carried buckets out of the bilge when the hand pump was overcome. One of the crew was washed overboard, but the rope holding him to the mast saved his life. It was a long bout before the flooded ship got through the worst of it, and afterward, the captain wondered if the Wiffats might not have been easier to defeat. 


     Finally they returned to their easterly heading, hoping to make the deadline promised to the lords who shipped cargo on the Mede Truheart. Rand’s bosses owned three sailing ships, and the captain of each vied with the others to meet their deadlines. His record was near spotless, and he didn’t intend to change it. 


       


     Fair Aldivon, a city of great size, sat in a busy harbor where the Trillian Sea and the Great North Sea came together. Ships of all sizes lined the coast, waiting to be off-loaded or to take on a new cargo. Trade flourished, and row after row of shops sold cloth and spices, parfums, jewelry and tobacco, dried fruits from exotic shores, diaphanous netting for women’s petticoats, shoes, shovels, parrots in cages, tiny hairy monkeys that squealed constantly, packets of dried fish, barrels of oysters and every other thing a living person could want. The narrow aisles were crowded with women about to spend their mates’ wages before the ale man took them for a dozen or more pints.  


     At night, most of the muddy paths were dangerous to the man who carried gold and silver in purses attached to his leggings. Many such men lost their heads in a fight to keep what belonged to them. Robbers and petty thieves were on every corner, for coins and papers of credit belonged to whomever was strong enough to take them. But there were many who could protect their own, and to the Spectre belonged the brigands left dead on the ground.  


     Rand Winter had been to Aldivon several times, and knew what waited there. He tucked his wages into his shoes, and found the busiest pathway to his destination. The captain’s size warned off those looking for an easy mark, but he had fought violent men many times to keep his purse. So far none had managed to take it, although Rand had sported a few black eyes and swollen cheeks, as well as a broken finger once after a mangy whelp grabbed him tight and wouldn’t let go. The captain had kicked and fought until the would-be robber decided he’d had enough, but Rand was having none of that, and drew back his fist, packing a smart wallop on the ne’er-do-well’s cheek, breaking his jaw. Captain Rand was happy enough the broken finger was one of the two smallest ones, but each time he accidentally caught it in a loop of sail rope, he cursed the man who had tried to take his wages. 


     Good fortune saw him through as the tall captain strode through the markets, searching for a particular shop. A crafter’s window showed rings and necklaces of every color and sheen, but one in particular was what the young man sought. A deep blue sapphire the size and shape of a plump grape lay nestled in white linen inside a wicker box. A small hole had been drilled through the jewel, and a clasp of gold was threaded through. The sapphire hung on a delicate chain for milady’s neck, and Captain Rand knew it to be the exact color of a certain young woman’s eyes.  


     “How much for the jewel?” he asked the shopkeeper. 


     The man was shrewd in his business and assessed the young captain’s fervor. Here was his profit for the day, and none would be the wiser. 


     “Ten pieces of silver, and a bargain. Just for the lady of your dreams, young captain.” 


     Rand gulped, for he’d had no idea the cost of such a trinket would be so great. “Such a lot, sir?” 


     “Take it or don’t; that’s the price of such a fine jewel,” the man replied, turning the blue stone until it caught the light. He knew young men, and he saw the gleam in the captain’s eye when the sapphire sparkled. A sale was made! 


     “Let me think a minute,” Rand replied, considering his purse. He had thought perhaps three pieces of silver at the most, but ten! That left him no room for other purchases, such as new boots he badly needed. 


     About then Skimp arrived, having seen Rand from across the crowded pathway. He stepped up to the stone counter where the shop owner stood with a wicked grin, waiting for the trap to close on the captain. 


     “Hey ho, Croop, up to your old tricks? Fleecing young lovers?” Skimp asked. “You wouldn’t be cheating him now, would you?” 


     The merchant stuttered and raised his brows. “I cheat? A sword for your tongue, Skimp Plaqeris. I just offered to sell this lovely piece for…er…five pieces of silver.” 


     “Aye, cheating is what you do best, Croop. We both know the bauble is worth no more than two pieces, so do yourself a favor, and make it so before the young captain forgets his love, and remembers his debts. Would be a shame if you lose the sale for a bit of penny pinching, aye, Croop?” 


     “Two pieces? Why, I could never sell such a jewel for less than three.” 


     “Nay, Croop, two it is to my captain, and may he bring you a fine gift from across the sea on his next journey.” Skimp drove a hard bargain, but Croop knew when to cut his losses.  


     “Settled,” Croop grumbled. “Two it is, and the next shipload you bring, see there’s a bag of fine fruit wine for me. Is it a deal, Captain Rand.” 


     “Deal,” Rand replied, amazed at how quickly he had gone from an almost impoverished fool to a man with a pretty necklace, still holding on to most of his wages.  


     He walked away admiring the sapphire, wondering at the impulse which had made him purchase it. 


     “I owe you, Skimp. You saved my skin,” he said sheepishly. 


     “Croop’s been at the market for many a day, and I’ve seen him shear plenty. Couldn’t let it happen today. Think nothing of it,” the mate replied, pleased he had helped his friend. “Where do we go next?” he asked, wondering where the next cargo was headed. 


     “Easterly, toward the Faire Islands. We sail the Trillian in waters where I’ve never been. A load of copper and silk this time. An expensive cargo. Pray we have no more foul weather and chance losing our lives and the load we carry. The last storm along with those ugly Wiffats was something I don’t yearn to repeat.” 


     “It was bad, no doubt, mer. Wouldn’t like another so quick. We had us a pot of luck there, getting away with every man alive.” 


     “Agreed, Skimp, agreed. Now I’m going back to the ship. Watch yourself with the rum, and find your way back before morning.” 


     “Aye, captain. Skimp will be there, ready to sail.” The first mate sauntered along, admiring the young women on the boardwalk between rows of merchants’ shops. Their wares were set out before them, ready for sale to the man or woman with silver in their pockets. 


     Upon returning to the Mede Truheart, Rand found he had a new passenger willing to pay fare to White Harbor, the farthest port the ship traveled. He said his destination was a castle near the Rourke River that fed into the North Sea. The passenger’s eventual route would take him further east, along the Florian Road, and then to meet his relatives near Thrumford Mountain. Rand thought it strange the man traveled alone with little baggage, but his purse filled with gold was heavy enough to make up for a lack of other possessions. 


     “We can take you there,” Rand said. “The way might be rough, for the eastern skies have stirred many a storm of late, and sea serpents have appeared in deep water. But if you’ve a mind to travel, then you’ll be with good men. The Mede Truheart is a sound ship, and will serve you as well as any.” 


     “Then travel with you I will,” the man replied. “And we’ll wish our good luck against the winds and monsters.”  


     “What is your name, mer?” Rand asked. “And if you don’t mind my asking, why are you traveling so far?” 


     “The name is Erain, and I have personal reasons for taking your ship,” the stranger said, and quickly pulled his cap down over his ears, but not before Rand saw the pointed tips of blue-veined flesh. His black eyes appeared familiar, but the captain didn’t know from where. The man was tall, slender, and looked road-worn, for his clothing was tattered and out of fashion. He looked youthful, but Rand knew unlined skin meant nothing in the elven world. 


     “Ah, an elvish man, wanting to keep his secret,” Rand said under his breath as he walked away whistling a merry tune. His experience with elves had been that they were good people to have around in poor situations, and the Creator only knew what lay ahead in unfamiliar waters. Rand had also discovered he liked adventures, and looked forward to a lively trip with Mer Erain. 


    

      


    


  




  

     5. 


     So many people who lived in the mountain haven had arrived to welcome them that even Eliandor, with his long years of exposure to voluminously attended functions, was amazed at the large crowd of distant aunts, uncles, and cousins who took his hand in friendship. He was humbled by the great outpouring of open-hearted acceptance from his kin. Though Haven Breithweit did not have the splendor of his own home, the councilor was impressed with its magnitude. Many years had passed since last making a visit to his cousin’s home, and Eliandor was happy to see the structures had been meticulously maintained during the intervening centuries. 


     The lord of Haven Breithweit, an elf of similar age to Eliandor, was called Felandran. Short and stocky, he was the opposite of his cousin, whose height was greater than average. Having larger ears than most, Felandran had passed his unmistakable physical characteristic to several of his kin, and those relatives were easily recognizable by their oversized hearing appendages, although Gadrial, the youngest son, was not like his father in appearance. He was taller, and slenderer, with dark hair and brooding eyes. His ears were of normal size, and the councilor knew the son favored his mother, Shilara, a beautiful elven woman whose comeliness among females was only outdone by the graced beauty of Illene Pentara. 


       


     Breanna saw a steady stream of bodies and smiling faces, and was embarrassed because of her road-weary appearance. She wished she’d had a few moments to clean her face and change her clothing before the introductions. As custom demanded, the older adults were greeted first, and then finally, the younger ones stepped forward. Breanna was then introduced to Gadrial, who appeared close to her age, though he seemed full of himself. Thinking the years of an elf were not betrayed by their unlined faces, she asked his age. 


     “I am young; only two centuries have passed since I was a boy. And you, Breanna Ascroft, what of you?” She knew he was already aware of her youth, and from his raised eyebrow and condescending smile, she knew he would never take her seriously. At that moment, she hoped with all her might Gadrial had nothing to do with her lessons. 


     Wiping the dust from her face, she was mindful of the kerchief covering her hair. Everything about her person felt gritty, and in need of a wash, but some socializing had to be done before she could ask for privacy and a bath. 


     “I am young, only seventeen summers, and my line is called Qay, for we are a mixed kind, of both elves and man. she said. My family is from the Darth of Qayborn. 


     “We know, Breanna. We have heard of you. News traveled across the miles that a champion has been called,” Gadrial said, eyeing her critically. She could tell that in his opinion she was sorely lacking in what it took to be such a champion. 


     Breanna blushed, embarrassed the stories of her had reached him before her person reached the far haven. She wished the floor would open and swallow her before another word was said. But it was not to be. He waited mockingly for her next sentence. 


     “I am sure the words have been exaggerated, for I am no more than my friends and family,” she replied. “As you can see, all our companions are not elves.” 


     “Yes, a boy, a man, and a creature. What a strange army you bring.” 


     “They are good and faithful friends, and I insist they be treated with respect. Even Seamus, who will stay outside my window, and find food in your forest, if it may be permitted. He is faithful to all of us for we are his family.” 


     “Your entourage will be treated as guests. I am to be your trainer,” he said, changing the subject. “Does that please you?” 


     “I…don’t know, I am sure you are a fine teacher. Now may I be shown to a place of privacy where I may remove some of the traveling dust?” Dark dread filled her, for the worst had come true. She had met her teacher and he hated her. 


     “Oh, of course, our apologies,” said a formerly silent, dark-haired female whose coloring was similar to Gadrial’s. “I am Shilara, Felandran’s mate, and Gadrial’s mother. Our hospitality is well known, but we have been so taken with your visit, we have forgotten to be good hosts. Gadrial, please see our honored guests to their rooms.” 


     “Thank you,” Winona said from across the portico. “We are weary and could use some time to wash our faces.”  


     “Indeed,” the others echoed. “We would be grateful.” 


       


     The room Breanna was shown was small, but efficiently put together on the northernmost corner beneath two parapets she hoped to explore. The castle was built upon the stumps of giant green heart trees, and grew upward, as part of the forest, using limbs for braces, and for a canopy to shade the dried mud and bark balconies. The construction was similar to Haven Pentara, except there, the castle was set upon rock shelves surrounded by trees and the Mist River. 


     “Grandfather, why do elves live in trees?” Breanna asked later, on their way to the evening meal. He had come for her, thinking she might be uncomfortable in her new surroundings. 


     “It is our heritage, for once we were wood sprites and sought no shelter other than the branches supporting our weight. Does that answer your question?” he asked with a slight smile. 


     “A’right, it does, I believe. We have a kinship with the trees?” 


     “Yes, a good description, Granddaughter.” 


     “Ah. I never considered why the Qays chose the giant, hollow tree to make our home. Now I see.” 


     “You look lovely tonight, Breanna,” her grandfather said, changing the subject. “Your mother would be proud to see how you have grown this last half-year. Maturity becomes you.” 


     “Thank you, Grandfather,” she said, blushing. Shilara had laid out a filmy green dress and shiny slippers of the same hue. Breanna felt very girlish and pretty, but she knew the clothing was only temporary finery. Her daily travel-wear made up of a tunic over close-fitting britches was much more efficient when working with a bow and riding horseback. Illene’s gift had served her well, and Breanna was grateful to have such an enduring garment. 


     “Felandran, your home is magnificent,” Eliandor told his cousin as they entered the large foyer where many Breithweits stood sipping honeyflower mead from delicate cups. “I am sorry Illene and I have not visited your haven in all these centuries. I know she will be saddened to have missed you. And you, Shilara, thank you for your wonderful accommodations. We who have spent a half-year on barren roads are gratified to be in your home.” 


     The talk continued on into the great room, where all gathered around tables laden with exotic breads and vegetables, cheeses, and more pitchers of the fragrant mead.  


     “So, you are Tom Simpkin, my cousin tells me,” Felandran said, looking Tom in the eye. “I have been told of your heroic deeds serving both our and your people. You are welcome in my home. And you, boy, what is your name?” he asked, speaking to Sean. 


     “Sean Vale, mer. I am of Weir, a village far from here. Breanna is my adopted sister and we watch over each other,” he said, as if all questions had been answered with his response. 


     “Welcome to Haven Breithweit, Sean Vale of Weir,” the elf said, gazing into Sean’s eyes for a moment. What he saw made him nod sagely. “You are a good person to have as a friend. I will remember.” 


     The night was cool and pleasant, and the weary older travelers relaxed with glasses of fermented liquid after the food. Breanna and Sean forwent the mead, and sipped on a liquid made from fresh flower nectar. They liked the light taste, and thought it invigorating and pleasant. 


     Gadrial glanced at Breanna several times during the meal and spoke to her, but she found it difficult to acknowledge his questions. Surely he was very personable and attractive, but he didn’t make her heart flutter in the least. If anything, he made her uneasy. She couldn’t help thinking, I heard them say Gadrial is to be my teacher. Even if he doesn’t like me, he must do as his family insists. Surely he won’t be unkind. 


       


     After the meal had ended and most retired to their rooms, Breanna and Sean walked the grounds looking for Seamus. He had gone to look for food and had not yet returned from his hunt. Soon they heard his steps close by. 


     “Friend,” Breanna said in his language, “are you happy?” 


     “Seamus happy. HAHAHAHA.” 


     “Oh,” Breanna replied, holding her ears, “good. Laughter. Maybe not laugh loud. Quiet, like hunting. Small hahahaha.” 


     “Hahahahaha, Seamus happy,” he whispered. “Rabbits food,” he said, rubbing his stomach with a wide grin. “Much meat.” 


     “Seamus, you don’t speak my language, but I’m glad you’re here. I feel safer with you around,” Sean said, using some hand gestures the giant seemed to understand. 


     “Is there a reason you might not feel safe otherwise?” Breanna questioned, looking at Sean with a puzzled frown. 


     “Um, something about those elves who didn’t come out of the forest to meet us. They worried me. They wouldn’t look at us, as though they didn’t want to be our friends.” 


     “There were many holding back,” she agreed. “Do you think they could have been shy?” 


     “I don’t know, but while you’re busy taking lessons, I’m going to do some looking around. Will let you know what I find.” 


     “Oh. Good, Sean. I am so glad you came with us. I didn’t want to ask you, because I was afraid you might come just because I wanted you to,” Breanna admitted. “I knew the trip would be dangerous, and it didn’t seem fair to ask you to risk your life.” 


     Sean tucked his head for a moment, and then stuck his chin out in an expression she had seen many times before. He hesitated a minute before replying, “You’re special to me, Bree. How could I let you go without me going along to protect you?” 


       


     The next morning, Gadrial found her in the wide garden, admiring the acres of exotic flowers blooming in the cooled mountain air. 


     “Breanna, have you spoken to your grandfather?” he asked, his words tinged with impatience. 


     “Why no,” she replied. “But I should see him soon. Are you going to be my trainer? When do you want to start?” 


     “Soon. Storms gathering in the south will be here soon. We may get wet in the open arena when the rains begin.” 


     “And water disturbs you?” she asked petulantly. 


     Why am I being nasty to him? He has not yet been unkind to me.  


     “I’m sorry, Gadrial. I am grumpy, and it is uncommon for me to speak to others in this way, especially my elders.” 


     “It is of no matter, Breanna,” he said, but his eyes spoke differently. They stared into her soul and she felt his wrath. “Speak to Lord Eliandor, for we should begin soon,” he said, walking away. 


       


     She went to her grandfather and explained that Gadrial wanted to begin her training immediately. Hesitating to express her distrust of the Breithweit elf, Breanna reluctantly nodded as her grandfather spoke his wisdom. 


     “Yes, my dear,” the councilor agreed, “it is wise to begin. There are many facets to what you must learn. The use of basic weaponry is in your blood, but what is needed is the expertise a swordsman and archer can teach you. Also, and most important, you must learn to control the power in the memories you carry. Shilara will be your mentor. She was blessed by the ancients in a ritual at her birth. She has no power of her own, but she carries the knowledge of the Old Ones, and is prepared to share it with you. May the Creator bless her with a long, rich life for her generosity.  


     “I have known my kin since we crawled on hands and knees as a child, and Felandran and I long shared a hope someday our families would be joined by a union between his son and one of my granddaughters,” Eliandor murmured. 


     Breanna heard her grandfather’s words, but chose to ignore their meaning, for the idea of taking a mate was far from her mind. Even though Gadrial was fair to look at, she was in no hurry to consider such a new event in her life. Besides, she didn’t trust him, and knew he didn’t like her.  


     “Then I’ll hurry and dress for the field. Can I use my own bow?” she asked. 


     “I think it would be appropriate for now,” Eliandor said. “It is the weapon of your own making, therefore it carries your spirit in its shaft and sinew.” 


     “Thank you, Grandfather,” she said, leaving his presence quickly, before he could say more about Gadrial. 


       


     Later, dressed in her field and travel clothing, Breanna arrived at the arena located in an open field behind the castle. Sunlight filtered through the frond-laden limbs of large trees enshrouding the meadow, but even more than the light from the sky, a pale green brightness surrounded the protected area, and lit both the piecework of the archery field, and the rocked floor taking up one whole corner of the arena. Off to the side, a spring of clear, deep water burbled up from behind a boulder, splashing colorful koi and other bright fish swimming in the cold water of a nearby pond. The curious creatures rose to the water’s edge to eye the stranger in their midst before moving away. Resisting a nervous urge to communicate with the fishes, Breanna calmed herself and waited for Gadrial to show up on the training field.  


     Breanna admired the field and wondered whose talents had been tried there before. Surely Gadrial practiced often, and Felandran probably wielded his bow on occasion, but the field went far beyond a family’s need.  


     “What an excellent place to be,” she said to Gadrial when he arrived later. “Such a training field must be rare in the world of men and elves. Even my grandfather Lord Eliandor does not possess such a place.” 


     He looked at her sharply, as though to judge whether she was serious.  


     “This place was built for you, Breanna Ascroft. It is the champion’s practice field.” The words sounded bitter, as though they were gall burning his mouth. 


     “All for me?” she asked incredulously. “What must I do to show appreciation? I didn’t know until this moment so much had been done.” Her voice was low, filled with awe, fear, and hesitation. 


     “Yes, for many years it has existed. The light is old, much older than everything you see around you. It never fails, nor does it fade. There is magic here, and it is not my family’s doing.” Some of the acid left his voice as he realized Breanna was unsure of herself. 


     “You are here to learn,” he told her. “Let us get started. And you may not use your memories. Do you understand what I say?” 


     “Yes, of course I understand,” she said. “I have to do this by myself.” 


       


     They began with the short wooden swords. Her first lesson was practicing removing the weapon from the sheath on her hip quickly. She did it over and over until her fingertips only lightly grazed the hilt, and it filled her right hand as quickly and easily as spring water flowed across the rocks. Next came toe and heel placement, with her left hand resting on her hip.  


     “Parry, thrust, parry, thrust, Breanna,” Gadrial said. He stood waiting with his own wooden sword. “Glide on air and close the distance between you and your opponent. No, not that way! I have just killed you for the third time. Try again. Watch your movements. Make them swift and purposeful. Never waste a stroke.” 


     Breanna sweated in her garments, but she continued on as Gadrial shouted, even after her strength gave out. Her right arm felt leaden, as though it were no longer a part of her. Before the natural light faded, she was exhausted, but willing to continue.
 “Tomorrow, Breanna. We will continue then. Your elven memory should retain what you have learned today. We’ll begin where we left off tonight.” 


     “Thank you, cousin Gadrial. You are kind to teach me, and have made me recognize how little I know about battle,” she said. Fighting fatigue, she went to her room and changed into a frock before going down for the evening meal. 


       


     “Wake up, Bree,” Sean said in a whisper. “You’re falling asleep, and the first course has just been served.” 


     “Oh, sorry,” she replied. “I am so tired. What are we having?” 


     “Lentil soup and mushroom caps filled with greens and cheese. And bread, delicious elven bread, so good with butter.” 


     “Sounds good.” She said yawning. “Although I am not very hungry.” 


     “You have to eat to keep your strength, lass,” Tom said from the other side of the table. “At least eat the soup. It will fill you and keep your stomach from growling during the night.” 


     “Tom, you’re sounding more and more like my family,” she said before closing her eyes once again. “Like my mother,” she said sleepily. 


     “Aye, child, you feel like kin to me,” Tom replied. 


     “You too, Tom. You too,” Breanna managed to say before her chin dropped to her chest. 


       


     The next morning’s training began at first light. Gadrial waited for her with a cup of hot tea and a wedge of bread. 


     “Strength for the body and mind,” he said with a smile, even though there was no mirth in his voice. 


     “What is this?” she asked, smelling the brew. 


     “Thistle and pink mushroom tea, with a touch of mead. My own recipe,” he said, whipping the wooden sword forth and back in the pale green light.  


     “I hope it tastes better than it smells,” she said warily. “Thank you, Gadrial, you are kind. What are we doing today?” 


     “Today repeats yesterday, with a few added moves of the short sword. For a champion, you are woefully without skills.” 


     The remark stung, and she almost said something she would have later regretted, but held back and accepted his words.  


     “When you finish your breakfast, pick up your gear and follow me,” Gadrial said on his way toward the center of the huge arena.  


     “I am done,” Breanna replied. Her waist belt was already fastened and the scabbard for the clumsy wooden sword hung loosely down her hip. She quickly tied the leather strip around her leg and sheathed the sword. In the process of getting ready that morning she had seen her reflection in the pool of bathing water. Her face had three marks from the day before, where Gadrial had scraped her with the wooden tip of his short sword. The ache in her shoulders would go away, she knew, but when she practiced her first parry and thrust, she felt sharp pains in the muscles she had used. Her elven healing powers would have taken care of those if she had allowed them, but Breanna had stubbornly refused to rely on any force other than her own natural strength. 


     “I must get harder,” she told Tom the night before when he’d offered her sympathy. “I know I’ll need every bit of magic and the powers of my memories in an actual contest, but for now, I will depend upon only myself. I can’t be soft or I’ll lose. Gadrial has said as much, and though sometimes I don’t trust him, I believe he is right about this.” 


     “Aye, little one, I hope you survive. Whatever happens will happen,” he said mysteriously. 


     “Do you believe I can do this, Tom?” She had wanted to know, and Tom could see the child he had delivered to the Vales had grown into a fierce young warrior. 


     “Old Tom believes you’re the hope we have, and if you can’t lead us, we’ll all go astray and many good folk will perish. That will mark a sad time in the world.” 


     “Then I’ll try harder,” she said, heading for bed. 


       


     “Shift your body and turn faster. Your response must be quick if you hope to bring down your opponent.” Gadrial had already marked her abdomen when she had moved too slowly. “You must watch my moves and think faster than I do if you hope to get ahead of me.” 


     Across the way Breanna noticed a group of people watching from an overhanging canopy of tree limbs. “Who are they?” she asked. 


     “Friends of mine. They like to watch when I train a novice. We have never had a female in this arena, and they are curious.” 


     “Oh, a’right,” she responded with a quick thrust of her short sword. The wooden tip grazed his thigh and his eyebrows lifted in surprise. “You’re clever, young Breanna.” 


     “And you were distracted. Perhaps it was not fair of me to take advantage,” she said slyly. 


     Gadrial smiled thinly, and she could see he was upset she had outmaneuvered him. The next one will require much greater skill, she thought. But now I know he can be beaten. 


     The game continued for some time before they stopped for rest.  


     “I will teach you another move when we begin again,” he said, leaving her while he walked away to visit with his friends. She sat alone under a wide limb and smelled the verdant growth in the forest, tempted for a moment to go to her memories for comfort, but she knew to do so was to admit she needed outside help to survive. 


     What am I made of? Do I have a champion’s character, or am I just a Qay girl who depends upon magical powers to get through hard times? Her thoughts were sharp and hurtful, making her believe she was incapable of what everyone expected of her. Except Gadrial. He expected her to fail and hoped she would. She had seen it in his eyes the moment her weapon touched him. If my teacher thinks I’m useless, then how can I hope to make it through what lies ahead? 


     “Bree, you look good with that thing in your hand,” Sean said, coming close to her. “Good move when you poked him.” 


     “Sean, I’m so glad to see you!” Breanna said, feeling tears behind her eyes. 


     “You’re going to make it,” he said. “I think I’m going to get my own practice sword and work alone for a while. You’ll need my sword arm when we go against the powers of evil,” he added thoughtfully. 


     “A good plan,” she replied. “I was feeling kind of lost before you showed up.”  


     “Aye, you didn’t look too happy sitting alone. Where did the elf-snake go?” 


     “Who?” she asked, puzzled by his words. 


     “Your teacher. He is sneaky like a serpent.” 


     “Sean! Your mother would wash out your mouth with brown soap.” 


     “No matter. I don’t like Gadrial. I think he has his own plan.” 


     “I hope not, because much of my success depends upon him,” she replied. 


     “Oh, he’ll teach you the right way. No fear there, because his poppa will make him fulfill the promise made a long time ago. But Gadrial isn’t on our side. I don’t think he’s against us or wants us to lose. Maybe he’s just jealous of you.” 


     “But he’s so much older and experienced! Why would he ever be jealous of me?” 


     “Bree, you’re the chosen one, and maybe he wishes he was. If you fail, he might fill in.” 


     “But without the memories, how could he possibly win?” She was more than amazed at Sean’s revelations.  


     “They were given to you. Maybe he thinks he can force you to give them away. I don’t know, Bree. I may be wrong about him. Just be careful,” he said, shaking his head. 


     “I don’t know if I could give them away, but it might be possible. Yahmara was supposed to share her gift, but she refused. So maybe it goes on and on,” Breanna said, her thoughts roaming. “I’ll watch out, Sean. Trust me, and thank you for bringing me back to the world where I belong. I…felt so helpless.” 


     “Well, go to work, and quit thinking those thoughts,” her adopted brother told her. “You have a big job to do, and it may be close. Lord Eliandor said he’s heard news from deep in the east of changes coming fast. The land is erupting in places and spewing hot rock, burning everything to bits. Villages are being destroyed. It’s scary, Bree, what might happen. All of my people might lose their lives if they can’t fight those things from the other world.” 


     “Sean, we won’t let that happen! I promise, we’ll stop it,” she said, trying to give him hope. “Now I have to get back to practicing,” she said emphatically. “Goodbye, Sean, and thanks for coming to my rescue.” 


     “A’right, Bree, but keep watch.” 


       


     Gadrial appeared out of the crowd with two cups of liquid and more elven bread.  


     “You need nourishment,” he said while waving off his friends. They disappeared into the trees. “Drink this and eat.” 


     The same liquid as before was in the cup, and she downed it quickly. A few bites of the bread and she was ready to go. She thought it was kind of Gadrial’s mother to provide food for her while she was training. They had no time to return to the haven for a full meal; besides, it wasn’t wise to eat too much during practice. 


     “Learn these steps,” he said, showing her how to lunge, as well as three other intricate foot movements. It felt like a dance as her feet pointed and turned and the sword moved with delicate grace in her hands. “Practice this for the rest of the day. There are things requiring my presence elsewhere. Work until the natural light fades, and then return tomorrow morning at first light.” 


     She moved and turned, twisted and stepped forward, plunged and retreated as he had shown her, but Breanna felt bad because her feet felt clumsy and refused to obey with grace. She grew frustrated because her body felt lethargic and uncooperative. I must get more sleep tonight, she thought. 


     When the sun said goodbye with a last wink, Breanna almost had to crawl her way back to her room. The thought of eating and drinking was the last thing on her mind. She skipped the meal and fell into a fast sleep, and was unable to wake when Mara called to her.  


     “Breanna, I see you. Wake, my dear, for the evening requires your presence. Lord Breithweit is entertaining tonight and many from his distant family have arrived. Wake, dear girl, and join us.” The seer attempted to enter the sleeping girl’s mind, but found a swirling mist barring her from entering. No matter which path Mara took, the way was covered. She knew there was witchery at work, yet didn’t know how to break through without causing Breanna great distress. She chose to remove herself from the girl’s sleep and wait until she awoke naturally. 


     Half the night later, Breanna stirred and cried for water. Mara brought some from the clear spring nearby and gave it, but to her disappointment, sleep overtook the girl again. Toward morning, Breanna raised herself from the pillow and saw her dear friend Mara sitting half-asleep on a hard chair. 


     “Mara,” she said drowsily, “what are you doing here? Are we home? Where’s my mam?”  


     “Child, what have you been given? Your dreams are filled with narrow gateways locked to me. Surely this is not your doing.” Mara looked concerned, and Breanna wished she could respond as she wanted. 


     Finally the fog cleared from her mind and she truly awakened. Mara sat quietly, waiting. 


     “Only elven bread and a drink made with thistles and pink mushrooms. Gadrial brings it to me as refreshment.” 


     Mara frowned. “Those are not harmful. But something has influenced you deeply. Your body is not cooperating. Have you turned away your elven healing in this desire to become strong and self-reliant?” 


     “How did you know?” Breanna asked sheepishly. “Was I wrong to do so?” 


     “Perhaps not wrong, but foolish. Reach into yourself and touch the substance of your inherited magic. Do you not know each person, both from mankind or elfkind, has Creator-given characteristics suiting her? These you should never deny. It is my thought you have become ill by choosing to be what you are not.” 


     “I have made so many mistakes. Will I ever stop being a young, foolish girl?” Breanna asked, hanging her head, near tears. “At the battle with the witches, where I stood with and all my friends and family, I felt so strong and brave. The world seemed to smile on me, and I was boastful. But now, I fear my failures so deeply that the girl who threw fire at the Supreme Witch seems of another time and was not me.” 


     “It is not uncommon in all of us to become humbled by our own mistakes,” Mara said. “The girl was you. But you are no longer a girl fighting a simple battle to save her friend. The weight of the world is on your shoulders, and its heavy burden has made you wiser, yet more foolish in your choices. You cannot do this alone, Breanna. You need your friends, your elven magic, and your family to survive. The Old Ones can only do so much. You are their vessel, but you alone must choose how you will live your life, and what kind of reflection you will show to the world.”  


     Breanna sat quietly, feeling her good health returning as she touched the part of her deep self where the magic lay. She saw her memories waiting, but they were for another challenge, and not for now.  


     “I won’t do it again, Mara. I will be what the Creator meant for me to be. He has given me elven healing and I won’t ever deny it again. Thank you, dear Mara.” 


     “My dear, I love you as if you were my own. Whenever you need me, I am here for you.” She rose, kissed Breanna lightly on the forehead, and left the room. 


    

      


    


  




  

     6. 


     A fortnight passed, and the elves of Haven Breithweit shared their household with Eliandor’s party in the custom of elven hospitality. But most were becoming anxious for them to leave as Breanna neared the end of her training.  


     The physical part was trying, but it had become easier each day after she reclaimed her natural healing. Gadrial never truly warmed to her, but he stayed true to the mark in his teaching.  


     When it was time for arrows to fly, Breanna brought out her own weapon and began stringing it. 


     “What is this? A piece of yew, crudely polished, and strung with sinew? This is totally unsuitable as a champion’s weapon,” he said disdainfully. 


     “I disagree, Mer Gadrial,” she said. “This bow has served me well, and saved other’s lives when monsters would have eaten them.”  


     “I insist. Get rid of that offensive…child’s toy,” he said loudly. 


     “Would you like a challenge? Your bow against mine,” she said. 


     “Don’t be foolish. You could never hope to beat me with a piece of unseasoned wood.” He stood firm in his two hundred years of experience, and she almost laughed. 


     “Are you frightened my challenge might be too much for you?” she taunted, not willing for anyone to disrespect the bow cured by her mother’s fire. 


     “Then go, girl. Let us see what the toy can do,” he sneered. 


       


     They lined up the targets both high and low, with tiny center marks that shone brightly in the magical elven light. Gadrial went first, and strung his polished six-foot bow, careful to position himself for the best shot. Breanna wondered if he was always so meticulous with his archery. He notched his first arrow and watched it fly to his target, content the mark had been penetrated. The next four shot forth and they could see the shafts protruding from the center. He turned to Breanna and sneered. 


     “The student should never disagree with the teacher,” he said with authority. “Your turn.” 


     Breanna recalled all she had learned in the forests along the Tribon, and throughout her travels. She remembered after making her first weapon when her arrows refused to fly straight, and Elida had known what was wrong. Since then Breanna had experimented with different kind of wood, and finally settled on cedar, which grew in most places where they traveled. When she lost one of the shafts it was bad, but not terrible, because the replacement wood was easy to come by. Using her ability to produce fire, she had tempered all the wooden arrows, making them fly straight and true. 


     She didn’t understand Gadrial’s poor attitude; it was as though he hoped she would lose, only to prove he was right. Determined to do her best, Breanna found her place on the line, and steadied her arm. The strung bow was taut, as it should be, and sang when she plucked it once for measure. Pulling her favorite arrows with the red feather fletching made her smile, remembering how she had Elida had found the bright birds, and removed the loose feathers from their nests. 


     Pulling back as far as she was able, Breanna eyed her target and spoke to it, connecting the visible center with the response in her head. I can do this, she thought, and let the first one fly to its mark. The following four went quickly, just as they did when she hunted for food. 


     Laying her bow aside, Breanna turned questioningly to Gadrial. “Are you ready to go?” 


     His shooting had produced five arrows in a tight circle in the center of the target, but Breanna had only four shafts showing. He glared at her, ready to remind her he had told her so. After a closer look, Breanna spoke up. 


     “Wait, there are five tips in the center, but one has come away from the shaft.” She searched the green floor, and soon afterward, found it lying on the ground beneath the heartwood circle.
     “Impossible,” he said loudly. “Let me see.” Gadrial jerked the target from her hand, prepared to dismiss her as a liar. His face fell when he saw she was right, and all the arrow tips were crowded together, forming a single unit.  


     “But how…?” he asked, too overcome with disbelief to finish the question. “Impossible,” he said again. “These arrows must be bewitched.”  


     “No more than yours, Gadrial,” she replied hotly, “and I object to your questioning. If your eyes don’t serve you as they should, I am sorry, but I will not be maligned for what I have done. Perhaps we should take this to your elders and hear their thoughts.” 


     He glared at her for a moment, and then his face softened. “I am sorry, Breanna. You are right. And you may use your bow,” he said, walking away from her. She knew she had made a terrible enemy. It was good her training had almost come to an end. 


     The rest of the day they spoke very little. When he needed her to do a certain exercise, he used a minimum of words to instruct. Finally, the day was over and she returned to the haven in a depressed state. She quickly sought out her grandfather and asked if she could speak with him. 


     As soon as he met her in the garden, Eliandor asked, “What has happened?” He knew by her downcast look something bad had occurred.  


     “It’s Gadrial, Grandfather. He hates me.” 


     “Such intense language. Why do you think he hates you?” Eliandor strolled to look at a yellow poppy as wide as a serving bowl. He sniffed it before turning back to Breanna. 


     “He just does. He never smiles with his eyes and he seems jealous of me when I do well. I can’t seem to please him. Also, Grandfather, I don’t think I can learn anything about the memories from him. I don’t want him in my thoughts.” There, she had said it. That was what bothered her. The idea of him in her head made her stomach roil. 


     “Ah. But Gadrial was never meant to teach you how to use the gifts. It is Shilara, his mother, who will be your guide. Do you not recall our conversation?” 


     “Oh, I thought you meant he was my teacher, but she would be my guide. I thought it would be him,” she said with relief. “The rest doesn’t matter. I can do what is needed. But Grandfather,” she added seriously, “he does not care for me, I promise you.” 


     “Perhaps, Breanna. You see, until you were born, Gadrial carried a hope he would be chosen by the Old Ones. He never knew of the eight gifts and their importance. Rumors spread through the elven kingdoms for more than a thousand years about a champion coming, and each haven hoped it would be their line which produced the chosen one. When the gifts were passed to me, my father and his father held me to an oath I would never make known I carried them. I was never privileged to use them, for I confess, when a small boy I tried, the only result for me was a blinding headache. Nothing more. They were mine to pass, but not mine to use.” 


     For a moment Eliandor seemed saddened by the knowledge he had been so close to power, but a wall had stood between him and the ability to use it. 


     “I’m sorry, Grandfather. How hard it must have been for you,” she said. 


     “Thank you, child. Those times have come and gone. Knowing what I did, I pledged myself to use my natural gifts of long life and continual healing to work for good, and I sought and found everyday magic long forgotten by my father’s father. Those ancient charms I pursued, until many elven secrets were revealed to me. Don’t pity me, child. I have been blessed by our Creator with an eye into the souls of men and elves.” 


     She had never heard him speak so before, and it thrilled her to be trusted with her grandfather’s innermost feelings. Breanna felt humbled as he spoke of such intimate details of his life. 


     “A’right, I won’t. And I am grateful for your confidence in me. Thank you, Grandfather,” she said before retiring to her room to get ready for the meal. 


       


     The evening passed, and the next day, and the next, until Breanna had learned all Gadrial was willing to teach her. When the final day came to an end, he reluctantly admitted she was ready. 


     “I can teach you no more, Breanna Ascroft. You will either die or live with the arsenal available to you.”  


     “Thank you, Gadrial. You have been a…consistent teacher. I am stronger, and my wits are sharper because of you. I feel I might defend myself now, where in the past I was unsure,” she said, curtsying.  


     He stared at her, surprised by her generous words of thanks. “It was my duty, and I am glad the results are to your liking,” he said stiffly. Without another word, Gadrial turned and walked away, leaving her standing alone on the training field.  


    

      


    


  




  

     7. 


     The next day, Breanna had no reason to rise early, and lay abed, luxuriating in the extra sleep. She rose once to enter the closet chamber for her morning duties but quickly returned to the warmth of her blankets. The air in the mountain forest was cool most of the time, but nights and mornings were often cold, especially during the seasonal rains. Breanna shivered and climbed deeper into the softness of the bed, enjoying the sound of water dripping on the roof above her head. She was almost asleep when she felt something akin to a pinprick in her head. Another came close behind and she sat up, wondering what was causing the sensations. Another followed, and soon it was a steady tapping she heard and felt each time she tried to sleep. 


     Realizing any further dreaming was out of the question, Breanna decided to find out what foreign source was trying to communicate with her. She opened herself to the spirit of the intruder and waited to see what or who emerged in the light. The pathway was bright as though lit with a thousand oil torches, but she remained calm and unafraid in the glowing surroundings. She felt a presence and went deeper, diving into the recesses of old dreams where a stranger might hide. The memories lay there, but deeper still, and she covered them with darkness, hiding them from watchers. No one can see.  


     Farther into her elven past she traveled, before the memories, before first sight, back to the days of tree sprites and small folk who lived in golden meadows surrounded by wheat and corn. Darkness is coming. Breanna saw it in waves of mist and fog. Her senses were sharpened by feelings of danger and dread. The tree and meadow folk disappeared and were replaced by an even smaller generation. They were the first elves. She walked the pathways of the miniature hamlet and observed domesticated creatures in conversations with small folk. She saw no signs of anger, war, or strife, only gentleness, goodness, and harmony.  


     A voice in her head said, This was the age of peace. 


     Suddenly the sky was filled with ice pellets the size of dogs, and wide, continuous streaks of lightning sought out living beings and left them charred. The ground erupted, and poured forth melted rock as she watched the destruction of a civilization by fire.  


     “Stop,” Breanna screamed. “Leave them alone. They are good and kind to each other and don’t deserve this. Who are you? What have you done?” 


     Raucous laughter sounded in the fiery destruction and a voice roared as though from deep within the world. She knew it was the Spectre even though she had no proof. 


     It was mine to destroy. It is mine to destroy again.  


     Darkness settled on the last lingering screams from a tortured society, and the girl who listened writhed with their pain.  


     Come away, champion. You have seen enough, the voice in her head insisted. Come back to now, Breanna Ascroft. 


     You, Shilara, the mother of Gadrial, it is you who followed me into the time of great sorrow. Breanna moaned. The tragedies she had just witnessed seemed real. 


     Yes, It was necessary you see what will happen again if the battle is lost. We must work together to rid you of doubt. It is necessary for you to be fearless or all will be lost. The Old Ones have chosen you, and you must be ready when it is time. The ruler of the underworld will have no pity on you. He wants to break your spirit. 


     But why did they all die? she asked with tears flowing. 


     They had no one to fight for them. They were a peaceful race of elves and small folk who knew not how to protect themselves. The Spectre sent his demons riding through the land, starting fires and slaughtering anything moving. What was unknown was that demons can be killed, and fires can be extinguished with a little bit of magic, but those gentle souls had never raised their hands in violence against any creature. The magic they owned was unused and their powers had left them. It was from those folk the oldest ones of our lines drew the beginning of the memories. So much magic had been set aside in the world to lay dormant until Ziglianor and his family captured it for themselves. 


     Oh, I met him once, Breanna replied. He knew me well. 


     The old elf found ways to compress the magic into clusters, Shilara continued, and those he gave to members of his line. Each elf who received a portion was charged with learning how to use it for the good of the world, but a time of self-examination settled upon the new populations, and once again, those who had control of the magic did not remember the halcyon days they enjoyed had come at an enormous price. 


     Only eight elven souls had learned from history that what is not used and protected is often lost. With the help of those elves and their magic, Ziglianor cleaned the land of despots and ruffians. When demons once again entered the world hoping to destroy all semblance of goodness, they too were defeated. 


     The eight grew very, very old, and the master pulled their magic to him, and held it in his memory, where it stayed until your great-great-grandfather Orowill read the history of Ziglianor, and traveled into his realm. By this time, there were rumors of great violence in the underworld meant to overflow into our world. Ziglianor and his kin had agreed more terrible times were coming, and a champion must be chosen who would fight against the evils of the world in the final battles. The oldest and wisest one looked into the future, and made his choice. 


     Orowill was entrusted with the memories, and kept them in his line for his lifetime. He forgot about them, and set the magic aside, just as his ancient relatives had done. Thankfully, your grandfather found them in time, and passed them on, allowing the females of his line to hold them for you. Because he foresaw these days coming, he gave them to those you know and love. At the time of your birth, it was revealed to the eight you were the chosen one, but Yahmara defied the ancients, and allied with the Spectre. She refused to give up the gift of flying as Eliandor had instructed her. As you know, later, she tried to get rid of you, but the magic protected you from her wrath. 


     She wants power, and is determined to take all of the gifts once you have them. If she defeats you, the battle of the world against the Spectre is lost. Even our heritage is at stake, for the past and the present will be destroyed along with the future. It will be the end of all things good. You must learn the power you will carry and be ready for the final battle. It is necessary for to you defeat Yahmara, and take the gift from her, for only then can the Spectre be defeated. 


     Shilara stopped sending, and Breanna sensed complete exhaustion in the elven lady. Thought-traveling was very energy consuming, and Breanna knew how Shilara felt. It seemed a proper time to end the lesson, and Breanna breathed deeply as she returned to the present. She noticed the sun had taken its light away, leaving gray twilight behind. Shilara was nowhere to be seen, but Breanna could feel her presence close by. The feeling was warm and comforting, much like when her mother was near. She had shivered after hearing the story, but she couldn’t imagine her part in a battle for the world. There must be some mistake, for she felt terribly small. 


       


     Later, during the evening meal, the families gathered together. Seamus had returned from a journey seeking his birthplace, but had been very disappointed to find no one there. The large animals that did not fear him crept close and told a sad story of other  Seamus that had suffered from a mysterious, crippling lower-body ailment. They dragged their bodies about by using their upper limbs, but giant carrion eaters from ground and sky attacked and killed them all. Because Breanna’s friend had never known his own family, he was very distressed that his journey had been for nothing.  


     Breanna found him alone after the meal and scratched his neck as he leaned down to her. 


     “I sad you don’t find family,” she said with a series of squeaks and grunts. 


     “Seamus sorry too,” he replied. “Seamus family Ana, Tom, Sean,” he said, picking her off the ground, and lifting her above his head playfully. He laughed because he was happy being with her, and his deep chuckle cheered her saddened mood.  


     “Seamus see bad things?” she asked him after a minute.  


     He looked sad for a minute and nodded his shaggy head. With his large hands, the beast described the Phoebus flying over small towns, picking men off their doorsteps and horses and cattle out of meadows. He said the Krugs were moving into populated areas and attacking the old and young. He spoke of sea serpents rising from lakes and seas in greater abundance than ever before, wrecking ships and small boats. But of gentle creatures like himself, Seamus had no report. 


     Breanna felt a tiny shiver when she heard him mention boats and ships, but called herself foolish. Rand Winter has forgotten me and I should forget him. We were once friends and even fought together against a common enemy, but that was long ago. 


     “You must cleanse your mind of any thought except for these words: I am the champion. I am chosen. The gifts are mine alone. They cannot be shared.” Shilara sat beside Breanna in the short golden grass alongside the Devon Strait, a waterway flowing from the top of Breithweit Mountain to the haven. The falls of the stream, though small and swift, supplied cold, fresh water to the residents of the mountain and forest before flowing into the Rourke River, and then into the North Sea.  


     “But what about the others, and my mother?” Breanna asked, disbelieving. 


     “Remember the words. The gifts were not meant for others. They are for you alone. Empty your thoughts and fill your mind with the magic given to you. The pain will disappear. Those terrible headaches you suffered will go away when you no longer share the power. No longer will you ask permission of those who whispered the secrets inside your head. Your life and many others depend upon your willingness to conquer your childhood and take what was meant for you.”  


     “But won’t they hate me?” Breanna whispered. 


     “No, for each knew they carried their ability until you were old enough to take it for your own. They all knew. Even the witch. Eliandor told them from the beginning. If you don’t believe me, ask him.” 


     “I would like to hear what he has to say,” Breanna said. 


     “Yes, of course. It is understandable. This is much for you to consider, for you are young, even though your maturity has been reached. As a young one who lost her mother before the changing, you have seen much in the world without a hand to guide you. I wish times had been different, but so it goes for many souls. At the heart of you lies an elf with man’s influence, and thus you carry a deeper love for all things around you because of this mix. Humans live short lives, and learn early to appreciate their world, but we elves are slow to wake up to what is important to us. That is why the magic was lost in the elven kingdoms. The Old Ones knew mankind’s influence would give you the quickened heart and a greater appreciation for life.” 


     “Then it was all planned my ancestors would mix and be turned out from our family home to go our way and become a new tribe? All of it planned, for this?” Breanna’s anger rose to the top of her consciousness. 


     “No, those were choices made by free minds. But it had to happen someday. And here you are,” Shilara said quietly. “I only wish I could have spared you the pain you suffered.  But enough of this; we must begin a deeper study, and after you speak with Lord Eliandor, you must pull the gifts to yourself, once and forever.” 


       


     Breanna, what would you have of me? the old elf asked, all the while knowing why his granddaughter had come. Your eyes are wet. Are these the last tears of childhood  on your cheeks?  


     She ran and hugged him, wishing she could turn back the pages of her life and have it be simple and uninteresting. Her head was filled with pictures of life with the Vales after the pain of separation from her parents, then a flash of red as she once again saw the fly-demon kill Willum and Alane. So many had suffered, the least of them herself. Those were the words she silently spoke to her grandfather, and he understood her heart. 


     What can we do? Our lives are not our own, for we have a responsibility to others. Look around you and see the world. Recall the villagers and how easily they were killed by the plague. These are your kind, Breanna. They are your people, just as those at Haven Breithweit are your people. Moral decisions are the hardest to make, for we know what we must do, even if others are hurt while we do them. Yes, I know you must take the gifts from those you love, and this will leave them vulnerable to dangers they have never had to face, but this is the way it has to be. Quit crying, little Qay; your time has come, and you must embrace it. 


     “Grandfather, Shilara told me you knew, and I should speak to you,” she said. “I will do what you say, and bear my burden of guilt. I just pray they do not despise me afterward.” 


       


      Before returning to the falls and Shilara, Breanna spied Sean and Tom fishing with long poles in the Devon. A string of fish swam in front of the boy, and he grinned and pointed to his catch.  


     “Look, Bree!” Sean said, laughing, as he patted the older man on the shoulder. “We will have fish for supper. Only Tom hasn’t caught enough to feed even himself.”  


     Tom looked over his shoulder and grinned at her as she continued her journey back to her mentor. For a moment Breanna wished she was back on the Tribon with Sean and Elida, as carefree children from two different beginnings. Back before she knew her destiny.  


     I see you have returned, Shilara said in her mind. Are you prepared? 


     Yes, teacher, Breanna replied. My heart is heavy, but I am ready. 


     From there it was steady concentration and emptying her mind of any thought other than obtaining the gifts to become one with the memories in her head. Each of the seven sisters had to be contacted using her thought paths. Their special abilities had to be extracted with mind fingers, but a lifetime of good manners was not to be erased in favor of speed. Permission had to be received before Breanna invaded the private thoughts of her earliest teachers. And so it was, as each gladly opened herself to the champion’s request. They gave no resistance as she probed and pulled, taking the gifts they had carried for hundreds of years.  


     Each fulfillment of the memories sprang to her as though attached by a tight coil of resin, and as each buried itself within her, Breanna felt her body and soul tremble and burn as if from fire. One after the other, she pulled the gifts, leaving deep holes in the minds of those she loved. She sobbed as the pain of guilt filled her heart with unbearable sadness. The last was from Mathena, but before she was forced to probe her mother’s mind, Breanna received a message sent across time and space. 


     Here, my daughter, take the spirit of fire. I send it to you, just as our grandfather sent it to me. With love. No more pain, child. I am more than this and will be well, just as the others will be well. Bear these burdens with my help, and with the help of my sisters who love you. We are your family. 


       


     Had a thousand nights passed? The memories roiled in her mind, blending with the whole of the gifts until each felt round and full, like bubbles in a waterfall, one pushing against the other, yet unbreakable. The familiarity of the White glowed, and words from every language walked across her tongue. Light and darkness struggled for dominance and an imaginary kettle spun, releasing a thousand spells and incantations. There was completeness where once the memories had been shallow and sometimes difficult to find.  


     Breanna fell asleep, exhausted, and Shilara smiled, pitying the girl who carried the weight of the world on her narrow shoulders. She eased Breanna’s head down onto her lap, wishing Gadrial had been a better man, and that he had taught Breanna to love him, instead of being incensed that a female had been chosen over him. He believed he was far superior to the girl in both sex and race. Shilara would have loved Breanna as part of her line, but it was not to be. She had glimpsed the girl’s heart, and knew what was there, and what could never be. 


     Much still had to be done, for the champion must learn how to apply herself to the challenge ahead, for each use of the gifts would drain her life force. She must balance her responses. Shilara had been assigned as mentor a thousand or so years before, but she had never known whom she would teach. The messages had been given, and she kept them for all those years, waiting for the student to arrive. When the time came, all was made clear, and even though she had no part of the magic, it was her duty to force the girl deeper and deeper into herself. 


     When Mathena carried the child in her womb, she sent a message to her sisters. Ziglianor had come into her dreams, and told her she would bear the chosen one who would fight to save the world. He also told her to contact Shilara, for her time also had come. From there it was only a short wait in elven years until the chaos in the east arose, and Breanna was on her way. Eliandor had sent his birds to prepare them for the visit, and now Shilara faithfully attended to her duty, but she had not known she would love the girl as her own. Her heart was saddened, for soon the warriors would leave Haven Breithweit, and the evil in and under the world stood ready to attack them from all sides, but who would protect them? 


       


     Waking later, Breanna discovered she lay on a soft quilt beside the Devon, and around her the creatures of the forest ate and drank of the grass and the water. They spoke softly amongst themselves, as a crowd of people might. She was the subject of their concerns, for in and near the trees lived other, more dangerous creatures. The gentle ones crowded around her and waited, protecting her from harm.  


     “Your forest is lovely, and I thank you for allowing me to sleep here,” she said, speaking a language they all understood. The animals watched her rise from the water’s bank, and make her way toward the haven, toward safety. 


     Many of the residents were being served the evening meal as Breanna arrived in the now familiar large room. She took a moment to arrange her clothing and smooth her braid before entering and being seated. The aromas of turnips and peas caused her stomach to growl loudly enough for others to hear. She hadn’t eaten for the last two days, and without wasting another moment, she nodded apologetically to her fellow diners and sat down near Sean and Tom, eager for the bread and vegetables soon to fill her plate. 


     “You made it back, I see,” Tom said with his mouth full of turnips. “Wondered about you not being here, you know. Me and Sean figured you was busy with learning.” 


     Suddenly Breanna noticed others looking at her as she gobbled her food. Oh my, now they think I’m a glutton as well as an interloper who took Gadrial’s place as champion. The thought was so absurd it made her giggle, and she choked on a piece of the cherished bread. Before long the idea was more than she could stand, and she snorted with uncontrolled laughter. Her friends didn’t know what was so humorous, but they too began guffawing along with her. 


     Eliandor had a tiny smile when he looked at her, but she knew it was far from an approving glance. Her grandfather believed in a certain decorum, which didn’t allow for loss of control at the table. She nodded and lowered her eyes, acknowledging her guilt, but the next minute, she was caught up in another fit of uncontrolled giggles. It was hard being an adult all the time. 


       


     The next morning Shilara called for Breanna to travel to the base of the mountain, far from the haven. Niana was saddled and waiting, and after the morning meal, Breanna scooted onto her horse, happy to be riding again. A pink sunrise greeted her as she rode with abandon across the grassy path and smelled the sharp odor of pine fronds on the wind. Around the first bend of the horse path, Breanna spotted a large corral with several sleek ponies running along the length of the fence. Her heart lifted when she saw the horses enjoying the crisp air. Niana nickered once, eager to be among the runners. 


     “You want to go with them, I know, but I can’t turn you out in the corral. Not yet, for we have a ways to go.” Breanna nickered, sympathizing with the young filly. “Maybe tomorrow, when the air is still cool, we’ll come back. My time isn’t my own anymore, so I can’t promise, but I will try, Niana.” The filly whinnied, understanding the necessity for duty before pleasure. 


     Two more bends in the path and Breanna saw her mentor, sitting on a large rock at the edge of a canyon so deep it appeared to go on forever. 


     “Oh, what made this?” she asked after jumping down from the saddle. 


     “Hello, my dear,” Shilara said softly. “It is said the dragon Rogan chased a herd of illiphants across this mountain and in his anger at their ability to hide behind rocks, and in crevasses, the dragon burned the great hole you see.” 


     “Did he catch them? The illiphants?” Breanna asked. 


     Shilara smiled broadly, not surprised at the question. “I don’t believe he did,” she replied. “Else the chasm would not be so deep.” 


     “I hope he didn’t,” Breanna said. “I know dragons must eat to survive, but to destroy a whole herd of creatures while getting your supper seems unfair.” 


     “You are such a thinker, dear one,” Shilara murmured. 


     “Why did we come all the way out here?” Breanna asked. She refused to use her ability to see into Shilara’s thoughts, thinking it wrong to pry. 


     “Ah,” Shilara replied, “today you will practice, and home is too special to chance its destruction. Here, with the great rock opening below us, some of the damage might be contained.” 


     “You sound as though I am capable of great ruination,” Breanna said. “Is it really possible I hold so much power at my fingertips?”  


     “You are untrained and therefore very dangerous. Look sharply, for lives depend upon your ability to learn control.”  


     Breanna felt the bite of Shilara’s words. “I hadn’t thought of it that way. You must think of me as a careless charlatan.” 


     “We shall see, Breanna of the Qays. The first exercise is for you to see the green island across the chasm, at the far wall, and tell me how many pebbles border the grass. How many are smaller than your tiny finger?” 


     Quickly Breanna called for the gift of sight into darkness, and before Shilara had finished speaking, she spoke the numbers requested.  


     “Yes, those are the numbers, but you must improve your speed.” 


     “But I thought… A’right. I will try,” Breanna said. 


     “There are two rams in the valley beneath the third crevasse. What are they thinking?” 


     “Of female goats,” Breanna replied. 


     “What are they saying?”  


     “One said he is hungry, while the other said nothing, only kicked the first.” 


     Shilara smiled, pleased at the responses. 


     “The first ram—kill it.” 


     “No. Such action be wrong,” Breanna replied. “I have no need for the food and it is not going to harm me.” 


     Shilara frowned. “You disobeyed me.” 


     “Yes.” 


     “Kill it,” Shilara insisted. 


     “No, its death is not necessary.” 


     Raising her eyebrows, the teacher glared at her pupil. 


     “You were given a command. Kill the ram!” 


     “No. Apologies, but I will not,” Breanna answered before she thought. What seemed wrong was too strong to ignore. 


     “I note your disobedience. The stream at the bottom of the ravine flows south. Change its direction.” 


     “No. The lives of those in the forest depend upon the water. To change the flow would alter the pattern of rain and snowmelt and do no good for any.” 


     “You disobeyed me again. Shall I discuss this with your grandfather?” Shilara appeared very angry, and Breanna felt bad for making her so, but she refused to do as she had been told. 


     “If you must. But I will not change my mind,” the girl said stubbornly. 


     “Make the chasm wet with snow,” Shilara said, moving on to her next command. 


     Breanna immediately froze the water in the air and directed a light wind to distribute the soft flakes upon the ground below. They could both see the valley below changing from green to white. 


     “Melt the snow,” Shilara said quickly, not giving the student extra time between commands. 


     Once again the valley shone green and sparkled with small streams of water, where before there had been none.  


     “Boil the melt and make it vapor,” the teacher commanded. 


     Immediately a thick fog blanketed the valley. Breanna looked expectantly at Shilara. 


     “How am I doing?” she asked hesitantly. 


     “Never mind how you are doing. Concentrate on what I tell you. See the carrion-eater in the sky? Kill it.” 


     “No. It serves us when it eats. I will not kill it if it does not attack.” 


     Unfortunately, the gray and blue bird angled its flight toward them, and opened its large beak. Breanna waited until it was close, until the Phoebus showed its intent to attack them, then she sent a tiny flashing ball toward the creature. When the ball touched the first feather, the bird exploded into minute bits. 


     “Now it is dead. In the beginning it wasn’t a threat, but it quickly became one,” Breanna said, explaining her actions. 


       


     The day progressed in the same manner, with commands being given, but not always obeyed. Breanna was miserable because Shilara appeared unhappy with her pupil’s responses.  


     A few hours later, they stopped the lesson. At the end, Breanna had opened new passageways in the canyon and had created a lake twice the size of the small one that was there in the beginning. She believed the water was beneficial and fish would come through the streams, providing food for the beavers, otters, and bears that lived in the forest above the lake.  


     “Enough for today, Breanna of the Qays. Return to the haven and be here tomorrow. You have done well.” 


     “But what about the times you got angry with me when I refused the commands?” 


     “Power used for good is divine, but power used to destroy for the pleasure of killing is an abomination. You chose well. Your heart is not evil. Had you obeyed the commands, I would have been fearful of the future. Your continued resistance even as I threatened you with recrimination from your grandfather proved your ability to stand for what is right, even under duress.” 


     “So you aren’t angry with me?” Breanna asked. 


     “No, I am pleased,” Shilara said with a quick wink. “It is hard to show anger toward someone when you are very proud of them.” 


     “I thought you were furious.” Breanna sighed, happy she had pleased Shilara. “I know I have much more to learn, for the power is hard to control without the seven’s mediation. And it is so much stronger, I must be ever vigilant to avoid destroying everything.” 


     Quickly she changed the subject. “Do you think I am capable of jumping across the canyon? One of the gifts allows me to push myself away from the ground, but I’ve never tested how far I can go.” 


     “In the early morn, we shall test your power, but it will not be here for the first test. I don’t want to lose you to the valley below,” the teacher replied. 


     “What I have found,” Breanna said, “is whatever height I jump, my landing is soft. I hope with the extra power in my movements, the end result is the same.” 


     “As I hope, dear one,” Shilara agreed. “Until the morrow,” she said, sliding into the saddle. Her stallion had waited with Niana, grazing the sweet grass and keeping watch for predators.  


     Seamus stood outside the gates of the haven, and Breanna could see he was excited and wanted to talk. She said goodbye to Shilara and dismounted her horse as Seamus went to his knees to be closer to his best friend. 


     “Seamus find son of son of mother. Family. Seamus go. Seamus return.” 


     “Good. Good. Family visit good. Come when fireball rises this many times.” She pointed her fingers to the evening sun and then turned toward the east. She extended her hands up and labeled each thumb and finger as a sunrise. His intelligence was keen, for a moment later, he held his large paws out and touched each digit, nodding he understood. 


     “Seamus return. Promise.” The word was new, and Breanna wondered who had taught him the meaning.  


     Later, at the evening meal, Breanna announced she would like to leave in ten days. She said she sensed greater movement in the east and they should hurry. Eliandor agreed, as did the others. Willow, Winona, and Miralda had been practicing their learned skills without use of the gifts, and said they were pleasantly surprised what they could do with just their own strength. They too believed greater trouble had arisen near Thrumford Mountain, at the witch colony named for the tall black hills. 


     “Then it is settled,” Eliandor said. “Ten days to gather supplies and prepare ourselves. I will be glad to have this duty done. Learn well, Granddaughter. Learn quickly.” 


       


     When she arose the next morning, Breanna stretched, and considered what lay ahead. Her body seemed made of resin from heart trees, for her limbs stretched farther than they had before she absorbed the full power of the gift of movement and jumping—another thing she had to learn to control. It would frighten humans to see her touch the ceiling as she lay in her soft bed. 


     “So much to learn and unlearn,” she grumbled. “But I’m glad I have a teacher who understands what to do.” She found her new abilities frightening, for not only did they made her unique, they might make others think she was wicked. 


       


     At their prescribed meeting place, Shilara waited anxiously. Her excitement at what the day might bring was hard to hide. But it was necessary the girl think her teacher was beyond being surprised. The use of ancient power was not new, for sorcerers and seers had been privy to certain spells since time began, but Breanna’s access was far greater than any spell ever made.  


     “I shall go on this journey with Eliandor’s party. It is only right I am available to help.” She spoke to the wind, and there was confidence in her words. “If I survive, I will have much to tell my kin. This is what I was made for. A warrior in my own right, I am needed to defeat shadows trying to enter our world. Felandran will approve, although he will be saddened if I lose this life. But he will approve.”  


     Breanna rode her filly to the meeting place and heard the words shouted by Shilara. Gratitude filled her, for another warrior would make less work for the rest. An army was needed, and any who wished to volunteer from Haven Breithweit and become part of the fighting group was more than welcomed. She hoped others would accompany them as the time drew near. 


     Jumping proved to be much easier than either the teacher or the student had thought, for Breanna’s stronger power allowed her height and distance just short of flying. In fact, Shilara said, the jumping ability was a prelude to the one Yahmara refused to give up. The ancient ones had perfected the method of takeoff for flight, yet in their wisdom they’d separated the abilities before giving the magic to their kin.  


     “If she could jump as high as you, she would never be caught, for flight is clumsy and slow to achieve when the body must lift into air from a standing position.” 


     “I remember how she waited on the rooftop in Perth,” Breanna said. “No one knew what she was about to do. You’re right, Shilara, she had difficulty rising, although once above the rooftops, she disappeared quickly from sight.” 


     “That is when you must claim the memory for your own, before she takes flight. Do you remember what it was like with the others?” 


     “Yes, but they welcomed me in their thought pathways,” Breanna said gloomily. 


     “Aye, they did, but she won’t. She will fight you to the end, and if she overtakes your spirit, all will be lost,” Shilara cautioned her. “Prepare yourself that no semblance of pity remains within you when she is cornered, for she has none, and will rip your heart out the moment you show weakness.” 


     Breanna shivered, thinking of her heart being torn from her chest. “I am grateful you will be there to remind me, dear teacher.” 


       


     The days passed quickly as Breanna’s mentor urged her to explore all the gifts of magic from Ziglianor. On the ninth day, one away from their departure, Shilara announced there was no more to teach. Whatever happened would happen. Several other Breithweit elves had eagerly joined the small traveling group, and Eliandor was pleased both families had united in the cause. Their world was at stake, and the signs of chaos appeared closer with each rising sun. 


     Seamus returned the ninth day, happy to have spent time with his natural family, but glad to be back with those small folk who accepted him as their own. His affection for Breanna was well seen. He entered the gates of Haven Breithweit, and after searching for hours, he found her lying in the tall, sweet grass near the waterfall on the Devon. Down on his knees, his big brown eyes stared into her blue ones. 


     “Good. You came,” she said with a big grin. “Breanna miss friend.” 


     “Seamus find son of son of mother. Eat much hind. Show HAHAHA. Son of son of mother not know,” he said. “Now know. Scare food. Hind run away. Not good,” he added sadly.  


     “Little ones learn. Not always good to show happy,” Breanna said, understanding. “Quiet must be for hunting.”  


     “Seamus ready,” he said, quickly changing the subject. Breanna had often observed the creature had difficulty staying with one thought for a long period of time. She was fond of him and hoped he would stay safe on their journey, for she would miss his good attitude and friendliness if they had to leave him behind. Carrying him would be out of the question, for how would they transport a giant? 


     “Hunt, Ana,” he said, rising from his knees, preparing to go deep into the forest.  Even in his own language, Seamus had to use words that accommodated the rhythmical grunts and growls of his tribe, but Breanna always knew what he was saying. She treasured the gift of language that allowed her to understand his meaning. 


     “Go, eat. Save meat for trip. Get two or three hinds,” she said, using her fingers to show him.  


     Grinning, Seamus lumbered off in search of a place to hunt as Breanna sighed and said goodbye to the river and the waterfall. 


       


     Before first light, while thick clouds gathered above Breithweit Haven, Eliandor, as leader, called his army together. They amounted to twenty-five elves, four Qays, two humans, and one Seamus. Each knew there might be no return from Thrumford Mountain, but go they would, for their destiny called loudly and clearly. Upon leaving the land of Felandran Breithweit, the Pentara travelers would carry away his mate, his youngest son, and several of his kin, but the white-haired elf kept a cheerful attitude, even as his family was divided. 


     “Lord Eliandor, go with the Creator,” he said, bowing low. “May your journey be prosperous.” 


     In the saddle, Eliandor bowed from the waist, and accepted the goodbye and well wishes. “We are grateful to you, Lord Felandran, for your generosity and hospitality. Your son and your mate are more than welcome to ride and fight for justice alongside of us.” 


     It was only then Breanna noticed Gadrial trailing behind the others. She hadn’t known he was going to be part of their fighting force, and was torn between disappointment and gladness. They needed all who would go and fight, but her past experiences with the elf had proven to be unhappy at best. She respected his abilities and knew he would be an excellent addition as long as his bitterness and self-importance were put aside, but how could they be sure he wasn’t plotting to have Breanna lose the battle so he might win it? Thankfully, her grandfather was their leader, and she had no input in the decision whether Gadrial went or stayed. Also thankfully, Breanna knew Eliandor was familiar with the young elf’s treatment of her. There would be no falsehoods or deceit under the councilor’s watchful eyes. 


     Gadrial nodded to her as he rode to join the circle, and she saw his eyes hadn’t changed. He was still furious he hadn’t been chosen as champion. Refusing to pry into his thoughts, Breanna nodded back and went on with her other greetings. It was good to see Shilara in her green elven clothing. The Breithweit insignia on her shirt identified her as belonging to the haven. At Felandran’s insistence, all those from Haven Pentara carried their own identifiers embroidered on their shirts.  


     Breanna had convinced the females that leg coverings were much better than voluminous skirts, and all rode together similarly dressed. 


     “Riding fast and drawing your bow is difficult enough without the aggravation of blowing skirts” Mara said. The other two agreed. “We wear such britches proudly, and know we shall avoid many hazards of the cart path with our legs covered.” 


     Eliandor frowned at the idea, but he was a practical elf and saw the benefit of the  more accommodating clothing.. 


     “Leave your skirts behind; there is more modesty on a horse without them.” He grimaced, thinking of his Illene dressed like his granddaughter and her fellow female travelers. She would never do it, he thought. 


       


     The air was cold, and had been growing colder every day. Miralda said the elements were being interfered with by spell-casters. Snow fell the first morning as they gathered together for the journey. Big white flakes, out of season, covered the riders’ caps and kerchiefs. A few shivered, and wished they had warmer capes or coats, but none knew how long such a change in the weather would last. Because it was not natural for the fluffy flakes to blow about, the next few days or fortnights could easily change from cold to scalding temperatures. This snow was different from the varied climes during their journey to Haven Breithweit, for it came softly, and landed gently upon their shoulders, but did not have the moisture needed to coat the ground. 


     Eliandor had seen such weather changes in his long lifetime, and knew great mischief was afoot, for with each extreme of hot or cold, time was being manipulated. They could be passing through years instead of fortnights, and none would know the effects until they returned home. He firmed his shoulders, determined to leave fear and doubts behind. He glanced at his granddaughter and saw her absent-mindedly flick a snowflake from her eyelashes. Does she look older now than before? Perhaps, he thought, but his vision and memory crowded together as one. The face of the girl on the Baldron horse may have matured a little, but not enough to remove her youthful exuberance and excitement over the upcoming trip. He felt such affection for young Breanna, and it brought him pain that so many of her years had been spent without her family, without him. He blamed himself, for it was his own stubbornness that had sent her mother away. No more sentiment, he suddenly decreed. Today we go to war, and I must be strong for the others. If my sons had lived long lives, they would be here also, but sadly, it was not to be. Silently he said a prayer of each of those who were lost, and another prayer for those who might soon lose their lives. 


    

      


    


  




  

     8. 


     Rand’s passenger disappeared into the hold, and seldom came to surface except when the boat was tossed about by storms. At such times, Erain didn’t appear frightened. He seemed more interested in the ship’s response to the waves.  


     “The Mede Truheart is as I was promised. A worthy ship,” the passenger said, lighting his pipe all the while. 


     “Aye, and you have heard of her before?” Rand asked, glad for the company. The account books had him riled again, and he couldn’t help remembering Tom Simpkin and his way with the figures. 


     “Hmm. Yes, I was told by a mutual friend I should find you here if I need to travel east.” 


     “And what friend would that be?”  


     “A fellow who served on her before. I enquired of some drinking men in the Ships Bar, and the mate stepped forward and said he’d been on the Mede Truheart, and it was a solid ship, as was its captain.” 


     “Good of you to tell me, Mer Erain. A solid reputation is all most of us have at the end of the day.” 


     “Erain will do. Erain…Crinwell, at your service.” 


     “Mer.…Erain, might I ask who you seek at the end of the sailing?” The captain liked to know who and why folks sailed with him, and Erain had been secretive up to now. 


     “Going to my kin, captain. My family. For many a year I’ve been tossed about and never knew what the next minute would bring. Not of my making, every time, but for the most, it was. As you can see, I’m not like you,” he said apologetically. “Got elven blood, but was turned out early and lost touch with my family. My father thinks I’m dead, but truth be this: I’ve known for many a day it was time to return. Youngest child, I am. I once had a brother, but he was sickly at birth and lived a short life.  


     “There came a storm of all storms when I was a young elf,” Erain continued, leaving the sadness of losing his brother behind. “A storm with fire from the sky, and wind so sharp it sliced your skin right off, and served it back to you on a platter. Ice flew in bricks, breaking chimneys and rooftops, getting inside houses where folk sat huddled, waiting to die. Some brave souls made it through and pulled the injured from their homes, but great losses were felt by many. My own father believed I was with my fellows who drowned in the deep North Sea, where we were all no doubt eaten by the creatures there.  


     “A man is a man and all that, but we elves have certain things said about us that isn’t always true. We don’t live forever. We go into Starnight, the place of great peace, where a few are reborn in Faydor if their deeds were good. The evil ones go on to Darknight, where their souls are punished forevermore,” he said. “But wait,” he said, bumping his pipe against one of the wide masts to loosen the tobacco, “I didn’t mean to philosophize.” The elf shifted his body against the pole and got comfortable. 


     “My father,” he continued, “believed me dead, and I didn’t correct him, figuring I could use the time to explore the world with none expecting me to return. The first few years passed, and even though I had good intentions to return, staying away became easier and easier. A few centuries passed, and I learned a deal about the world, but mostly, I decided I’d been a fool. Only a selfish rot would allow his family to suffer, believing him dead, but by then, it seemed too late to call it back.” 


     Erain took a break, allowing Rand to make a few calculations in his book before going on.  


     “Lately I heard rumors and a few truths about the goings-on over near Thrumford Mountain, and of a party of elves and men led by my father and a young female. It’s said there’s certain death for all of them, and since I’m already dead to my family, it seemed right I go with them. Of course I will take whatever they say and do to me.” He paused for a moment and puffed his pipe before continuing. “I expect he will send me away.” 


     “Wait,” Rand said, “are you talking about Eliandor Pentara? Are you his son?” 


     “True, I am, captain. A wanderer and a poor relative, but yes, I am his son. Erain Crinwell Pentara, at your service,” Erain said, saluting. 


     “I…know him, and the girl,” Rand said, tripping over his tongue. “I have traveled and fought with them. She is my…friend.” 


     “Then you won’t mind speeding this craft up, so I can get there quickly and lend my sword,” Erain said. 


     “Aye, and it’s likely I’ll go with you when we reach White Harbor, our farthest port,” Rand said impulsively. Up to the moment he hadn’t considered what he might do at the end of the journey, but the words had flown from his mouth. “Yes, I will go along, Erain. Those eyes of yours are none other than the councilor’s, and I see the truth in them. You are his son. I don’t know your mother, but I hear she is well respected.” 


     “Thank you, captain. No doubt you’ll be welcomed. Now I’ll retire, if you don’t mind,” Erain said, dumping his pipe as he headed below decks. 


     “Breanna, going to battle again. I am sorry to be finding out so late,” Rand said, confusing his first mate. “She’ll need me,” he said several times. “Between then and now, I have to get a new bow and sharpen my sword. And buy a good horse. Yes, a good horse.” 


     “Captain, you sick?” the mate questioned.  


     “Nay. Thinking aloud, Skimp,” Rand said. “Just planning what comes next.” 


     “If you’re in it, captain, and help is needed, I’m your man,” Skimp replied from the wheelhouse, his dark face smiling, and his one bright blue eye flashing. “Yes, sir, Skimp’s your man.” 


     “You might not return from this one, mate,” Rand warned. “None of us may. It’s a throw of the stones, with nothing guaranteed. All those little Skimps might lose their poppa.” 


     “No worry, captain. Takes a lot more than opportunity to kill the likes of me. Besides, who would watch out for your hide if I don’t go?” 


     Rand chuckled, pleased to have the man on his side in any battle. He went below decks to his bed, and dreamed of a red-haired girl with deep blue eyes and pointed ears, smiling across the darkness. 


    

      


    


  




  

     9. 


     In the far, far country of Thrum, near the mountain from which came its name, the witch Yahmara stood waiting and watching for changes in the glass before her. A tall vessel resembling a human head was filled with gaseous liquid bubbling and boiling in shades of deep color. Every so often, the gases separated, and a picture became visible to the watcher, scenes of the Spectre’s agents about their disruptive business, or in this most recent action, the beginning march of a small army of opposition led by her foe, Lord Eliandor of Pentara Wood.  


     Warped flashes of moving horses crossed the glass head, and in momentary visions, Yahmara saw those who called themselves Qays traveling with a ragtag group of unfamiliar faces. She searched the lot of them until she found the girl riding beside someone she recognized.  


     “Shilara of Breithweit, so you have come to confront your old friend. And the girl, who, until recently, ate only the soft food of babes. You bring this child against me again; you, and the mighty lord and councilor, bring a pathetic few to fight the legions from the underworld. Come forth and be recognized, for we wait.” 


     The glass faded, and then flashed strongly on the face of the girl whose long red braid bounced upon her shoulders. Familiar blue eyes stared into Yahmara’s black ones, causing an unnamed chill, and a hint of personal danger, to travel the witch’s spine. She quickly broke concentration, and the elements in the glass head returned to unformed gases. 


     “What is this? A puny half-mortal with milk teeth again threatens the Supreme Witch?” Yahmara postured before the glass, sure of her powers, confident that when the child arrived, she would quickly be put down, and the gifts sucked out of her head. The brief chill forgotten or denied, the witch moved on to her plans for destroying any who came across her path. 


     A series of outbuildings consisting of barns and stables as well as a blacksmith’s forge led away from the main house where the coven gathered each night. Each standing structure served the witches’ purposes, or else they would have been destroyed along with the village houses. The main castle had once been the holding area for those possessed by madness, the exact place where Breanna might have gone, except for Tom Simpkin’s refusal to take her there. Nowadays, the group of captured unfortunates lived in the barn with the horses, and ate only whatever was thrown at them by their cruel mistresses.  


     Some seventy souls whose behavior had labeled them unfit slept on beds of hard ground among crawling creatures. The captives shared a deep hatred for their captors, the darkness-loving crew of witches who took over the big house, and delighted in punishing the entire group of maddened souls for the actions of a single person. Even in their broken minds, unfairness was felt and seen, and from it grew militant hatred so strong it breathed of its own air.  


     “Nodrin,” Yahmara said to her second in command, “bring out the chains and whips, as well as your bowls of fire. We have company coming. You will bring them to heel, all except the red-haired whelp and my former kin, the old elf Eliandor. Those are truly mine, and I will take my due. The others are for your pleasure. Take their skins for pillows after they are dead. None must survive, for the master comes soon. He will break through the barrier as soon as all our foes have been defeated.” 


     Nodrin hesitated, wanting an answer. “Why doesn’t master kill them all, and be done with it?” 


     “He is forbidden,” Yahmara whispered. 


     “What?” Nodrin asked. “What did you say?” 


     “I said, he is forbidden. By the Creator. The Spectre has no power on this side of the world until we, his servants, destroy all who stand against him.”  


     “Why were we not told this message before?” Nodrin asked angrily. “It was our thought that control would be in the hands of master.” 


     “Yours is not to think at all, only to obey,” Yahmara said, growing angry. She quickly grabbed her second in command and flung him out the window, far above the house, where the warlock finally came to rest hanging upside down from a turret.  


     The rest of the listeners voiced no complaints, but used their fear and anger against the misfits in the hold. Long, pain-filled screams smote the night as many of the depraved punishers took their fill of revenge upon those who could not protect themselves.  


     Morning’s light found the worshippers prostrate before the Supreme Witch, as obedient in the light as they had been rebellious in the darkness. She told them her plans, and her followers nodded, and dipped their heads in obeisance.  


     Yahmara Cromcroft, as she was once known, thrilled in the midst of her army, and prepared surprise after surprise for the hateful old elf who once ruled her life. Not the least of surprises was the devious method she had planned for raiding the girl’s mind. Chuckling to herself, the handmaiden of the underworld lord surveyed the destruction she had caused, and reveled in the knowledge that her time of dominance was about to be recognized by all. 


    

      


    


  




  

     10. 


     The wet, cold atmosphere continued for days as Lord Eliandor’s party advanced due east on the Florian Road, toward the witch city of Thrum. The elven horses walked with high steps through piles of dark-colored snow, their hooves hitting lightly upon the surface without burrowing down. A warm wind from a spell cast by Miralda blew amongst the volunteer army and warmed them as they tried to stay alert and ready for whatever surprises awaited them. 


     “Lord Eliandor, the gift I was given to use for so long taught me the right words to say for making long-reaching enchantments, but my elven heritage gave me knowledge, and some ability for placing wards against unnatural forces. I am delighted to know even without Ziglianor’s gift, I am useful to my friends and family. Willow and Winona have had similar responses.” 


     “Miralda, your essence is very powerful, and has been since you were a babe. It was not lightly I chose you and the others. Each of you must now look to yourselves and discover the true abilities you were given by the Creator.” 


     “Yes, councilor. We will take your advice and hold it close,” Miralda replied. “I am grateful for this quest, and thank you for letting me be here. My sisters and I have learned much from you, and have released old resentments from days gone by. You are forgiven, Lord Eliandor.”  


     “Thank you,” he whispered. “I have yet to forgive myself.” 


       


     Breanna’s mind was in turmoil. On the one hand, she felt grateful and humbled, for she had been given immense responsibilities by those who believed in her. On the other hand, she felt the weight of the world on her back, and wondered how she could ever feel young again. She prayed for guidance, and yet she wanted to throw it all away and ride far, far from those depending upon her. Her plight seemed unfair, and yet somehow right. How could anyone feel differently after learning civilization might come to an end, and all between the lord of the underworld and total destruction was a seventeen-year-old girl, and that person was you? 


     The unselfish love of her mother’s friends reassured her all was indeed well, and there was much she had to learn about elven and Qay behavior. Breanna asked herself, How would I react if someone reached into my mind, and plucked a handful of knowledge? Would I be as accepting of the upstart who invaded my head as they have been? She doubted she had the maturity to consider such a situation. 


     They passed a frozen stream, but stopped as Breanna called a halt, hoping to break her train of thought.  


     “Let’s look into the ice mirror and see if our future is revealed.”  


     “Wait, Granddaughter,” Eliandor said. “This mirror is poised here to beguile you. It is by no coincidence we have found it in our path.” 


     “I know, Grandfather. Yahmara is setting traps, working against us, hoping to confuse and frighten us with images of our future. Perhaps we might use it to our advantage, and change her vision of what is to come.” 


     “Ah, I understand,” he said. “Can you trap the spider in her own web?” 


     “Perhaps we can. It appears a convenient time to try. Wouldn’t you say it is worth the effort?”  


     “Only if you remember this is meant to undermine your courage and is not a true portent of the future. If it is possible to accomplish, then you should do your best to turn it back on her,” Eliandor said grimly. 


     “Grandfather, I am already near frightened to death I will fail, and this self-made witch can’t scare me any more than I already am. Hold my arm, please, to keep me from falling into the ice.” 


     Leaning forward to see all in the mirror, Breanna waited until an image appeared. The first she saw was a reflection of herself, riding Niana into a wooded area resembling the grounds of Pentara. All around her were dead, sagging limbs, and on each hung a burden so horrible she flinched, causing her horse to rear. Many of the residents of Pentara Haven were suspended from gnarled limbs in various death poses. Little Elida’s face had begun to blacken as she swung freely with a rope around her neck and a rictus of a smile across her bloodied mouth. Some of the Qay sisters were scattered about in similar conditions. 


     Illene stood near the portals of Pentara and openly grieved for her family. Her eyes were wells of sadness, and her body was rife with self-inflicted, bleeding wounds. At the sight of his dear mate’s terrible state, Eliandor moaned involuntarily, adding to the sounds and sights of her grief. 


     “Grandfather, we must go back! What if this is true, or is to come? My mam and poppa,” Breanna screamed through her tears. “I just got them back, and now I am going to lose them. Please, take me home, Grandfather, and leave this place for others to conquer.” 


     Hysterically sobbing, she dragged herself away from the ice mirror and fell onto the frozen ground, her tears running. “Little Elida, who we fought so hard to free, is dead. She is gone, or will be soon. We must turn back! Look, even your mate is near death. I can’t do this. I am not strong enough,” she wailed. 


     The images finally faded, and the ice mirror became nothing more than frozen water as Breanna writhed nearby.  


     After several minutes of exposure to the shocked faces of her traveling companions, Breanna rose from the ground and mounted her horse. She looked at Eliandor and winked.  


     “Was that convincing enough?” 


     “Perhaps you have given us a few hours more, child. An excellent performance. Yahmara’s prideful insolence will never allow her to believe she could be fooled.” He waited a moment and added, “You certainly disturbed my serenity.” 


       


     “I really was sure we were going to turn and run,” Sean said to her as they rode away in the deep snow. “I was crying for both our losses. How do we know it wasn’t true, what if she has been to Pentara and done those damages?” 


     Tom spoke up after having been quiet most of the morning.  


     “The witch knows what and who are close to our Breanna. She hit her hardest where it would hurt the most, but even that scrawny bird can’t be in two places at once. Aye, she’d like it if she could skin ’em all and make us bleed for their pain, but she won’t leave her place unguarded. ’Twas a trick, a’right, and it showed us what a crone she really is.” Sometimes when he got excited, Tom reverted to his old tinker way of speaking. 


     “Let’s just hope the right people believe what I said, and quit looking at us so hard,” Breanna said. She urged Niana on, more eager than ever to get to the city of Thrum. Yahmara had unwittingly given them clues to her plans, and now speed was imperative. 


       


     Two days later, the dirty snow began melting as fast as it fell, and water gathered in their tracks. Because the ground was soft, it was easy to see what had been there before their arrival, and in one section they saw the huge tracks of a leparoid, a giant carnivorous feline with long teeth and small ears. The younger persons in their party had neither seen nor heard of the curious creature, but the older ones had, and hoped to avoid it at all costs. They traveled out of their way to avoid the beast, but found instead a newer set of tracks made by several in the pride traveling single file. 


     “They each walk in the other’s tracks to confuse their enemies,” Eliandor said as others looked on. Breanna, will you try and communicate with the beasts? Let them know we will kill them if they attack us.” 


     “I’ll try, Grandfather,” she responded, “although I would like to see one. The memories tell me these beasts are fearsome to men and elves, but they love their own families just as we love ours.” 


     “Yes, and they will do whatever is necessary to protect any young traveling with them,” Eliandor said. “Use care, child—not all the Creator’s creatures were meant to be pets. We shall rest here for a short time,” he said, dismounting. 


     She knew his remark about pets meant both Kit and the Seamus, but she didn’t think of either of them as creatures. They were dedicated friends, and she adored them. Even so, it wasn’t wise to argue with Eliandor Pentara, lord of Pentara Wood, and she certainly didn’t wish to show her ignorance by trying. 


     “A’right, I will. I am sending a message to the leader of the pack. It is a female, very large, and she is injured. They walked through a path with falling rock, and one of the boulders broke her leg. As she limps along, she is in great pain.” 


     “Even more, use caution,” her grandfather added. 


     “Yes, mer,” she said distractedly. She counted the beats of the leader’s heart and knew the animal needed healing. 


     Hear me, creature. I am not your enemy, nor am I your food, she said in her mind, and sent the message away. 


     To the right of them came a loud growl, and the members of the witch-seeking party loaded their bows.  


     “We are elves and humans, and we have the gift of healing. We can make your pain go away,” Breanna said hurriedly to the injured animal. “All we ask is your promise to help us fight the witches of Thrum, and to leave our party unharmed. If you attack us, we will destroy your family with our weapons. Do you understand?” 


     A series of cries and roars followed, and Breanna nodded to her grandfather. “The leader has promised in exchange for healing her leg, the tribe of leparoids will fight with us. What do you think?” 


     “A bargain with hungry beasts is doubtful. At the end of the day, they are still beasts with a need for meat,” he said with his bow readied. “Why would they take on our battle?” 


     “I will ask,” she replied. She hoped the creatures could be persuaded to their way, but even she realized what she asked would be difficult. Large felines seldom were friendly to humans or elves. 


     Once again, Breanna spoke to the injured cat and asked for an explanation. 


     “Forest is home. Food gone, others take skins. Throw meat to river beasts. Must stop the taking.” In the leader’s brain, Breanna saw a picture of a group of black-shawled women with animal skins around their bodies. She knew immediately the leader had witnessed the destruction of the leparoid colony’s food source. The giant hind Seamus preferred was also the chosen food of the felines.  


     “Grandfather, they hate Yahmara and her kind. Can we trust them a little? At least let us heal the leg. Afterwards, you can send them away if you must.” 


     There was nothing about the bargain that made Eliandor happy. His instincts told him to turn the beasts away, or prepare to take their lives, but to please Breanna, he agreed to an unlikely truce with the leparoids. As the creatures moved toward the mounted travelers, all human and elven eyes were locked on the leader and her guards. Afterward the sounds of arrows being nocked filled the air, as the riders formed a close line and waited expectantly. 


     Twice the size of any man or elf, the leader slunk into camp. Behind her were five others, some bigger than she. Two young ones were mixed in with the rest, and Breanna could tell by their lack of spots they were recently born. 


     The front leg of the female lay open to dirt and flies where the bone separated from the sinew. Amazingly, the leader had managed to stay on her feet after the injury. 


     “Tell the others to go outside the circle and lie down,” Breanna grunted and cried to the leader. Immediately the female growled an order to her family and the huge spotted felines obeyed. 


     “Let me see your leg,” Breanna said, with her hands out. The leparoid lay down and warily extended the injured limb for the stranger to lay hands upon. Calling on her skills for healing, Breanna stroked the torn thigh and joints, whispering elven words of magic as her fingers issued short spouts of lightning-like fire. Within seconds the spots were rearranged, and tissue beneath them healed as the flesh of the injured leg knit itself together. 


     “Now you can stand,” she growled. “You are fit and can chase your food.” 


     The large feline lowered her head and uttered a growl of thanks, but behind her, one of the males cried out, “We have food here. No chase.” 


     With a roar and a quick jump, the excited male was abreast of Rickard, an elf who had joined their small army at the Breithweit castle. The creature took a huge bite out of the elf’s shoulder, leaving a gaping wound gushing blood and exposing bones and sinew. Quickly Breanna turned her hands toward the leparoid and sent a bolt of blue, scorching the air around it. The huge male fell away from the elf and landed dead upon the ground. 


     The rest of the beasts, other than the leader, moved as one and ran from the clearing, leaving their dead comrade behind. The leader waited, and gave Breanna one last parting glance of sorrow. Her meaning was clear: “A beast is still a beast, no matter promises to the contrary.” 


     Rickard fell from his horse onto his dead attacker and lay bleeding. Quickly Miralda and Winona attended to his wounds, but it was too late. So much damage had been done to the elf that repairs and healing were not enough, for his right shoulder joint was gone and his heart lay bared to the outside air. Before their eyes he lay still and died. 


     Breanna was shocked into silence. Her nature to protect the creatures around her had caused the life of someone devoted to their cause. It was her fault and she knew it, but Eliandor took part of the blame. 


     “I should have stopped you,” he said sorrowfully. “My long life has seen too much damage by broken promises, and now we have another. We are both at fault, Granddaughter.” 


     “No, it is only me. I thought I could change nature. I am responsible for Rickard’s death. Only me. You tried to talk me out of it, but I was too sure to accept your wisdom. I am sorry, so sorry,” Breanna said. “I owe his family everything, Grandfather.” 


     “So do I, child. If we live beyond this, we shall make amends.” 


     “Should we chase them and kill the lot?”  


     “No, I think they are too afraid of you to chase any of our party,” Eliandor said as he helped carry wood for the funeral pyre.  


     They built a large fire and burned Rickard to preserve his soul in Starlight, and each of the party knew it could have been them lying on the burning limbs. The rest of the day was spent in shocked silence while the small army advanced toward their destination. The first to die in any confrontation gave the rest a sorrowful lesson in how quickly their fortunes could change. 


     Shilara dropped back in line to speak to Breanna and try to cheer her, but Rickard’s death lay heavy on the champion’s shoulders.  


     “If this was a test of my judgment, teacher, I failed horribly. What if all my decisions lead to catastrophes? Maybe I am not ready.” Breanna rode away then, lost in thought after she spoke.  


     Catching up quickly, Shilara tried again. “Breanna, you are not a perfect being. You will make mistakes, and some will cost you or others dearly, like today. But to hold back, and never lead as you were born to do, is to defy the Creator. Everyone would like a parcel of happy memories to fill his head when the end of life comes, but no one goes through this without a share of suffering. You are the best we have, you are our hope, and if you fail us now because of your misgivings, the world loses. Not just one life, such as Rickard, but thousands, and tens of thousands, who will face extermination by demons from the underworld.” 


     Riding fast, Breanna urged her horse ahead and stirred a cloud of dust from the hot, dry ground. Remembering the cart road to Haven Breithweit, she wondered if another spell had been cast. The sight of heat waves rising from the rocks took her thoughts away from her troubles, and reminded her of her purpose. If she rightfully possessed the gifts from Ziglianor, then she had a great responsibility to use them wisely. That meant leaving her fears behind and searching for ways to defeat the enemy. She must also leave behind the guilt over past mistakes. There would be enough time to consider her wrongdoings if she survived the battles ahead. Turning Niana around, Breanna came close to her friend and teacher. 


     “You speak wisely, dear Shilara, and I shall try to remember your words when I question my purpose. Yes, I was hasty in my decision and listened to my heart and not my head, but I have learned much, to my sorrow. Poor Rickard lost his life thanks to my foolishness. In the future, I hope I use better judgment.” 


     Camp that night was a sober time, and even Seamus lay quietly near his beloved Breanna. He was fiercely devoted to protecting her during the hours of darkness and always stayed close, ready to give his life for her.  


     Sean tried to explain what had happened with Rickard, but it was difficult, for Seamus had been searching the nearby forest for food and water during the incident with the leparoid. He had missed the killing of the elf. When Sean signed that a pack of the creatures had been near them, Seamus drew back in surprise. He hated the felines, believing them to be sneaking killers and never to be trusted. A low growl came from deep within his chest  


     “Too bad you weren’t here,” Sean whispered. “You might have killed the leparoid before it ate half of Rickard.” 


       


     Breanna finally put her misery aside and fell into a restless sleep. Once again she had a dream of the ancient tree elf, but this time he gazed at her with sadness. She felt he understood her pain, but was helpless to stop it. During the dream she realized Ziglianor had already given her everything he had, and it was up to her now to use it. Soon she woke, determined and ready to go on. 


    

      


    


  




  

     11. 


     “Raise the sails, men; the wind is sweet and we’ll make good time today,” the captain ordered. He was anxious to reach the end of the journey, but glad most of the trip from Aldivon had been uneventful. To the best of his figuring, they should arrive at White Harbor at the end of the day. Once there, Rand would find his relief, and be done with captaining his ship for a fortnight. Sometimes, like now, the captain hated the long trips across strange seas where nothing was familiar. He was on guard constantly, and kept the eyeglass in motion, searching for shell barriers, or ice floats that would tear a ship from end to end. There were also thieves on the high seas—mean, merciless men who would as soon cut a man’s throat as spit in the ocean.  


     Beyond the open water the captain saw a flock of seabirds rising frantically from a long line of cliffs, and he waited to see what had set them moving. Before long the crossed bones on a ship’s flag came into view, and Rand knew the lives of his crew and the ship’s cargo were at great risk from thieves and murderers. He rang the bell in the wheelhouse and waited while the men who’d been on break ran to their stations. 


     “They have oarsmen, captain. Moving fast,” Skimp said from the wheelhouse. “Looking to swamp us.”  


     “Aye, they’re hoping to board us when our sails lose the wind. Prepare to alter course. Come about, mate; turn her toward the islands. We set higher than the mugger’s ship and may be able to slip through those two pieces of land. Maybe we can save ourselves and the cargo. If not, we’ve lost nothing but the time.” 


     “Aye, captain; coming about. It’ll be a tight squeeze and may put us aground. Pray it don’t, but no way of knowing the water’s depth,” Skimp yelled out above the sound of the sails luffing. “Here it comes behind us. We’ll have to outrun her.” 


     “Then take us out as fast as the Mede recovers. Thank the Creator for the wind at our backs,” Rand replied. 


     “She’s catching up, captain,” Skimp yelled. “It’s going to be close,” he added as an afterthought. 


     “I see several armed men on her deck,” Rand yelled to his crew. “Be ready to fight if they come alongside. Sabers out.” He pointed to the men on the stern. 


       


     Erain appeared beside the captain and stared across the bow, eyeing the freebooters. He had seen such sights before in his lifetime, but had never been so close to a ship of thieves. Most sea robbers stayed away from the Trillion, because of the sea monsters roaming the islands and the shallow waters, but desperate folk made for desperate ways, and the ship on their tail appeared to be in a mighty hurry to succeed. 


     “Captain, I have a trick or two might slow them down, if you’d allow me.” 


     Erain knew every ship’s captain had his own way of doing things, and he didn’t want to interfere and get in Rand’s way. 


     “Let ’em loose, my friend, let ’em loose. We need all the help we can get,” Rand replied. 


     “Just a little smoke and noise,” Erain said, rolling his sleeves up. “But it may distract them, give you time to get to your destination.” 


     Rand watched as his passenger lifted his hands and rolled them about in a tight circle, then he threw something, either invisible object, or powerful puff of air, toward the freebooter’s ship. A loud pop sounded on the bow of the robber’s ship, and a big column of smoke appeared upon its deck. The ship’s crew deserted their posts and ran from the smoking blast, causing their forward momentum to falter. 


     “Slowed them down a bit, and I’m grateful to you, Erain,” Rand said hoarsely. “Might not have saved the day, but the help is much appreciated.” 


     “Almost there, captain. Lift up your skirts; we may be dragging bottom soon,” Skimp called out. 


     A hard jolt slammed the bow of the Mede Truheart as the tip of the northernmost island rose from the water in their path. On the opposite decks the men manning the sails had been caught when the jarring happened, and one of them flew off the deck into the shallows.  


     “Swim ashore and hide,” Rand yelled across the water. “We’ll circle around and pick you up when it’s done.” 


     The swimmer lay low in the water, and the men saw him crawl to land and hide behind a pile of rocks.  


     The Mede Truheart bounced twice more as her keel touched ground, but she stayed afloat through the channel, sliding between the two landmasses like a greased pig being chased at a country fair. 


     Behind them the skull and crossbones waved in the open air as the sea robber’s ship followed them into the shallow water, and right afterward, the men on the Mede Truheart heard a loud groan as the big sea runner ran aground on rocks and sand.  


     Cheers rang out as Rand directed his first mate away from the narrow channel, toward his man who was running fast from one end of the island to the other. Soon they came near a quiet cove, and the captain sent a small dory from the Mede Truheart to pick up their lost crew member. 


     The last Rand saw of the robber’s ship, it lay on its side, wedged in the narrow channel, with turbulent waves off its stern as a school of large swimmers headed for the crew, and an easy food supply. The captain felt bad for the robbers, but not bad enough to help them out. There was no way he would trust those men to change their ways. 


     Erain felt a similar pity as he watched the yellow Wiffats swimming for the freebooter’s ship, but he knew Rand was right. To try and help the sailors would bring misery and possible death to the crew of the Mede Truheart. Besides, the crew of brigands had brought it upon themselves when they began preying on other men for their fortunes and livelihood.  


     “You have my thanks and my gratitude forevermore. Your trick gave us enough time to get away and quite possibly saved our lives,” the captain said to his passenger. “I look forward to our journey together, and hope you have more of those tucked inside your bag.” 


     Erain smiled, but said nothing, letting the captain imagine what he would. He too was anxious for the land trip to begin, for each day put him farther behind Eliandor and his party. Without messages coming in, Erain didn’t know if his father was still alive, but he trusted he would know in his breast if the old elf was killed. Only time would tell, but the dark eastern sky, often a foreboder of bad things to come, gave evidence there might be little time left for any of them. 


    

      


    


  




  

     12. 


     Eliandor rode quickly, leading his party, even though he knew in his heart who must eventually lead them. Watching the road ahead kept his mind clear, for there were predators of every kind who might stalk them, not for food, but for what they carried with them. In the land of men, road bandits made their wages off innocent travelers, and even though they were experienced in defending themselves, none wanted to fight a useless battle. A greater purpose was ahead, and it would be best if their small army could arrive fresh. 


     Three giant Phoebus circled them as those on horseback and in Tom’s cart made their way over hot rocks and through warm springs. The carrion eaters’ loud croaks and cricks stirred memories in everyone’s mind. Each of the party professed their fears of the giant birds, not the least of which was Shilara, who spoke of the time one attacked her father.  


     The councilor spoke to his party about his concerns that somewhere near them a village had suffered great losses, and they should be prepared for the terrible aftermath of death and destruction. The abundance of Phoebus in one area was the first clue, but not the only one. The elves’ keen senses had been alerted to the odor of death for some time. Tom nodded, agreeing bad things were on the wind. He said the horses pulling his cart had noticed it and objected to moving forward.  


     “Tom, would you like for me to spell your horses?” Breanna asked, remembering the times in the past she had forged charms to make the animals move faster, with less wear on their legs and hooves. 


     “Might be time to do,” Tom answered. “I miss my Bess and Barley, good oxen that pulled us about quickly. You’re doing a’right.” 


     Without waiting, Breanna dismounted and made her way to Tom’s cart. She knew it was unnecessary to move from the saddle, but it was a closer, more personal request she wanted to make. The horses were frightened by what lay ahead, and they needed reassurance. She stroked both of them and tightened their leads, talking all the while in a gentle voice. Their fears lessened with her words and they relaxed, letting the protection of the spell do its work. The animals’ show of confidence humbled her, and reminded her of her own fears and how easily they could get out of control. 


     Rising from the damp ground, Breanna stroked Niana and reassured her they would soon rest. Ever since the leparoids departed the camp, the filly had been nervous, concerned at every bend in the road that they might find one of the hungry cats. Her mistress agreed, and had kept a strong watch for any of the felines traveling close to their party.  


       


     The road veered, and the breeze choked them all as they turned into the wind. Eliandor remembered a hamlet of some size near a tributary of the Rourke River, and grimly stated the whole village must have suffered great losses. They saw smoke trails indicating that destruction by fire had taken place recently, probably in the previous night’s darkness.  


     Following the Florian Road for two full days had shown them a growing path of destruction, and each league had been worse than the one before. In many places the washed-out road made it necessary to divert their path until they found secure footing again. Deep holes sunk into the ground appeared to Eliandor as if something from beneath searched for a way into the world of men and elves. 


     “I do not like this portent,” the councilor said softly to Winona. “We must not delay, even for a day, or we shall be too late to stop what wants to come.” 


     “Councilor,” Winona replied, “I no longer have the sharper gift of finding demons, but there is no void in my memory. A deeper reaction to the smell of brimstone and the feel of unholy air has replaced what was once here. There have been demons in this place where we travel. Demons serving the Spectre and his handmaiden have recently walked these grounds and left their stink. We are close to the source of our troubles.” 


     “Indeed we are. Watch carefully, dear child. Guard yourself you are not taken by them.” 


     “I am concerned about the humans who travel with us,” she said worriedly. “They have none of our elven protection against unworldly beings.” 


     “Stay alert,” Eliandor grimly replied. “They may be our greatest weakness.” 


       


     Quiet so heavy it had its own sound permeated the farming village as the army approached slowly, ever watchful for the enemy. Gadrial, who had ridden with two of his friends for most of the trip, came forward in line, protecting his mother. 


     “Son, how pleased I am you came,” she had said to him the night before. Pleased was a word that did not express the concern she had for the young man’s jealousy and bitterness over the ancient elves’ choice of champion. She hoped he would change his attitude when his help was truly needed. For a while, though, she enjoyed a mother’s pride in her son for making an effort to do what was right. 


     “I’m surprised you aren’t riding with your pupil,” he said as he reached his mother’s side. “You two seem tied at the umbilical cord. Careful she doesn’t get you eaten by large felines.” 


     “Gadrial, don’t be harsh. You know we each have our duties,” she replied to his peevishness. 


     “Of course, Mother. Duty first, always.” 


       


     Breanna saw the exchange, and heard the words spoken between mother and son. She felt sadness for Shilara, who loved Gadrial dearly, but knew she had been right to never trust the elf who had taught her the art of fighting. She feared his teaching had been flawed, and only in a true fight for her life would the truth come out. Her grandfather told her to trust herself, and discard unsound advice. Only in doing so could she hope to win. 


     “Good advice, councilor,” she said to herself. For a moment it appeared Gadrial had read her mind, for his expression turned devious and calculating, tinged with hatred. Not often did anyone see his true feelings, but at the moment, Sean was watching. 


     He rode quickly toward Breanna, and when he was close enough to speak softly, he whispered, “He hates you.” 


     “I know,” she replied quietly. 


     “Don’t worry. I’ll watch him for you when the time is right,” Sean replied. “Let’s hope he’s too smart to do anything to ruin our chances.” 


     “Maybe,” she said. “But he seems desperate to make himself a hero. It wouldn’t surprise me if he does something just to make me look bad. If he does, our whole campaign might suffer.”  


     “Aye, it might,” Sean agreed. “I’ll speak to Tom. Between the two of us, we may hope to stop whatever that sneaky elf attempts.” 


     Breanna laughed quietly, happy her friends had come along.  


     “I can hardly wait to get this finished and go home,” she said longingly. “I miss Elida.” 


     “I suspect she isn’t the only one you miss,” Sean said. “Wonder what Captain Rand is doing.” 


     “So do I, Sean. It would be good to see him when we get home.” 


       


     Cottage doors stood opened, and swarms of flies buzzed like in so many of the villages they had passed through on the road to Haven Breithweit. What was missing was the chalky whiteness of the plague. Either it had not reached the hamlet, or the underworld had decided to use a direct attack upon the human residents. Bodies lay in heaps. All ages had suffered, leaving the streets filled with corpses. 


     The travelers remained quiet, hoping to hear the sound of live voices. Seamus tagged behind, offended by the carnage. He killed for food without maliciousness, but here, before the giant, was the result of pure evil run amok. 


     Halfway through the village they scared away some of the carrion eaters, only to see them take up their places once again after the riders had passed on. The small army was saddened, and their eyes were damp from seeing whole families destroyed and piled in a mound. The riders urged their mounts forward, past the carnage. Breanna was almost out of the village when she heard a soft cry coming from one of the barns on the far edge of the village. Quickly she turned her horse around and rode to the structure. 


     “Who’s here?” she asked, waiting to hear the voice again. Using her gift for sight and sound, she listened for breathing, and located a place under the stable where two boys near Sean’s age had hidden. One was injured, with burns on his chest and neck, but the other appeared to be dead.  


     “We’re brothers,” the first boy said. “Rufus is my name, and he’s Waldy. Our mam sent us here when the first ones came. She told us to stay hid. We heard her cry and went outside once. But she was dead, and so was Poppa. They burned me with their arrows, but I got away, and ran and hid again. I think my brother is real sick. He don’t say anything anymore. Hadn’t had any food for two days, and no water.” 


     The boy Waldy appeared to have expired at least a day ago, but Rufus was healthy, even though he was injured.  


     “Come out, Rufus,” Breanna said quietly. “Be quick, but silent. There may still be danger here.” 


     “What about my brother?” the boy asked pleadingly. “He’s sick. We can’t leave him.” 


     “I’m sorry, Rufus, but your brother is gone. He has been gone for some time. I wish it weren’t so, but it’s true. You have to go on living. For them, and for yourself. It is surely what your mam and poppa would want you to do.” 


     “Oh, my whole family is dead! What’s going to happen to me?” the boy asked, suddenly aware of how alone he was. 


     “You can come with us,” she said, indicating the place behind her. “Jump up if you can; if not, I’ll pick you up.” 


     “I can do it,” he said, crying. “Here, wait until I get my mother’s locket. She wanted me to have it for later.” 


     “A’right, but hurry. We haven’t much time. 


     “Do you have any other family?” she asked him once he returned. 


     “No, just my mam, my poppa, and my big brother, Waldy. And now they’re gone,” he said sadly. 


     “I understand, Rufus,” she said, spinning a happiness spell over him. No manner of elven magic would erase the boy’s misery, but he’d had too much at once. What was needed was for the boy to cope with his misery until he was out of danger. “If you have no family, do you want to come along with us? I warn you there are dangers ahead, but maybe not as bad as what you will face if you stay here alone. If you wish, we might even find a family along the way who would take you in.” 


     “I think I’d like to go with you, if I might,” Rufus said after sighing. His brother lay on  the dirt floor of the barn, but there was nothing to be done for him, except cover him with boards. Rufus felt he should cry and stay in the village to bury his folks, but the lady who found him said he ought to go with her and the others. He thought of what his mam would say if she could still talk and he could hear her words. 


     “Go with your brother, Rufus. Stay together,” she would have said. But he couldn’t do that. Waldy was gone, and so were Mam and Poppa. I’m my own man now, the boy thought. Near fourteen and I’m most grown.  


     “A’right, I am going with you,” he said, refusing her place in the saddle, choosing instead to jump on the back of a pony that had survived the slaughter of the human population. “This fellow lost everyone he knew too.” 


       


     Breanna caught up with the others and soon they were once again on their way, with Rufus riding beside Sean. The boys eyed one another, and each understood the losses in their lives were similar. Rufus drew comfort from Sean’s presence, and stayed near him as their group of soldiers moved forward. 


       


     The Florian Road was a long, winding wagon and cart path beginning at White Harbor and the North Sea, before circling the lands of the east, around Thrumford Mountain and then turning due south to Barbaria, Olthorp, Dragoo, and Tarp. After the last settlement, the known road darted back north for a ways before half going west. Somewhere along the way, the road’s name changed as it entered the town of Soke near the eastern outskirts of the Emptiness. The road died away and became a horse trail just outside Weir, the Vales home. Tom was familiar with that part of the road but of the others, only Eliandor had ever traveled so far from home.  


     Thrum, the largest of all the cities on the Florian Road, had always been a place of two spirits. The influence of the mountain castle cast a pall upon those wishing to live freely and peacefully in their homes, and sometimes, word came to the west, and to Eliandor, of brutal behavior done by the mean-spirited mountain dwellers to the gentle folk in the heart of the Thrum City. He had little hope now that those conditions hadn’t worsened, and expected the villagers had been slaughtered or forced into servitude by Yahmara’s minions. 


     Eliandor estimated they had a half-day’s ride before reaching the outskirts of the town, and thinking ahead of what his fellows might encounter, the councilor called a halt for a midday meal of cold meat, bread, and tepid tea. A fire so close to their enemy was out of the question. All around the copse of trees where they stopped the world was quiet; not even birdsong or ripple in the water of a small brook broke the unnatural silence. 


     “We must be prepared, for our arrival is expected,” Eliandor said to his followers as they gathered together. “I sense grave danger in the next hour. What of you?” he asked, searching the faces around him. “Have you heard whispers on the wind?” 


     “Some.” Breanna nodded. She looked at the rest of their small party, and fear stirred within her for the first time. How can so few hope to change the outcome of what is already in motion?  


     “There’s laughter and shouting as the dark sisters of Thrum celebrate their win over us. They believe us already dead, or as good as. Any surviving humans in the city are enslaved, and wish they too had been killed. Life for them is hard, for the dark ones beat them every day, even the little ones. The elven kingdoms have received messages by birds, telling of our deaths in hopes of undermining us even more. I can only imagine what my parents believe. Were we foolish to think we could win this war? Has it been won even before it has begun?” 


     Her last words ricocheted off the rocks and echoed in every ear, stirring anger and, for a moment, despair, but she continued speaking, dismissing what she had just said. 


     “I say no! We are more than what their eyes see. Together we can win against the strongest foes. We have the Creator on our side, and the ancients have gifted us with the strength of their wisdom. Let those cowardly crones and slimed underworld beings say what they will, taunting us with the powers of evil.  


     “My parents, both real and adopted, taught me that losses may come to those who stand for what is right and good, and our lives will not always be protected, even though our souls may be. But if my life is cut short at this time, I want to know I did all that I could for those who can’t fight for themselves. I am scared, and I admit it,” she said with a hesitant laugh, “but I won’t run away from what is ahead. Our world is too precious to give up without a fight, and that’s what I won’t do. I pledge here and now to fight to the death, if that’s what it takes.” 


       


     “Quite a speech, Granddaughter,” Eliandor said later when he caught her alone. “I hope it never comes to so drastic a turn, for if you with Ziglianor’s powers are overrun, the world’s hope is gone,” he said with sadness in his voice. “And I would suffer greatly to lose you.” 


     “I am glad you would miss me, Grandfather,” she said as she stroked Niana. “Do you think we are headed into a storm of violence and evil?” 


     “Yes, it will be a storm. There is no doubt some will not leave these terrible places, but my hope for victory is just and sound. And yours must be too.” 


     “Whatever happens, I’m happy to have known you, Lord Eliandor. You make me proud to be from your line,” she said, giving him a quick hug. “I love you, Grandfather, and no matter what happens, I wouldn’t trade this time with you for anything.” 


     He grinned at her for a minute as his horse snorted and turned. “Anything?” he asked. “Not even a ship’s captain?” 


     Breanna blushed. “Not fair, Grandfather. Not fair,” she said, nudging Niana from the water’s edge. “Let’s go.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     13. 


     “These horses are very spirited,” Rand yelled at Erain from the saddle of a bucking black stallion. 


     “Of course, they are elven-trained horses,” Erain replied. His cap had fallen off, exposing his pointed ears for all to see, but neither he nor anyone else cared he was an elf. The close call with the freebooters and Erain’s quick thinking had resulted in the crew’s respect for him as someone good to have around in difficult times. 


     Skimp rode a spotted pony and the rest of the crew followed on similar mounts. All had come: Alfard, the cook, Benji, the mate’s helper, and Lalo, the man who scaled the masts and patched sails while they luffed. The others were Coran, Flint, Leland, and Ward. Rand had been surprised when his whole crew of eight followed him to the stables and chose their mounts. 


     “This is not your fight, lads,” Rand had said. He had great pride in his men for wanting to help, but they needed to know what they faced. “Few if any will return,” he said solemnly. “If you have children at home, you should reconsider.”  


     “From what we’ve heard, captain, none are safe anymore,” Alfard replied. “If we stay warm and cozy in our beds, we’re like to be killed there. Most would rather die fighting, if it means we can keep our young ones alive and free. But thank you for the hard words, captain. The taste of truth isn’t always good.” 


     “No doubt I’m glad to have you,” Rand said, expelling his held breath. “Make sure you’re well-armed, for weapons will be needed. We ride fast and rest only when the horses demand it. Carry jerked meat for when you’re hungry.” 


     When darkness settled on the land, the horsemen stopped to sleep and feed their animals. All riders were bone-weary after the long day in the saddle, but they had made good time on the Florian Road. The next morning was cold and wet as rain and ice fell from a dark sky. Rand felt the wind push against them as they saddled their mounts. 


     He eyed the storm clouds above and said glumly, “I don’t think this weather is natural. Prepare yourselves, men; this may get much worse very quickly.” 


     Erain spoke before they climbed in the saddles. “There is a side road traveling most of the way, and it will allow us to bypass the villages. We can make faster time. I…sense there has been much trouble on the thoroughfare.” 


     “Then the side road it shall be,” Rand said, turning his mount toward the horse path. 


       


     Despite the elements, the men were comfortable in the saddle, for most had begun their lives as farmers and stockmen. They all had coats slicked with oil to keep them dry, though none were prepared for the drastic cold as the icy wind blew up their leggings and inside their light shirts. At times, some wished they had stayed in White Harbor with a mug of ale and the laughter of women and girls surrounding them, but they continued the quest. 


     Grimly Rand led them ever easterly, toward an uncertain future. He felt his frozen beard and the ache in his right ear where the unlined cap left him exposed to the relentless elements, and wondered what worse things were in store for he and his men. He turned and shouted an encouraging word to the others behind him and then urged his horse onward, hoping to soon align with Breanna and the others. He couldn’t bear it if something terrible happened to her when he was so close.  


     For four days they rode fast on the muddy road, stopping only when none could go forward without rest. Rand admired the men who followed him, and wondered how they could show such commitment to the battle ahead. 


     The fifth day the horses made better time as water dried in the heat, and dust began blowing in the wind. Greatcoats came off, and the fellows stripped down to their undershirts as the sky grew hazy and red from the heat. Erain said it was the stone gods throwing fire at one another that made such days, and Rand could see the wisdom in his words. 


     “How much further, do you think?” he asked as they stopped to water the horses at a pond. 


     “I have no feel for my father’s presence, but my elven senses tell me a large group of travelers is only a half-day ahead of us. The trees and grasses still show signs of their passing.” 


     “Then we should arrive as the light is leaving the sky,” Rand said. “I am glad we took the side road, away from the villages. There’s a bad smell on the wind.” 


     “Yes. This has been so for many leagues,” Erain said. “Much death has occurred nearby.” 


     “Aye,” Rand agreed, “it’s best if we continue on, else we’ll become distracted from our duty.” 


     Skimp came around the watering hole and stopped beside his captain. He nodded and kept silent, but Rand could see the worry on the first mate’s face. 


     “Dry and hot,” the captain commented. 


     “Aye, it is. Unnecessarily so,” Skimp added in Heptaroon.  


     “You only speak your native language when you’re worried,” Rand said. 


     “Not worried, captain. Anxious. Waiting makes me nervous.” 


     “You have a short time left mate. Come nightfall, the world will be a different place.” 


     “Nightfall.” Skimp grunted. “That’s good. My saber thirsts for action.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     14. 


     The peaceful wood of Pentara had lately grown raucous with crows, disturbing those in the haven. Lyman and Mathena, who were accustomed to the quiet of Nore Mountain, found the birds to be loud and offensive; however, since they were guests of the Pentara family, they accepted the noise and said nothing. Illene, on the other hand, knew the birds were a portent of terrible things to come, and considered leaving the haven and following her husband. She suggested such a thing to her kin, and most of them couldn’t understand such rashness. 


     Lyman understood very well, and a fortnight after his only living child had followed her grandfather into the world of witches and demons, he had begun choosing his traveling gear once again. Mathena still had several moons to go before her time, and therefore, would be safe to leave alone. Without the gift, he knew she had felt helpless, until she realized much of what she had learned while making fire had remained in her own memory, and though no longer equipped with the gift’s power as before, she was still capable of a great deal. 


     Illene and her kin spoke often, and she itemized her reasons for leaving, until finally, she had had enough of back-and-forth discussions, and packed her traveling gear. Her mate would be at Haven Breithweit for some time, possibly through the half-year. There was sufficient time for Illene to gather companions, and travel toward the eventual meeting place.  


     Lyman knew Illene had spoken of making such a trip, and came to her as she was making ready to leave.  


     “Lady Illene, it is my desire to travel with you. Breanna was out of my house for five long years, and now she is gone again on a dangerous mission. If I have no power to stop her, or to bring her back, then I want to go where she is and protect her.” 


     “Lyman, I understand,” Illene said haltingly, “but I am not sure you know this person who was once a little child under your roof. Breanna does not need your protection anymore, but she does need your love and support. I would be delighted to travel with you as long as you understand the dangers. Your mate may raise your babe alone for it is doubtful any of us will return. As you know, a grievous wound is needed to kill us, but in such a time as this, there will be many who will aim for those vulnerable places. You and Mathena waited for centuries for a family, and now you will have another child. Could you not be happy together and let others face these horrors?” 


     “Lady Illene,” Lyman said, “I have two heritages. Both mankind and elfkind have made me what I am. There is honor in both. But for too long, I have denied the person I was meant to be, and stepped quietly to avoid danger. I allowed my mate and my child to live inside a hollow tree, protected from life outside, yet cut off from the gentle lives of our neighbors. I will not live in fear any longer. I shall enter the fray and fight beside my firstborn. Live or die, this is my duty.” 


     “Then prepare to go, for our time has come,” Illene said. “We will leave in two days. From here we shall travel south, and then the road will take us east, where evil lives. Your mate’s mortal enemy awaits us, and it will be difficult to keep Mathena here.” 


       


     That evening, Lyman approached Mathena, who was busy knotting thread, repairing her oldest gown. He dreaded speaking to her, but knew it was necessary. 


     “Mathena, my dearest mate of a thousand years, I am going to join with Eliandor and our child. Whatever they face, I will also face.” 


     “Yes, I know, Lyman, and I shall be ready when it is time. You know I will not stay behind while my loved ones travel to these dangerous places.” 


     “No, Mathena, you must stay for the new birth. Our child is our future.” 


     “Yes, Lyman, he is, but the child of my past is facing her greatest challenge, and I will be with her. We shall ride quickly, and when I am weary, I will sleep. Find a fast cart if you must, and in it I will ride.” 


     “Mathena, how can I argue with you? We have lived too long in fear. I only pray you and our son will be safe.” 


     “Thank you. Our son will come when it is time, but my daughter needs us now.” 


     “Then we must leave in two days,” he said in a defeated voice. “I will tell Illene this news.” 


     “There is no need, Lyman. I told her myself, after the evening meal. She was not surprised, for she knew I would not stay.” 


       


     Days turned into weeks, and they rode from the western lands toward the black mountains of the east. In the beginning, Mathena drove two horses pulling a cart and stayed close behind the riders. Across the green grass of Westarian to the deserts of Middle Marova they rode, each day bringing them nearer to the chaotic lands of Thrumford Mountain, the sheerest cliffs in the eastern part of the world.  


     “Mathena, tell me if you and the babe suffer. I must know what to expect,” he said tenderly one night. 


     “What you may expect is a strong son,” she said, “but pray he holds off viewing his poppa until a later date.” 


     “Aye, I will pray for such,” he replied. “Your grandmother rides like a young girl. She is amazingly resilient, just as you are. You both test me.” 


     Mathena smiled sweetly and tried not to groan from the pains in her belly. Each night she had them, but they were mild compared to what they would become.  


     “Hold off, child. Wait until your mam is in a better place before you show your face,” she pleaded. 


    

      


    


  




  

     15. 


     Deep in the wet forest surrounding Thrum, a family of leparoids joined their extended family and lay passive, resting after a long trip through villages of man where the dead lay for the taking, but no hot blood pulsed. The leaders of the prides joined together and spoke of what they had seen. Loud roars poured forth, but the hungry growls of new cubs drew the females deep into the brush, where they spoke of hated things, and feasted on tasteless, cold meat and bone.  


     The Firethrower was far away, and the distance between them lent a margin of safety to the hills and plains, but never again would the felines feel secure. Before the Firethrower, the pride of leparoids feared neither man nor beast, but now, as a family, the spotted carnivores lived in terror of the blue flame that killed their leader’s mate. But a promise had been made and must be fulfilled, even though it meant great danger. The distraught leader roared, and bared her fangs to the sky, making her unhappiness known to all who heard. 


       


     Seamus walked and ran alongside Niana a great part of the way, but he became bored easily because of his youth. Running on all fours was a child’s game put aside by fully mature adults, but this Seamus was an adolescent with a strong desire for play. The last day of their travels toward Thrum, Seamus ventured into the low hills and smelled the trails leading into a thick copse of trees. What he smelled made him angry and confused. A herd of Kruks lay indolently digesting their latest meal of several hinds. He was incensed that the clumsy creatures whose home was by the sea were on his hunting grounds.  


     Quickly he returned to Breanna and told her what he had seen. She immediately went to Eliandor, who called his party to a halt.  


     “Can’t we use them, Grandfather? Those ugly creatures should be good for something. What if I spelled them, and sent them into Thrum? Do you think there would be confusion enough to help cover our entry?” 


     “How could it hurt our cause? If we leave them, our chances are good that we will see them again in poorer circumstances,” he said with a frown. 


     “A’right, I’ll take Seamus with me. We should only be gone for a short time. If I come back quickly, watch for them on my trail, for it will mean my spell didn’t work.” 


     Eliandor’s frown broadened. “Caution, child—remember our lessons with the leparoids.” 


     “I will never forget,” she said soberly. “A terrible mistake in judgment I don’t intend to repeat.” 


       


     The smell of death and decomposed flesh came on the wind as the riders grew closer to the city of Thrum. Something terrible had happened. Eliandor cursed, something he had not done before in Breanna’s presence. He felt an impending nightmare, and searched the road ahead for what the witch had waiting for them. They had fooled Yahmara for a while, but had known it wouldn’t last. The human population of Thrum had surely suffered from the evil surrounding them. It occurred to the councilor that the villagers had taken the brunt of Yahmara’s desire for revenge. 


     A shift in his position was all it took for Bulrose to surge forward, as Eliandor’s anger pushed him to greater speed in his determination to seek justice for the people.  


     “Run, Niana, run, stay beside my grandfather,” Breanna told her filly, as the horse traveled on top of the loose dirt. “We shall soon know the worst. Whatever she has waiting for us must not deter us from our mission.” 


     Across the open lands they saw the herd of Kruks headed toward Thrum, and Breanna knew they were going to the aid of the witch. She had called them out of the spell Breanna had placed. It had to be. Is there nothing in our favor? Her thoughts were dark as her eyes searched the horizon. We need help. 


     Suddenly, behind Tom’s cart a dust cloud rose from new riders, and at first Breanna thought the witch had perceived their path and come in behind them, but these riders wore clothing such as men wore in the towns. Could it be? Her heart sang. But how? Who would know to tell him? Captain, is it you? She probed the rider in front, searching his mind. I’m so glad you came. My prayers are answered. 


       


     But there could be no slowing, no chance for pleasantries or questions, for waiting ahead was the most horrible show of force man or elf would ever see. A barricade had been erected made of bodies piled upon bodies, and these blocked the way into Thrum. From behind the obscene roadblock arrows flew toward the riders. Most of them missed their targets, but one or two wounded one of the elves of Haven Breithweit. Waving off help, the elf pointed to his sleeve, where the arrow had grazed him. 


     There were few places for cover, leaving the warriors vulnerable, and even though the archers’ aims were poor, after several attempts, some of the arrows were sure to cause serious injuries or even death. Breanna gathered her grandfather and the others together and called for the White, allowing them to move undetected as one unit toward the outer edge of the blockade. Removing herself from beneath the cover, Breanna lifted both hands and threw a consuming rope of fire upon the piled bodies of the villagers.  


     Screaming with pain, the archers who had been secure behind the human barricade were burned alongside the already dead villagers. Such senseless loss of life made Breanna sick in her stomach, and it was all she could do to keep from retching. The rest of her party moved toward the outer edges of the blockade and found shelter in some of the empty huts.  


     She dispelled the White and turned to watch the approach of mounted strangers, just as Sean yelled, “Captain, we are over here. Come quickly.” 


       


     Rand had spotted Breanna in the beginning, before she set the barricade afire, and his heart skipped a beat. He could tell she had matured in the time since he had seen her, but her long red braid gave proof to his memories of her bright hair. He waved quickly as he and his ship’s crew dismounted from their horses. 


     Erain was more interested in the elves searching for places to gain cover for their bows. “There is my father, captain. He hasn’t aged at all. I wonder if he knows me, but no, how could he? He thinks me dead,” the elf said sadly. He was unsure of what to do next, but Rand nudged him in the side and pointed to an overhanging porch roof that had fallen on one end.  


     “We can find shelter there, Erain. Let’s go before these arrows find homes in our bodies. Have your meeting with your father when the danger has passed.” 


     “Aye, captain, you are right as always. Now is not the time for reunions.” 


       


     Breanna was thrilled Rand had come to their aid, but wondered about the stranger in his party. He had reddish-brown hair and was tall, like her family members. She considered probing, but stopped herself from being distracted. They had just arrived at the center of Thrum and received an ignominious welcome.  


     Rushing toward the abandoned huts, they found back doors to enter, and sheltered themselves and their horses from the airborne spears and arrows. Of the enemy archers who had fired upon Eliandor’s army, many had been consumed by the fire, but the others moved on, toward a palace-like structure at the apex of the mountain. Breanna’s gifted vision saw the path was rugged and long, with several switchbacks disappearing into the heart of the forest. The face of Thrumford Mountain was as forbidding as the castle at the top, where Yahmara and her followers no doubt would be found. 


     The blockade of bodies continued burning, destroying the remains of the slaughtered villagers. Breanna wished there had been another way, but fire was cleansing and would remove any magic the witches had used on the humans. It was a sad ending for their lives, but she could not bring them back from death. 


     She searched the structures for her grandfather, and found him poised, studying the village center for movement. 


     “Yahmara planned this obscenity to test our mettle,” he said disgustedly. “She has grown wickeder with time. Breanna, she must not survive this night. I would prefer it if you were not the one to end her life, but I fear she will allow no other close to her. She wants what you have, and will entice you. Beware, child, for she is clever.” 


     “Did you see the riders who have come to fight with us? The captain is among them,” she said demurely, distracting him from his worry over her. “It is as if you called him, Grandfather.” 


     “Hmm,” he muttered. “We can certainly use his and his friend’s energy. And now, with their help, we should plan our attack. Let us gather in that empty shack there, beyond those lampposts. We can plan our movements using the new manpower.” 


     “A’right, Grandfather, I will send Sean to tell them. Have you seen Tom? He jumped down from his cart, but I haven’t seen him since.” 


     “I believe he is nearby. Find him as well, for we have use for such a man as Tom Simpkin and his wise judgment.” 


       


     Tom and the two boys were together, eyeing the grounds of the center, waiting for Breanna to lead them in. She found them quickly, and sent Sean on his errand to round up their fighters, and send them to the empty lean-to Eliandor had described. From its borders they would be able to spot anyone coming toward them.  


     Breanna was nervous about the battle ahead. She wanted to make her family proud of her, but mostly, she realized how few stood between Yahmara and her followers, and the gentle people of the world. They were only a small army, even with the addition of Rand’s crew. Even so, she knew she must hide her fear and forge ahead, as though their cause was represented by garrisons of fighters.  


       


     Rand could hardly wait to see his old friends Sean and Tom, and, of course, Breanna. He was unsure whether Eliandor or his granddaughter led their army, but the captain realized it made no difference. The battle was for good against evil, and from what he knew of the elves, they represented kindness and generosity, as well as consideration for others. As in any civilization, there were always a few bad ones, but overall, Rand knew the moral attitudes of both elfkind and mankind ran very close to one another. He was ready to stake his life on it.  


     Breanna, as a mixed kind, had shown him the elven part with her magical powers, and near immortality also carried a deep love for others in the world. Knowing Erain had also helped Rand see how little difference there was in both races. Doubts and fears were part of them all, as were love and devotion. For those reasons, the captain believed he fought on the side of right as he armed himself alongside his friends. 


     “Come this way, captain. Oh, bones and glory, it’s good to see you!” Sean pounded Rand’s arm with joy and pointed to the empty structure. “Lord Eliandor wants us to gather up there and make a plan. If you pass it on to your folks, that will serve.” 


     “Sean, you’ve near become a man,” Rand said admiringly. He estimated the boy had grown a foot and had added bulk to his body. “I wouldn’t have known you elsewhere.” 


     “Aye, captain, it’s been a long spell since we saw each other last. Have you met my friend Rufus? He joined us a ways back,” Sean said by way of introduction to the boy who went almost everywhere with him. “We both lost our folks.” 


     Rand nodded hello at Rufus, and turned his eyes back to his ship’s crew, waiting his instructions. “Let’s go, men. Make a run for the shack standing by itself. Watch yourselves; there may be mischief between there and here.” 


     “Who is the elf, captain?” Sean asked. “He looks like someone I’ve seen before.” 


     “Name is Erain, young man. It’s good to meet you,” the elf said before Rand could speak. 


     “And you, mer. Always handy to have another elf around. I hope you got some of those powers the others have.” 


     Sean stopped and spoke quietly to the captain. “There’s good and bad in all of us, captain, but a fellow who came along with us may be bad pretending to do good. I don’t think he means well for our Bree. If you could watch him, I’d think she was a lot safer.” 


     “What? Who would want to harm her?” Rand asked. “Tell me his name and I’ll see he never gets a chance.” 


     “Name is Gadrial,” Sean whispered. “He’s jealous and mean.” 


     “I won’t forget, Sean. Now run along, you and Rufus get to the building, and we’ll come soon.” 


       


     Time passed quickly, and Eliandor knew forces were at work, changing light into darkness before it was time. Only the dark’s master was capable of such manipulations. The councilor considered his party of children and adults, wondering if he should send the young ones to a safe place. 


     But there is no safe place, my dear. Her sweet voice entered his thoughts, and for a moment, he felt her presence. No single corner holds stronger when the whole is brought down. Whatever happens, we must remember it wasn’t our choice to begin this. Life must endure, my love. 


     You seem near, Illene. Have you trodden this hard path to find me? 


     I am near; within your sight. Look westward, Eliandor, and see us approach. It was my duty to come, and be with you should you diminish. I do not wish to continue in a world without your presence. 


     Oh, lovely Illene, how I wish you had stayed in the protection of the wood. But I knew you would not be content to stay away. I hope we shall be together soon.  


     Her presence faded, but he took heart knowing she was close by. Though her skills with the bow and sword were talked about in days of old, Eliandor suffered, thinking soon he could lose her to a hateful entity. 


       


       


     They were coming, all her enemies converging together. She was overjoyed at such news. Yahmara called her followers together and watched them kneel before her, obeisant to her every wish. But she had learned through hard lessons that pride was her downfall.  


     “Rise, my devoted. Seek the dark father instead, and give him your worship. We shall create havoc through him. Remember this: all worship belongs to him.” 


     Yahmara demurely tucked her head and lay prostrate before the Spectre’s unholy altar. Her outstretched hands reached to touch the iron pentacles on the feet of the throne. So much time had gone into her plans that she could not afford to lose because of a show of pride. All this would be hers—her dominion, her powers. Once she had Mathena’s daughter, there would be no stopping the power she would hold.  


       


       


     Lyman drove the cart and horses as fast as they could safely travel. To dump them now would be a grave mistake, for the child was anxious to come forth, and any disturbance in Mathena’s health might rush the crowning moment. He recalled days gone by when little Breanna was gone from him, and his sadness was beyond boundaries. Now was his chance as her father to make amends for letting her go. Of course he no longer blamed himself after discovering the witch had arranged the abduction, but in his heart, he believed if he had been more vigilant, she might have never been taken. 


     Hold, daughter, we will be with you soon. His message was strong, and he felt a quick touch of her hand as a feeling as strong as lightning passed through his bones. She knew he was coming, and he was bringing her mother. He hoped she would be joyous.  


     “We shall all be together, whatever happens,” he said to the wind. Lyman’s spirit lifted, and a feeling of satisfaction filled him for the first time in many years. I am her father, and I must fight with her.  


       


     Emotions sweet and bitter burned through her awareness as Breanna heard her father’s voice in her head. They are coming. All those who I love are going to be here, at the mercy of chance. If I have the power to wield what Ziglianor gave me, we may win, but if she is so much stronger than I, she will take it away. Then everyone will die. Dear Creator, save us all, fill me with the power of goodness, and the strength of my ancestors. Let not this world be undone, for I am nothing, only a vessel to pour out your wrath upon this underworld killer of your people.  


     Breanna opened her eyes to find the captain watching her, and before she knew what was happening, she had thrown her arms around him and hugged him tightly.  


     “I am so glad you came, but I am sorry too,” she said. “Thank you, Rand, for being here.” 


     He gazed into her eyes, and she could see his affection. “Wait,” he said, before she could leave. “I have something for you. Not much, just a trinket.” From his pocket he removed a necklace with a blue stone, and fastened it around her throat. “The color of your eyes,” he said with a smile.  


     “But I can’t accept such a gift,” she said. 


     “Yes, you must,” he said emphatically. “It was blessed by the resin of a heart tree, when I carved your name in its bark. Wear it for me.” 


     “A’right,” she replied shyly. “I will wear it today, and pray it survives whatever happens.” 


     “We are right behind you, Breanna. I and my men will guard your back from those who would harm you,” Rand said solemnly.  


     “Thank you, for your trust,” she said. “It means so much to me.”  


       


       


     The wagon slowed as huge potholes suddenly appeared in the cart path. They had not been there before, and Mathena knew her old enemy was at work. Yahmara knew how quickly Breanna’s belief in herself would falter if her parents were suddenly injured or killed, but Mathena was no fool. She remembered a few spells of her own, and placed one on the wheels of the wooden cart. She felt the resistance of the witch, but continued arming the iron wheels with strength and purpose. Her breath was short from the harsh jerks of the reins each time the horses had faltered. Even so, her magic was good, and the troublesome road interfered no more. 


       


     They picked up speed again, flowing across the country path, and now the noxious smoke of distant fires came to them. Darkness had fallen sometime back even though the day had not ended. Witch-work, Illene thought as she rode. Worship of the underground spirit has produced this early black night. 


     She twirled her arms and stood in the saddle, and her movements produced light. We are not helpless, witch, she said, sending her message loudly to the ears of the sorceress. Go your way, and attend to your women, for they are weak, but we are not. 


     “We shall see,” Yahmara whispered. “Go,” she screamed at the dozen or so who stood in the back of the room. “Lead them into the deep holes and pray to the Spectre they fall.” 


     The day had not been her best, for the pithy girl had deceived her, and made her believe she had given up. For this she will pay dearly. The witch donned her cap, a nebulous covering made from the webs of red spiders.  


     “You,” she shouted to a group of villagers. “Get out there or I will kill you now. Run as fast as you can, little lambs, and the kind elves will try to save you. Burn them,” she told the archers, “light your fires. Any you see, set them aflame. Except the red-haired one. She is mine. But the others, especially that old elf, kill them, kill them, I say!” 


     Beneath her capes she carried the green powder of ground volcano stone. The explosive qualities of green powder had come from ancient recipes, and Yahmara had learned to produce the powder as a girl, and perfected it through her lifetime. As soon as the gifts were hers, she would dump the powder upon the city of Thrum and all its residents. The result would be great holes in the land opening all the way to the master. Through those he would rise, and they together would rule the world and time forevermore. Across the lands, great rifts would open, allowing hordes of demons to suck the life from the Creator’s children.  


     Her plan was flawless, but she needed the gifts to survive the great fires and the tearing of the world. I will take them from the worthless girl and squeeze the life out of her. Then I will grind her empty body into dust. 


    

      


    


  




  

     16. 


     Sound ceased, even the whoosh of the wind in tree limbs. Voices were silenced and the air was pulled from the world.  


     The Spectre spoke in the vacuum, and all ears heard his words. 


     “I am coming. Look and hear. Your time is over. Mine has begun. Worship me, and I may let you live on your belly. Defy me and I will break you into grains of sand.” 


       


     The words came from deep underground, and they frightened all who heard, for the spirit of evil had spoken. Eliandor felt a chill for a moment, a chill like those he had felt as a child when his poppa threatened to punish him if he disobeyed. But he was no longer a child, and evil spirits did not rule him. 


     “You know yourselves,” he said to those gathered. “Why you are here is of no matter to me, but you have given over to this cause and now will suffer or survive. We have two enemies. One is the Supreme Witch, who has certain powers. The other is the spirit of all things evil. To defeat one, you must defeat the other. The only hold the spirit has is on Yahmara, and she is bound to him forevermore. She will not change; no matter if she promises to mend her ways. When she was young, she tore out her own heart to become a witch. There is no way to save her, even though you may think you can. But remember, and hold this dear, Yahmara cannot be killed before the gift is removed from her memory.” 


     “What, then?” Miralda asked. “She has healing powers.” 


     Eliandor’s expression became even grimmer. “Because she is an elven witch, you must remove her head from her body, and then burn the two in separate fires. Bury the ashes in different places. 


     “Guard yourselves well, for she is the great deceiver. She deceived herself the day she killed her own father, believing he carried the power of ancient elves inside him. Her jealousy took away one of two people who ever cared for her. The others are her followers, but they hold her power as long as she is alive. Once she is gone, they are helpless. 


     “Their plan is to lead you into traps if you give chase. Watch their footfalls, walk in their tracks. There are monsters about, great, hulking meat eaters that will consume you in one mouthful. But they can be killed. Don’t let them take you. 


     “Watch out for one another, and keep safe. I pray you survive. I pray the world survives.” 
  


    

      


    


  




  

     17. 


     “Erain, you should do this now, while there is time. Go to your father, and let him see you,” Rand advised as they waited outside where the councilor spoke. 


     “And if he hates me for what I have done, for the lies I let him believe? What then, captain?” 


     “I have no answer, my friend, but you will continue to be my friend, no matter that your father may turn his back on you,” Rand said.  


     “I am grateful for your friendship, no doubt, but let me wait and gather my courage. Then I will go to him. I can fight with him as an unknown, and he won’t turn me away,” Erain said, pulling his cap over his ears, as he climbed onto his horse. 


     “I prefer to fight in the saddle, where I can see the enemy ahead of me,” Rand said. “I see it is your choice also. We ride into the fray. Good fortune,” he added before kneeing his horse ahead. 


     “We ride,” shouted the rest of his crew as they galloped away from the fires of Thrum. 


       


     Across the open southern plain, a group of riders and a wagon could be seen by those who had listened to Eliandor’s speech. Breanna reached out with her mind and touched her parents and grandmother.  


     “They have come here, Grandfather,” she said. “My mam carries the babe and my poppa drives the horses and a wagon. I must send the White before they are seen by our enemies.”  


     Quickly she commanded the thin cover to protect all those who traveled toward her. In the blink of an eye, Illene and her party disappeared from view. Breanna intended to hold the White for a few minutes, giving them time to get closer, but from the corner of her eye she spied a group of crones on horseback riding in the direction where the group had last been seen. 


     “I can’t defend them and hold the White. It is one or the other,” she murmured to herself. “But I can pull the cover away, and reach them before that band of nasty witches gets there.” 


     A horse wouldn’t do, for its speed was less than what she could do herself. Grabbing her bow, Breanna began a fast run and jump toward her family, clearing the air with giant, leaping strides. She rose above the riders and showered them with arrows as she planned her descent to be near the oncoming cart. Three of the fighting women went down, but five others continued a fast ride with bows and spears ready. Breanna drew her arrows and set them afire before rising again on her toes. She leaped and pulled one after the other quickly, shooting three more of the black-hearted sisters in the chest. 


     From his saddle, Lyman pulled a spear and quickly propelled it forward, into one of the two attackers, leaving a single witch advancing on the cart. Mathena was her target, and he saw the danger, but had no time to protect his mate. He careened on his horse, deciding to ram his foe before she could cause any damage, but the witch saw him coming and avoided his path.  


     Pulling her bowstring taut, she laughed, thinking how pleased her superior would be at Mathena’s death. But the witch didn’t reckon with Illene’s position near the side of the cart. Before the attacker could dart away and avoid the projectile, Illene threw her spear and penetrated the witch’s neck. The arrow that would have killed Mathena dropped harmlessly to the ground as the woman fell dead. 


     “Mam, Poppa, you came!” Breanna’s tears fell at the sight of her family. She climbed onto the cart to ride with her mother, and they hugged quickly. “You have so much more to hug, Mam,” Breanna said. “Why are you here when you should be home where you and the baby are safe?” 


     “We stayed safe too long, child. It was time to protect you instead of hiding our heads, as we had done before,” Lyman said.  


     “Besides, maybe he will be a warrior like you,” Mathena added, touching her belly. 


     “And if it’s a girl?” Breanna asked. 


     “Then especially like you. What more could we as parents ask?” 


     “Thank you, Mam,” Breanna said softly. “We’d best get there as fast as possible. Only a short distance now.” 


     Eliandor watched the procession his family made toward him, and prayed to the Creator they would arrive without further incident. When Illene came into view, he kissed his fingers and blew upon them.  


     “My love,” he said. “You have brought our closest kin. Would that our sons had survived to be with us today.” 


       


     Rand and his men charged into the clearing beyond the human blockade, and took stock of what lay ahead. The ground was charred as far as his eye could see, and any existing buildings appeared to hang precariously in the wind. What had once been a thriving city was now smoke and ash. The only whole structure remaining was a league and a half away, sitting on the mountain top. The old asylum for half-wits and spirit-mongers was now the keep for their enemies. 


     “Men, I sense danger near us,” Erain said. “My elf nose at work. This walks on two legs, but is not a man or elf. A creature of some size, and there are others close by.” 


     “You don’t have to be an elf to smell a Kruk a mile away,” Skimp said disgustedly. “I thoroughly dislike those round-bottomed uglies. They smell like last week’s chamber pot. Since they live by the sea, you’d think they wouldn’t mind bathing.” 


     “What’s the best way to get rid of them?” Rand asked. 


     “A saber in their fat stomachs, or a couple of arrows in the snout,” Skimp replied. “Bend the bow when you can, and don’t get too close, but if you find yourself in such a position, punch them hard with a sharp-pointed blade. Their hide is as thick as tree bark.” 


     “Here they come,” the cook warned. “Looks like one for each of us and a few left over.” 


       


     Across the charred rocks they came bounding, shaking the land each time a giant foot connected with the ground. Their faces were not really faces, they were more huge mouths with snouts above them and two beady eyes above that. Hairless and dun-colored, the big-bottomed Kruks were not attractive creatures, but they were fast and dangerous.  


     Rand and Erain got behind two of the larger beasts and poked them with swords, hoping they would turn around. But the Kruks were intelligent, and had learned the ways of men and elves on horseback. The one in the lead turned and made a wide circle behind Erain, while the other slowed its pace enough Rand’s horse almost galloped over it.  


     “Get him,” Erain yelled over the sound of drumming hooves. “He’s on my tail. I’ll trade with you.” 


     “Aye,” Rand shouted back, and turned his horse quickly to the right, away from the Kruk directly behind him. The one in front now became vulnerable with Erain following so closely behind. The elf rode up close and used his sword to pierce the thick hide of the animal, downing it after two more plunges. Finishing it off was quick work then. 


     Rand quickly came within reach of the largest male, and tried to make it stop its run, but the beast kept going toward the place where the other elves and men were waiting.  


     “If you want to keep your family alive, go home. There’s no reason to die for these people’s evil ways. Leave here,” the captain said, hoping the Kruk would listen and understand. But it was not to be, for panic at seeing his fellow on the ground sent the creature into a fighting stance. With murderous rage, it swung its long, arm-like appendages toward Rand, giving the captain a target for his sword. The long blade’s punctures were too much for the big-bellied beast, and it fell soon afterward. 


     The others had similar experiences with the rest of the herd and laid them out in time, with only one man, the cook, getting injured. His right arm had been pierced by his enemy’s teeth, and it required healing.  


     “Wish we had a way to move these things,” Skimp said. “They smell mighty bad.” 


     “Aye, they do,” Rand agreed.  


       


     The rest of the army separated, and upon Eliandor’s orders, a portion of them moved east while the others kept the way closed. Unless the witches could fly like their mistress, they would be forced to leave the same way they came in. Mathena was not convinced she could do more good there, but after considering her encumbrance, she finally agreed to stay and guard the roadway.  


     The particularly difficult qualities of Thrumford Mountain, especially where the asylum was built were its sheer marble cliffs and narrow passages between imposing rock spires. The structure had been placed there by men carrying wood and iron to the valley, while others above, at the building site, retrieved the materials in baskets pulled by ropes made of hemp and vines. A long, arduous project, the structure had been built sturdily to avoid rebuilding later after wind, snow, and ice took their tolls. 


     Eliandor split his group in half, with Breanna leading one, while he led the other. They rode to opposite ends of the mountain and began their assault on the passes snaking upward. For a period of time, both roads followed a well-used path, but after a short distance, Eliandor’s road reached an impasse, and his half of the army was forced to return to the bottom of the mountain and follow the passage Breanna had taken. 


     “A mistake I hope does not cost us lives,” the councilor said, urging his stallion on. “Such errors are what loses wars.” 


     “Care for your thoughts, Lord Eliandor. The witch is no doubt listening to your every word,” Shilara said. Normally she wouldn’t have dared speak to him in such a curt voice, but the she knew he had chosen to ride by her side because he trusted her advice. 


     “Of course, Lady Shilara. I will curb my tongue,” he said.  


     “We are close behind and will be there soon,” she said soothingly. 


     “I hope she is listening and hears me say I will cut off her ears before she is burned.” 


     “Ah, a noble task. Remove any semblance of elven heritage from her body,” Shilara said. “Remind me to always stay within your good grace.” 


     Eliandor looked sharply at her and saw she was smiling.  


     “You jest, dear lady. I have almost forgotten how to laugh in these trials. Now let us ride hard with less talk.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     18. 


     Breanna knew her grandfather had taken a mountain path that ended abruptly at a rock base, for she felt his keen disappointment when she reached out to him. The signal worried her, for time was not on their side, and she had hoped he would lead them in the attack. The eerie quiet also concerned her. They should not be able to get so close without feeling the whiz of arrows passing near their heads. Could she have decided to give in and take her followers underground? Not likely Yahmara would ever run from a fight. She seemed to like war. 


     The climb was steep, but the Badron horses scaled the rocky path without effort; even so, they made poor time going single file. On either side of the path there are tall cliffs made of glistening rock reflecting the sun into the eyes of riders. This is no coincidence, Breanna thought. This is planned by strategists who foresaw our approach. A good place for a planned attack. 


     She stopped Niana in the trail and turned back to those behind her. “Look well, and have your weapons ready. Beyond these abutments would be a likely place for them to wait for us. Breanna drew an arrow and nocked it with one hand as she rode. She put fire to it and waited, ready to defend herself and her friends. 


     ZZZip, she felt the air move beside her right ear and scratch the tip as Niana reached level ground. The arrow had flown from a natural clearing surrounded by trees and rocks. Breanna sent her flaming weapon into the rocks and heard a short scream as it made contact with one of the attackers. Quickly, to keep from being a target, she pulled the White from her memory and covered herself and the others immediately behind her. She watched the tree line and saw heads rise above the rocks as the attackers searched for her and her followers. 


     Moving quickly inside the White, Niana found a place behind a large buttress on the mountain’s side, and they hid there. The others followed, sending arrows into the trees as they fired from a place of safety. The White disappeared as the small section of their army dismounted and found cover behind trees and rocks. 


     “Psst, Bree, I’m going to come behind them,” Sean said as he and Rufus crawled away toward a thick copse of trees.  


     “Take care,” she replied softly. “Tom, can you get to that big rock to your left? If you can, I’ll meet you there.” 


     “Aye, I can do,” he whispered, and made his way toward the place where she pointed. A few arrows whizzed by his head, but he was unharmed. 


     Breanna felt wetness on her earlobe and knew the first arrow had drawn blood. Determined they would not be bushwhacked again, she used her magnified hearing and picked up whispers at the end of the clearing. Tom waited, and when Breanna reached his cover, they made their way toward the archers’ hiding place. She knew Sean and Rufus were going to the other side, and waved back to those behind the buttress, indicating they should draw the attackers’ fire. A barrage of arrows flew at her request, and while Yahmara’s defenders were busy firing back, she and Tom made their way to the witches’ bastion. 


     “Cover me, Tom. I’m going to send them a nice, fiery hello,” Breanna whispered. She stood on top of the rock and rolled her hands together, shaping the fire into a ball. Quickly and with great force she threw the ball into the attacker’s hiding place, creating a burst of flame and the sound of thunder. The explosion blew rocks apart and uprooted trees, sending people running in all directions. Breanna noticed many of them were villagers, with only a few black-cloaked fighters among them. Arrows from the rest of her followers took out the witches, but most of the villagers were left alone.  


     “She spelled the people of Thrum and sent them against us,” Tom said sadly. “Come down, girl, before one of them splits your head with a throwing axe.” 


     “They’re running away, which is a’right with me,” Breanna replied. “A hard knock was enough to wake them from the spelled sleep. They’ll have to give account to Mam and Grandmother Illene on their trip home.” 


     There were no more signs of attackers when Breanna and Tom came out of hiding, giving a signal to the others the immediate danger was over. A dozen of Yahmara’s women were on the ground and unable to rise. 


     “Take their weapons, and use what you need. Lay the others aside, as the villagers may want to retaliate against Yahmara for her treatment of their families.” 


     “There’s the councilor,” someone yelled. “Glad they made it.” 


       


     She saw him approaching with his hand extended in a gesture of friendship. Hoping for the best, Breanna watched as Gadrial began speaking.  


     “We haven’t been the best of friends, but I hope we can be a great deal more,” he said. “What do you think?” 


     “No, we haven’t,” she answered. “You taught me how to defend myself, and I’m grateful, but I don’t believe you ever wanted the best for me.” 


     “You have misjudged me,” he said.  


     “Then I’m sorry, but that’s what I believed. I hope we can rely on each other—if not as friends, then as defenders of freedom against our common enemy.” 


     She waited to see what his eyes told her, but Gadrial had learned to mask his emotions around her. One thing she had learned through conversations with elves was they had an extraordinary ability to conform to every situation and bend as reeds in a storm. Catching Gadrial off guard would be more difficult now he knew she was watching. 


     “Of course, you are right,” he said, smiling. “And you may depend upon me with your life.” 


     “Then let’s be friends,” she replied. As long as I watch you. Not waiting to hear what else he had to say, Breanna mounted Niana, and suggested they move on. Giving her grandfather the respect of his position, she rode behind him as he led their army upward toward the witches’ sanctuary. Her eyes caught every sway of the tree branches as they climbed. She was glad not to lead, for it gave her time to think as she watched. 


     Rand was somewhere nearby, but they’d had no more time to talk. Her cheeks flushed at the thought of the captain and the necklace he had given her. She wore it beneath the linen scarf tied around her neck. He had given her the gift for no reason, other than he liked her. The stone was cool and comforting against her skin as it moved with the motions of her body. She kept it hidden to avoid questions from those who might disapprove, and she was happy she had done so after Gadrial’s announcement. 


     The thought of her teacher left her confused. Why would he make an offer of friendship, and hint he might be looking to her as a mate, when his past behavior at times had been hateful and cunning? She believed Shilara might have cautioned him that his jealousy was ruining his chances to have Breanna join their family. 


     She shook her head at this turn of events, and wished life were simpler. It was easier to consider a witch like Yahmara might want to kill her than it was to think about two different situations where someone acted as though they liked her. Probably because I didn’t have my mam to teach me such things when I was young. 


       


     Soon, the path became easier as it approached the plateau where a large rock structure stood in relief against Mount Thrumford. The riders saw a lake of clear blue, forming a natural blockade on the south side of the castle, and noticed the rear of the building was carved into the mountain, blocking entry from the north. From a distance, the size of the castle was deceptive to most eyes. Eliandor spoke of indentured dwarves who had hollowed out caves inside the mountain to serve as dungeons for those who could not be trusted outside. Dark, dank places, they were used and forgotten, and people died there with no one to remove their bones. 


     Sean and Rufus rode near the councilor and Breanna, listening as Eliandor told the story of prisoners being starved and left to die. Both boys trembled at the thought. Dying for a good cause was one thing, but rotting in a hole in the mountain didn’t set well with either young rider. They both swore they would never let such a thing happen to the other as long as one of them was able to wield a sword. 


     Breanna heard what her grandfather said, and knew she would be forced to go into those places before the upcoming battle was done. She had an advantage, for there was never reason for darkness when your fingers produced fire.  


     A noise disturbed her thoughts, and she identified it as a slight, muffled cough. They were close to the lake, and could see the lowered drawbridge leading to the wide doors on the west side of the prison. Beneath the bridge, hedge brush grew tall and thick, allowing for places to hide. The cough had come from there. Stopping her filly, Breanna called the riders to a halt and pointed toward the brush-lined route to the castle.  


     “Beneath the bridge they wait to ambush us. I see a cluster of archers and swordsmen who will attack us as we come near. I believe they will ride out as we cross the bridge over the lake and attack our flank, while others on the high wall send their arrows into us as we approach. 


     “Grandfather, what shall we do?” Breanna asked. “We wait for your command.” 


       


     Eliandor waited before speaking. He understood well what had to happen. A line of attack was needed, and Breanna, who first saw the danger, looked to the councilor for his expertise. He nodded slightly and spoke. 


     “You are the chosen one, Breanna of Nore Mountain. It is your lead we will follow. Tell us what you will do.” 


     The others waited, poised to ride when the exchange of leadership was done. All along, most had known at some time such a thing had to happen. The Qay sisters looked to Breanna, remembering the child she had been, wondering if such a one could actually lead them.  


     Breanna studied her grandfather, waiting for his eyes to meet hers. She would know then how to proceed. She saw it—the incredible love and faith he had for her was unmistakable as he turned his stallion and put her in the lead. How could she doubt herself when so many believed she was capable of great deeds? 


     Do what you were born to do, he said silently. This is yours, Breanna, and I will follow you to my death.  


     Lyman was near, his pride in his daughter evident to all. “Her mother and I trust her with our lives,” he said hoarsely. “I am ready.” 


     Cheers arose and the warriors lined up behind the slim young Qay in the blue britches. A less likely looking champion there had never been, but most didn’t care about what had been before. This almost-grown girl had the heart of a leader for sure. Her red braid hung loose and she reached to tuck in under her scarf, for a fighter knew to never give her opponent a handhold. 


     “Grandfather, take five of our best warriors and circle behind the bridge where their horses stand waiting. Cut their ropes and send them away. Reach the other side of the lake and overtake those who guard the entrance. Disable them. Find the moat dory and make your way to the top of the gatehouse. You must stop them from raising the bridge. We will wait until your signal comes from the watchtower before we storm the castle keep.” 


     Eliandor’s eyes sparkled at the opportunity to play a heavy part in what was coming. He gathered his warriors about him and turned away, through the heavy brush and trees, toward the backside of the bridge road.  


     “Father,” she said to Lyman, noticing how the word came to her. No longer was she a child calling him Poppa. “We go to battle those who would ambush us. Stay behind me, and let me use what I was given.” 


     “Aye, Breanna, we will wait,” he replied. 


     “Gadrial,” she said firmly, “you will cover us with three archers as we make our way toward the enemy.” She captured his eyes, holding him to his word.  


     He winked and leaned in his seat. “Lady Breanna, I am your servant.” 


       


     Toward the bridge Eliandor rode, keeping out of sight of those in the hedgerows. He circled the wild growth near the ramparts, and dismounted when he spotted the enemies’ horses. True to Breanna’s prediction, there were at least two dozen mounts waiting for their riders, and the elves silently untied the holds and sent the horses away. Tom had ridden with Eliandor because he knew how men behaved under duress. It was Tom who knew to watch for the sneak beneath the bridge who hoped to avoid fighting, and would have given them away except for an arrow in his chest. 


     Gathering their horses, the group rode west to the narrowest part of the lake, and there they found the bridge master’s boat. Every day, a boat was hidden on both sides of the lake, ready for a quick messenger when the bridge was taken by the army.  


     They stepped into the boat and quietly began rowing. Eliandor threw some crystals into the lake, calming the rough waves kicked up by an unexpected breeze. A flock of ravens flew above them, shouting their raucous commands to those on the ground. The carrion eaters were fat, and their feathers shiny, foul evidence they were recently well fed, but the birds’ greed pushed them to demand more from those still alive. 


     “Councilor,” one of the rowers whispered, “if I die soon, don’t let those nasty things eat me. I’d rather a fire if you can manage it.” 


     Eliandor smiled, for the elf had voiced his own opinions. “I will do what I am able,” he whispered back. 


     Surprisingly, there were no guards posted near the lake to see their progress. An attitude of extreme confidence was necessary for their leaders to be so lax. For a moment, Eliandor worried they were falling into a trap, but it was too late for those concerns. The lack of activity outside the castle led him to believe those inside were waiting for them to enter through the wide doors. 


     What kind of foul greeting have you readied for us, witch? Eliandor thought of the most horrible weapons she might have in her arsenal, especially those that might quickly destroy an army. There were few potions or spells capable of such destruction, unless they were dropped on the enemy from a high place. One he considered was red ochre mixed with volcanic stone, using elven magic to create an explosion. The damage caused by such a brew would likely be great, but not all consuming. There had to be more. 


     The gatehouse was near, and as far as they could see, no one was manning the pulleys. A single guard stood watch at one of the parapets, raising Eliandor’s alarm. Something was very wrong. A few soldiers under the bridge, ready to attack, yet no other signs of defense when Yahmara knew they were coming was out of the question—unless it was a well-constructed trap.  


     Sending a message to Breanna was necessary, even though others might intercept his thoughts. She had to have the new information to be prepared for a surprise. 


     Granddaughter, if you can hear my words, there is great danger ahead. More than just a battle awaits. This place is fortified with secrets. I suspect the witch has set a trap of terrible proportions inside those walls.  


     My thoughts too, councilor. She made our way too easy. Breanna sat her horse, waiting until the timing was right. She watched the castle turrets for hidden guards, but none raised his head to take a peek below. I think I shall surprise them by removing the doors when we approach. 


     A worthy response, Eliandor replied. By this time those in the boat had reached the shore and were prepared to defend the bridge for Breanna’s followers. Eliandor cut off his communication with her to concentrate on the dangers they now faced. The six rowers were at risk if the doors opened now. Much depended upon Breanna’s quick attack on those under the bridge. He waved from the gatehouse, making sure her part of the army saw him. Now it was out of his hands. 


       


     Waiting was always the hardest duty. This time she couldn’t hurry, or too many lives would be in jeopardy. She hadn’t seen Rand since they split up soon after the Pentara riders arrived. A niggle of worry crept in her thoughts, but his privacy was too important for her to invade his mind to settle curiosity. She had to trust he would be all right.  


     The wave came, and it was time to attack those watchers under the bridge. Quickly Breanna gave signs to her riders, and they rode hard toward battle. Concealed under the abutments were about three dozen men and women; some of them were the dark sisters, but others appeared to be frightened villagers. The expert marksmen in Breanna’s small unit of fighters soon had the bridge defenders under control. Breanna ordered the villagers to run toward their homes after leaving their weapons behind. She knew they had not chosen to fight in the beginning. Yahmara’s threats had forced their compliance. The dark sisters, however, were not given a chance to run away, and lost their lives to swords and arrows. 


     From there they crossed the bridge without incident, meeting finally with Eliandor’s riders. 


     “We are here, but there are some who have not arrived,” Breanna said to her followers. “Captain Rand’s crew is not in sight, but should have been some time ago. We can’t wait for them. The more time Yahmara has to prepare against us, the worse it will be. We attack now!” She extended her hands and called the gift of fire to remove the wide doors from the building. A quick explosion blew the hinges apart, and sent pieces of wood and copper flying in all directions. 


     “Watch yourselves,” Breanna yelled. “We go now.” The group kneed their horses and rode hard across the bridge, into the rock building. What they saw when they arrived was not what they had expected. 


       


     Rand and his group of sailing men, and Erain Pentara, took the road toward the castle near the top of Thrumford Mountain, fighting with the villagers and a few of Yahmara’s following along the way. They dismounted and used their swords and sabers to clear the roadway of several witches before continuing on toward the asylum for misfits.  


     “When we get near the top,” Rand said to Erain, “ride hard through their lines. We have neither time nor warriors enough to play with them. Get to the castle and let the others behind us finish them off.” 


     Erain grinned, enjoying the freedom of being in the saddle, fighting against an evil force. As a youth he had received excellent training, and now it was put to good use. 


     “You’re good with that sword,” Rand yelled, as he nocked another arrow for his bow. “I’m glad you’re on my side.” 


     “My thanks to you, Captain Rand, for assisting me, although after seeing the red-haired beauty who leads this army, I no longer believe you came here for me.” 


     “Ha!” Rand replied, “Can’t a man do good without having other motivation?” 


     Erain was in the midst of exchanging parries with one of the sisters when he replied, “Aye, he can, but he seldom does.”  


     When the fracas was finished, man and elf remounted their horses and rode toward the doors of the coven. Skimp rode beside his captain, and put a piece of tobacco in his jaw. He heard the exchange made and offered a sly comment. 


     “My, she is a pretty thing. Handy to have around, too. I recall she had no sickness on the ship, but used some healing skills on others when it was needed. One like that is worth saving.” He winked his good eye and spat tobacco juice on the road. “Yes sir, she is a right package, captain.” 


     Guffaws followed Skimp’s remarks as the rest of the crew joined in the teasing. The way was still light, and would be for several hours if all went well. So far their strategy had been to overwhelm and conquer, and it had worked, allowing them brief victories as they continued advancing up the mountain.  


     As they neared the top, a patch of thick gray smoke floated above the treetops. The closer it came to the captain’s crew, the more it appeared to be a menacing presence bent on searching them out. Deep buzzing sounds came from the cloud as it began to settle down on the trees and in their path 


     “Get down, find shelter,” Erain yelled. “Those are flies, demon flies, and they’ll strip your flesh to the bone.” He jumped from his saddle and pulled his horse toward the rocks, hoping to find a place of refuge. The others followed him, batting the flies as they ran. The cook was the first to be overcome as he tripped and fell while running for cover. He was at the mercy of the horde, and the others watched as the flies attacked, biting him to the bone, leaving a white skeleton in their wake. 


     The others found openings in the rocks and hid as best they could, but the horses were at the mercy of the fly beast. It consumed them all, leaving Rand’s crew afoot.  


     Just as quickly as they came, the flies disappeared into the sky. The air was left clean as though it had never happened. The rest of the crew emerged, shaken by the sight of their comrade on the ground and the bones of their steeds. The man was unrecognizable, but they had seen him devoured, and it left them chilled and afraid. 


     “We got a bit hasty with our celebrations,” Erain said. “Wonder what other beasties are hunting us?” 


     “Whatever they are,” Rand replied grimly, “we have less time now, for our horses are gone. If I were a man to bet on stones, I would say this was the intent, to put us without our mounts.” 


     “Aye,” Skimp agreed, “this will slow us down. Our supplies are gone. There’ll be neither food nor water when we stop to rest.” 


       


     They chose their weapons with care, taking only what could be used, for to be loaded with unnecessary baggage would serve to exhaust them before they reached the top of the mountain. Rand carried his sword and bow, along with the short knife he kept in his boot. He was angry the cook had been attacked and killed, but he was helpless to change what had happened. The only justice would be to pursue those who stirred the demon flies and caused them to attack. 


     Walking was difficult because the men were already tired, but they carried on, rounding curves, climbing each shelf of the mountain terrain. A rear guard had to be posted to keep watch—a difficult task, it was agreed, but Erain volunteered. He said his elven heritage gave him the ability to sense danger at close hand, which was why he had recognized the demonic flies. He had sensed them before actually seeing them. 


     In that way, the party progressed little by little up the steep mountain. Goats were the ideal animal for such trails, and the group saw many of them as they climbed. 


     “Wish I could saddle one,” Skimp said jokingly. “Probably throw me before I sat down.” 


     Soon they were too tired for jokes and needed to find water. The sun was hot and the air acrid in the unseasonal weather. “Witch-made weather,” Skimp announced. “Hotter than the fires of the Spectre one minute, and cold as a witch’s nose the next. A man could die from such weather.”  


     Rand wiped sweat from his forehead and glanced at his first mate, once again glad to have the man with him. Skimp had been loyal since the first day Rand came aboard as captain of the Mede Truheart.  


     “Aye, it’s hot, man, but aren’t you glad you’re not freezing in your boots?” 


     Skimp nodded and said no more. His captain was good about locating the heart of a problem, and they had much more to be concerned about than the heat. 


     Another hour’s march, and they had to stop for rest. A group of trees offered shade, and a hope for a water stream, but unfortunately, such was not the case. There was no water, nor any sign of a source nearby. 


     “Do you feel we’re not moving up.?” Erain asked. “Like as if we’re circling this mountain 


     “Starting to feel that way,” Rand agreed. “Do you suppose it’s true?” 


     “I’d swear on my mother’s grave I’ve seen this rock before,” Skimp replied. 


     “I think I have too,” Erain said, eyeing the forest around them. 


     “A’right, then how do we go up, instead of sideways?” Skimp asked grumpily. 


     “One of us climbs a tree and finds the path,” Rand said, eyeing Erain. “When it’s found, we send someone out walking, until he matches up with what the climber sees. I have an idea that if we break through the first leg, we’ll be done with any witch foolishness.” 


     “Then here I go,” Erain said, dropping all his weapons except the bow on his back. 


     He scurried up the tree as though it were a flat spot on the road. About halfway up, he called down, “I can see where we’re headed, and we’re going in the wrong direction. Head west, even though you think you know better.” 


     “Skimp, take a walk due west. When it appears you’re going in the wrong direction, fight the feeling and continue forward,” the captain said. 


     “Erain, watch him, and turn him back if his path changes,” Rand yelled. 


     “Aye, captain,” both replied.  


     “Turn, Skimp. You’re going the wrong way,” Erain shouted. 


     “It’s pulling me, captain,” Skimp yelled. 


     “Fight the pull—turn,” Erain said from above. 


     “I’m trying. There, I made a small turn. How is it now?” Skimp asked excitedly. 


     “Better, but stay to the left. Don’t try to climb up the mountain. Stay to the west. I can see it working. A few steps at a time. It will get you there, I think,” Erain said. 


       


     After several more tries, Skimp reached the place Erain had in mind and he jerked the rope Rand had wrapped around his waist. 


     “Come on up,” the first mate said loudly. “But don’t pull too hard. I’m too tired to hold your weight.” 


      About that  time Erain climbed down from the tall tree, and headed in the direction of the last man in line. The trek up the mountain toward Skimp was a struggle, and each had to fight the pull away from the path. 


     “The rope was an excellent idea, captain,” Erain said as he approached the men standing beside Skimp. 


     “Glad I remembered to bring it. Being on a ship reminds you of how important it is to tie things down. That’s why I considered it necessary when we left on foot.” 


     “Aye, there’s what makes a captain: you never stop thinking,” Erain said. 


       


     From the place Skimp stood, they climbed in a straightforward path, and knew the spell had been broken. Erain explained how oftentimes a wizard was needed to invoke such magic on a path as a way to divert the enemies who might come in the night. They were usually harmless diversionary methods of delay, but once spotted, they could be displaced by dogged attempts to break them. He said they were fortunate they had found the problem early, else the spell might have hardened with much more resistance. 


     After climbing for several hours, the men needed rest, but mostly they needed water. Erain’s sharper senses detected moisture in the air soon afterward, and each of them were eager to make faster time in the direction he indicated. A hundred or so yards more, and they saw damp ground. It was definite proof water was near. Another thirty feet around a bend, and they spied the clear, running stream. 


     Their enemy had anticipated the warriors’ thirst, and had positioned themselves near the water. When Rand and his fellows got close, a spear came from the bushes and nicked him on the arm. Furious to be caught unawares, the captain responded by running straight into the brush from where the missile was thrown. He grabbed the man by the throat and began to throttle him, unaware others stood nearby, staring in disbelief. Some of the villagers threw down their weapons, and ran quickly away from the demon-possessed man.  


     On the other side, the witches who stood ready to slaughter the captain’s men grew aggressive, stepping out of the brush to aim their weapons. They tried to use their craft and topple the tired men, but all they managed was to bring some of them to their knees. From there the hardened sailors crawled to the enemy, and stabbed them with sabers and swords. It was over within minutes. At the end, the crew from the Mede Truheart jumped into the stream and washed blood and sweat into the flowing water. After the current carried the filth away, they drank their fill and searched for water bags left behind by villagers. Only one was serviceable, but it was enough for emergency rations. 


     “Darkness is near,” Rand said, for the mountain had a different evening light than the lower altitudes. “Let’s hurry and reach the top before we lose light. Time is not on our side. For such a long time we lagged on the mountain path. Our friends may be far ahead of us.” 


     Running fast, the small group made it to the plateau, and hid behind a barricade of trees at the edge of clearing. 


     “Careful now,” Erain whispered. “They know we are here.” 


     “Do you suppose we can get inside and they’ll not know it?” Rand asked, staring across the drawbridge at the wide doors. 


     “Doubtful,” Skimp answered. “They’re poor fighters, but they have spies.” 


     “I’m for trying,” the captain said after a minute. “If we wait here, we’re targets for every wild beast they control. I say we take our chances, and get inside. Maybe we can hide somewhere.” 


     “Captain, you’re right about the wild things, no argument,” Erain said, “but it may be a mistake to rush in until we know what waits for us. Besides, my father and the rest should be somewhere near. If not ahead of us, then not far behind.” 


     “No time to wait and compare,” Rand replied. “I’m going in, but I won’t hold anyone to an oath. You are free to wait and see what happens with our friends.”  


     The others were quiet, considering what might be the best move, but in the end, they stayed loyal to the captain and followed him to the entry doors. A hard push and they were inside the building, where massive ceilings rose to the height of ten men, and above them staircases led even higher. But it wasn’t the ceiling getting their attention. It was the long line of sisters dressed in black who stood waiting with spears and swords pointed at the men’s middles. They had been waiting for them. 


     “Guess I should have listened to you,” Rand said to Erain. “I’ve brought us into a fine mess.” 


     “Aye, you have, captain, but I daresay I’ve been in worse. Shall we fight for it first, then ask for mercy?” 


     “I think not. They don’t seem the forgiving kind. I expect we’d die here. Alive, we might have a chance.” 


     A tall woman with a shaved head and half an ear stepped forward and slapped them all, demanding they get on their knees. She seemed unafraid of the spears they held, or of the sabers in their scabbards.  


     “Drop your flimsy weapons,” she said to the ship’s crew. “Take them,” she said to the line of women. “Put them in the dungeons. All but this one.” She pointed to Rand. “The snit is fond of this one, and I shall use him to lure her to me.” 


     “You won’t succeed,” Rand said quietly. “You have lost before you’ve begun. She will tear you limb from limb.” 


     “Cease talking,” Yahmara screamed at the captain. “Your words are empty. I have the power of my master.” 


     “You will need it all, once she finds you,” Rand said smugly. “She is a fearsome redhead when provoked. And much prettier than you.”  


     Yahmara stamped her foot and ordered the men to be taken to the darkest cell in the castle.  


     “Put him in chains,” she said of Rand. “They will soon curb his hateful tongue. Go now, and remove all signs of their arrival. Hurry, you idiots!”
       The women shuffled quickly. To Rand they appeared to move as a line of black beetles scurrying back and forth between hills of dung. I’ll try to remember this as a reason to laugh when my arms and legs grow longer from the pull of chain weights, he told himself.  


     “You are really going to be sorry for this,” he couldn’t help adding. When the witch heard him, she stepped forward and spat in his face.  


     “Take him now,” she said, more calmly. “We shall see how long his impertinent mouth shouts at his true mistress.” 


       


     The dungeon was covered in slick plant growth, and thick mildew where the heavy chains attached to the wall. Rust covered the circles of iron fastened to his manacles. Both arms and legs had their own chain, and it was as Rand had said earlier: iron balls were attached to a waist chain to make confinement more unbearable to the wearer. At least his head would be free, allowing for breathing; however, when all his strength was finally gone, and he collapsed, his entire body would stretch as his weight pulled him to the floor of the filthy dungeon. 


     “What, no sass for your betters?” the woman in black asked. She carried a big stick and poked him each step he took. Once in the room, she and five others threw him down and attached his manacles to the waist chain. 


     “You’ve seen your prison and now you are sorry,” his tormentor said, mimicking a child’s voice. They lifted him from the floor and attached the waist chain to the rings in the wall, causing his arms and legs to dangle and burn as if from fire. 


     “You’ve been around the little ’uns too long. You sound like them,” Rand taunted, refusing to let her see his pain. 


     “You are a nasty human,” the witch croaked, losing her composure. “I will enjoy killing you after you have served our purposes. The twit will die along with you,” she added, poking him once more before leaving the room. “Our mistress will see to it.” 


     “Thought she would never leave,” he said to the man on the floor. “What are you in here for?” 


     The man was dressed in dark, stained work clothing and heavy field boots—a farmer, or tradesman, although his face was pale, as though he had seldom seen the sun. 


     “I live in the village nearby. Debt collection is my occupation, and it has served me and my family well for many years. I am a fair man, and I don’t cheat my neighbors.” This he said with feeling, as though the thought of such an action was distasteful to him. “The witch wanted me to double the fees on all the folks in the hamlet, but I refused, and she said she didn’t care, she would find someone else to do her bidding. Then a half-fortnight ago she put me here, where the worst misfits spend their days.” 


     “Excuse me, but I can tell from your smell you’ve been here a while,” Rand said, turning his head away. “Is there any hope for escape?” 


     “Do you think if it were so I’d be here, languishing in these chains?” 


     “Oh, sorry,” Rand said. “Is there a back way out of the mountain?” 


     “I don’t know. I collect taxes and fees; I know nothing of back doors in asylums,” the man said, growing frustrated. 


     “Sorry again,” Rand quickly responded. He drew deep breaths when his chains would allow it, but his supply of air had been cut severely. 


     “You have to stand on your toes, no matter the pain, or you’ll die as your lungs shrivel. The name is Petry Falon,” the other prisoner said kindly. “You’re the captain. I heard them talking about you. They don’t like you at all.” 


     “The feeling is returned, Petry. I hope to take out the lot of them before I’m through,” Rand mumbled, saving air. 


     “I’d say you’re through already, captain,” Petry replied glumly. “We’re prisoners to the death.” 


     “I have friends who will come for me. You too. She can’t do this to gentle folk,” Rand said wearily. “I think I’ll lean against the wall and sleep,” he said, closing his eyes. “Without the proper amount of air to breathe, I can’t seem to stay awake.” 


       


     An hour later, just before dark, Breanna and her followers rushed through the double doors of the castle, leaving their horses behind.  


     “I don’t see anyone,” Miralda said, “but I smell brimstone. She’s here somewhere.” 


     “Councilor, what do you think?” Winona asked, eyeing the high ceilings. “Have you seen this place before?” 


     “No, I always refused to enter this place for misfits. And I am referring to those who have spent their lives punishing poor souls who could not protect themselves. Abominable place—I wanted nothing to do with it, nor do I now,” he said angrily. 


     “I saw this structure when I was younger,” Lyman said quietly. “My father, Doward, made a pilgrimage through this land and stopped here on a mission of mercy. I traveled with him for a short time when I was young, hoping to see some of the world. I had not yet met Mathena. You may recall, councilor, my father was a noble elf who lost his life at the Darth of Qayborn” 


     “Umm. Yes, I remember him well, a good soul of many talents and virtues,” Eliandor agreed. “And your mother, she was a handsome woman from the village.” 


     “Father, you’ve seen this castle. What lies behind those doors?” Breanna asked, pointing to the end of a long hallway. “Our lives may depend upon your memory.” 


     “Wait, before you speak, let me have a word,” Shilara interrupted. “I too have been in this place. Many centuries ago my sister spent years locked away in these rooms. I was bitter then, for I had already lost my parents, and the consideration of losing Caralene was too dear. My uncle Ralon, the Spectre take his soul, did not want to be bothered with a young girl in his care. My sister’s inheritance went to my mother’s brother for management until we girls had mates, and he made certain she never reached adulthood. I was older, and already a mother, and I begged him to let me take my sister, but he was greedy and refused. My fortune from my parents had already been issued, thus, I had nothing to offer him.” 


     She said no more, until Breanna asked what happened to Caralene. Sighing, Shilara spoke briefly. “She grew ill from loneliness. A kind soul sent a message by raven and I came as quickly as I could, but my sister was already gone to Starnight.” 


     “And Ralon?” Eliandor asked. 


     “He is at the bottom of the lake we passed over. When Caralene died, I went directly to my uncle, and called on him for justice. His arrogance was such he believed he could defeat me. He was wrong,” she said angrily. “I opened his chest with my sword and watched him die.” 


     Gadrial watched his mother in amazement. “I never heard your story,” he said. “You never told me what happened to your sister. You said she died early from sickness, but you didn’t speak of our uncle’s treatment of her.”  


     “Now you know,” Shilara muttered. “I wish he had been reborn so I could kill him again.” 


     “Mother, you carry vengeance in your breast. How could we not have known?” 


     She shrugged and turned away. “No more talk of those days,” she said quickly. “It’s over, and Caralene can’t be brought back. There is bad blood in my family, and now you know why.” 


     “Do you recall the inner rooms, Shilara?” Eliandor asked, breaking the stillness after the incredible story. 


     “I do some. When I returned for her body, I was allowed through that door,” she said, pointing down the long corridor. “Inside are more halls and locked doors.” 


     “That is as I recall it,” Lyman agreed. “Many doors and halls.” 


     “Then we must break through,” the councilor said. “Surely they wait for us with foul weapons, but what choice do they give us?” 


     “You’re right, Grandfather. They left us no other choice. We must take our chances,” Breanna said. “I’ll lead the charge through the doors. Sean, come with me, nock your arrows, and fire them when I say. Grandfather, you take the other route. Two by two we will enter the witches’ lair. Guard yourselves, for they are merciless.”  


    

      


    


  




  

     19. 


     The evening’s quiet was broken by a groan from the back of the hut. “Mathena, are you ill?” Illene asked. “I heard your moans.” 


     “No, Grandmother, I am not ill, but I feel the beginning pangs of childbirth coming on,” Mathena said through gritted teeth. 


     “Let me help you,” Illene responded. “I will relieve your pain and delay the child’s entrance. He will not suffer, I promise.” 


     “Please, delay him if it is possible. I want Lyman to be here when the boy first cries out.” 


     Illene nodded and rubbed Mathena’s stomach with her fingertips, whispering elven words of comfort and healing. 


     “He is strong, this boy, and he will delay only a short time. We must find clean shelter for you soon, and leave this fight to others who have no such responsibility.” 


     “No, not without Lyman,” Mathena insisted. “I can hold out. I must.” 


     “Child, we shall see who is the stronger, you or your son. The world will not end because you bring new life into it, and neither will keeping the babe inside you make us victorious. Whatever happens is out of our control.” 


     “I know,” Mathena whispered. “I would like for my mate to be here for the birth of his son, but if little Ruiden decides he must hurry, then I will be content.” 


     “Ah, a good response, Granddaughter. For now, quiet. Bite the haft of your spear if you feel pain, for a crowd of angry villagers is on our doorstep. We must turn them to our cause and away from the witch by reminding them of the taste of freedom.”  


       


     “Hi-ho, good people. Where are you about?” Illene shouted over the clamoring. 


     “What’s it to you?” an angry voice responded. 


     “We are here to put an end to the ruthlessness of Yahmara and her followers. Too long has she poisoned your lives with her murderous ways,” Illene replied. “We in the west have seen her evil ways and despise them as surely you must.” 


     Sullen faces were turned toward her voice, and after a moment, Illene stepped outside the door of the old watch shack.  


     “See me, I am not your enemy,” Illene said. “We follow the champion chosen eons ago by our people. A young woman with elven magic has come forth to break the chains of the Spectre and of his handmaiden, Yahmara Cromcroft, self-proclaimed witch. Do you want to live a life of bondage, crawling on your belly for these two, or will you stand with us today?” 


     The response was as she had feared. The villagers were so beaten down by strife and fear that they had no heart to fight yet another battle, even if it saved their way of life. 


     “Ah, lady, you ask too much of us,” an old man in the front of the crowd said hoarsely. “We have fought against you, and now we leave you unharmed, but to lose more of our families in an all-out fight against the witch is more than most can do. You understand, don’t you?” 


     Illene felt compassion for them, because she did understand. The men and women before her lived short lives scratching for food and shelter, only to bring children into their world of poverty. Too often there was not enough, and a child died from sickness or starvation, breaking the parents’ hearts. They had seen too many battles. 


     “Then go, save your homes, gather your scattered animals, and start over. But promise there will be no more reprisals against our cause,” Illene said sadly. “If you turn against us again, you and all you love will be destroyed. Do you understand?”  


     “Aye, lady,” several said. “We’ll not turn hands against you.” The crowd continued on their way, past the burned-out hovels where some had lived before the desolation. Most appeared apathetic, as though whatever happened was unimportant. They were broken, and nothing would change them back. 


       


       


     While Captain Rand was being locked away with weighted chains, his men, including Erain, were taken to a dark place within the mountain. No windows or light graced the room, but it was large enough for several adults to lie down or sit with legs outstretched. The crude details of the prison were enough to make most men afraid, but this was a tough crew, accustomed to hardships. Their worst fear, if any admitted it, was perpetual darkness, but once the door slammed shut behind the sisters in black, Erain assured his fellows not everything they saw was real. 


     “The castle of Thrum is an institution built upon fear,” he said confidently. “We will take those fears and make them our hope.” He sat on the floor and removed the scarf around his neck, then stripped it into three pieces. Tying the pieces together on one end, he worked the three into a braid, and then rolled it tightly together and tucked the other end inside. 


     “Now,” he said, “you all know where I come from, and what I am. But you may not know I learned a thing or two from my father and his fathers.” The men strained their eyes to see what the elf was doing with his kerchief, but the room was too dark to see even their hands. 


     Suddenly, Erain spoke several words foreign to the ship’s crew, and he made several hand motions stirring the air. The men saw light in the darkness and recognized Erain’s scarf was glowing, first dimly, then as brightly as a lantern. 


     “Mate, it’s a fair trick you had up your sleeve,” Skimp said admiringly. “How long will she last?” 


     “I don’t know,” Erain said, shrugging. “I never did it before.” 


     The others laughed as Skimp pounded Erain on the back. “I’m glad you’re along with us,” the first mate said. “Now, how about we take the light and find a way out of here.” 


     “Aye, let’s get to looking while we can,” Benji, the first mate’s helper, said. “A bunch of swabs like us can surely get out of a dungeon.” 


       


     An hour or so later, they sat back down, discouraged because no weakness had appeared in the structure. 


     “Say, Mer Erain, do you have any other tricks?” Skimp asked. “Like getting us some help down here?” 


     “Afraid not,” Erain said, rising again. “I’ve tried to send messages, but nothing is getting out of these walls. There has to be a weakness; not in the mountain, but in the part built by the men who came after the dwarves were done. Go back to the doors. Iron they may be, but they were made by men. See to the hinges, are they closed and pounded, or is there looseness we might use for our benefits?” 


     “Bring the light,” Skimp said. He noticed it was dimmer than before, and the thought of darkness gave him the shivers. He never told anyone, not even his captain, but Skimp was afraid of the dark. 


     “If we find a loose hinge, take off your belt, and hook the buckle on. We’ll wrap the end around the post and maybe we can pull it to glory,” Erain said, eager to find some way out. “What about the lock? Can we slam it good and make it give up?” 


     “The light’s going out. We don’t have much time before it’s gone,” Benji said. He was young, and the trip on the Mede Truheart was his first real job. Waiting at home were his mam and poppa, as well as a half-dozen brothers and sisters. Sure they would miss him, but not as much as if he was the only child. Somehow that didn’t make Benji feel better. The truth was that he wanted to bawl like his baby sister had when he told her he was leaving. Being with the other men was better than being alone, but Benji would have given most anything to be at home in his crowded bed. 


     “Look here, fellers,” Skimp sang out. “There’s play in the lock. Mer Elf, do you have any more magic in those fingers? If we could put some pressure here, and you was to weaken the iron somewhat, the rest of us could run at it and maybe break through.” 


     “I’m willing to try while we still have a bit of light,” Erain said. “Let me see what I can do.” Quickly, he searched his memory for the last few hundred years, and then he remembered a child’s game he and his kin had played in the lower quarters at Pentara Haven. All but one of the young elves would scatter and hide, while the one left had to close his eyes, and count the mistakes he’d made since morning. At the end of it, the one who was “it” went running, searching for his friends. If he found them, he touched one, who was then “it.” The game went on and on until all the children were tired of playing. 


     Erain had one session being “it”, and he grew bored, and began searching for ways to distract his mind. He spotted a large boulder and tried reciting spells he had seen his father perform. One such spell Eliandor had used to clear large rocks from a parcel of land came to the boy, and he practiced it several times, finally noticing the boulder had moved from one side to the other. Young Erain was astounded, but quickly forgot his ardor for spells when someone yelled they were going inside for tea and cakes. Those were the memories he recalled as he stood near the iron doors.  


     “Wait,” he said loudly. “I may have something. Give me some time.” 


     “Your light’s about gone, Mer Elf. Don’t have much time,” Skimp reminded him. 


     “Stop calling me Mer anything. My name’s Erain,” the elf said brusquely. “If we die tonight, I’d like to be known as one of you.” 


     “A’right, Erain, get on with it,” Benji and Lalo agreed. The others patiently held the door, waiting to see what would happen. 


     “Lalo,” Skimp said, “climb to the top of the doors. Look for gaps in the fit.” 


     “Aye,” Lalo replied, hooking his bare toes on the hinges as he climbed the twelve-feet-tall door on the left, all the way to the top. The dungeon room had been built to house giants and other oversized creatures, for in the beginning, the castle was built to please a long-dead earl. It was only two centuries earlier the building was taken to house misfits and demon-possessed souls.  


     “I’m here, lads, now what? Can’t hold on forever, you know.” Lalo was proud of his ability to negotiate high places, but he liked it when others noticed. 


     “You’re a climber, a’right,” Erain said, looking up. “Is there a place we might put a wedge? Somewhere once bent by a strong fellow trying to escape.” 


     “Umm,” Lalo said under his breath, “there’s a thing. Down where they meet, the Betsy on the right was once pounded by a fist. A big one, no doubt. Wide enough my hand fits through. Ah, the feel of freedom,” he said dramatically. Besides being gifted with grabbing toes, Lalo considered himself a stage actor, and was often bent in the direction of theatrics. 


     One of the others laughed, causing Skimp’s ire to rise. In the absence of the captain, the first mate was the next in line. He was clownish himself, but he didn’t tolerate such action as Lalo’s when their lives depended upon a serious viewpoint. 


     “Erain, what would you have us do while there is still the tiniest bit of light?” 


     “Hoist me up, Skimp, where I can see the opening. Thank you, Lalo, you can get down now,” Erain said pleasantly, remembering his manners. “I’m going to put a bit of magic in the opening and see if I can blow the doors apart. What the last fellow started, we’ll try to finish.” By way of explanation of his tricks, Erain talked while he prepared himself. “Most elves have a touch of magic in their blood. Not a great lot, but some for each. My father has more than most, and I watched him when I was a boy and learned some of it. It’s not difficult, but it requires concentration. Help me out, boys,” he said suddenly, stopping his monologue. “A little higher, please. Now stand back, all of you. This could make for a loud boom, or it may squeal like a rat in a trap.” 


     The explosion from Erain’s spell was so loud it could be heard up and down the halls, even to where Rand was chained to the wall. He cried out when he heard the sound, for he knew his men had somehow found a way to escape their prison. 


     “Down here,” Rand shouted, even though he knew it to be useless. “Get me out of here. Skimp, Erain, I’m locked away tight.” 


     Back at the dungeon room, the crew of the Mede Truheart cheered as the doors burst open. “Shh,” Skimp said. “They’ll be here to put us back soon. We’d best run. Erain, you a’right?” 


     “I’m fine, Skimp. But ready to get out of this room.” 


     Down the dark halls they set out, each man or elf trying to stay close with the others, but objects on the floor tripped them and some fell to their knees. Getting up, the men hugged the walls, hoping to catch a beam of light further down. 


     “I think we’re going the wrong way,” Erain finally said. “We should see light, but it seems to be even darker, as though we’ve gone deeper into the belly of the mountain. Turn around, all of you, and let’s go back.” 


     An hour later, each was convinced they were locked in a maze, with no way out. Cross-paths had been cut in the long, tunnel-like halls, and they turned into them as they blindly felt their way through the darkness. 


     “What I’d give for another of them scarf lights,” Benji said. “We’re getting nowhere.” 


     “I’d give a great lot for a sip of water,” Lalo said. “It’s getting hotter in here.” 


     “Aye,” Skimp agreed. “This is a foul place. Wonder where’s the captain?” 


       


     In his own dark place, Rand tried the chains again, pulling them as hard as he could, but they only tightened more around his limbs. 


     “Witchcraft!” he muttered. He wondered what had happened to his crew after the loud explosion. There had been only silence. “I hope you men get out and use your sabers on the blackhearts who locked us in,” he yelled. His neighbor’s eyes held a blank stare, and Rand feared the man had expired. 


     Since he’d been in the room, the brief light from the ceiling cracks had dimmed until there was only a solid sheet of black above his head. My prison must be below one of the big rooms, his reasoning told him, for more than once he heard footsteps above him. He yelled over and over until his throat was hoarse, but no one responded. Soon he stopped struggling and tried to rest without strangling himself. The man beside him lay still, either asleep or dead. Either way, Rand realized, he was on his own until someone rescued him. 
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     “Sean, be ready,” Breanna said softly. “Wait for my signal. Gadrial, come beside me and be prepared to use your skills.” 


     Sean watched as she concentrated and lifted her arms toward the doors. Having before seen the explosive result of her abilities, he quickly turned his head away from what ensued. The sound was louder than close-by thunder, and preceded a flash of light brighter than any streak of lightning from the sky. He had known what his friend could do, but experiencing it each time was always awe-inspiring. 


     The doors were gone, having disintegrated into shards now lining the open corridor. “Now,” Breanna shouted. “Take them.” 


     A long line of women and men with swords, bows, and sabers advanced on the small company of warriors. The enemy’s numbers far out-weighed her fighters. Using one of her gifts, she whispered elven words and concocted a spell for the enemy. When she was done, the attackers from Thrum stood mesmerized and frozen into stillness and silence.  


     “Come,” she said quickly, “this won’t last. Take their weapons and throw them into a pile.” 


     When the last sword hit the floor, Breanna flicked her fingers above the collection of weapons and set them afire. She watched as the iron blades melted and ran into cracks between the flat rocks in the floor, and the hafts blazed red in a consuming fire. 


     “This should hold them for a while once they awaken. Without blades and arrows, they can’t harm us. Thank the Creator for his provisions. My senses tell me we must go into the mountain before it is done. If you become lost, stay still, and we will find you. The labyrinth laid out here is dreadful and foul,” she said disgustedly. 


     “Bree,” Sean said, “is the councilor going to be able to find us?” 


     “I hope he will,” She replied, “but we can’t wait for him. Our numbers are too small, and we must depend upon quick action to confuse our enemy. Watch now—there are more witches on the way, and they come with trained Orbels.” 


     “I smell them,” Gadrial, who had insisted on coming along, exclaimed while wrapping his sword hand. “I’ve never been on a pig hunt before, but I am ready.” 


     Breanna looked at the elf and wondered if what she’d heard was real. Gadrial appeared to be ready to battle the enemy without concern for who led him. I wish it were as easy to read the minds and hearts of those who say they are my friends as it is for me to sense danger in a professed enemy. Is he really content to be less than leader, or must I watch my back for stabbing knives when he is around?  


     Truth is fleeting, champion. Many say they want the best for you, but some lie. I give you now the power of discernment. Use it, and it may save your life in the darkness. When this is done, return, for the tree awaits. 


     Her ancestor’s words sprang into her head, sharp and clear as an ice blade. Yes, I see, she replied through the portals of time. Thank you, Ziglianor, for what you have offered. I am honored you have invited me back to your home. Quickly she remembered Eliandor’s warning. If you return, he will want payment.  


     “I must face one trial at a time,” Breanna said. She wondered where Rand had gone, and where were his fellows from the Mede Truheart. “Surely they were not cut down,” she said as her heart beat furiously. 


     “Bree, did you say something?” Sean asked, waiting for her next command. 


     “Yes, I… Never mind. The witch is trying to confuse me,” she said, hardening her mind to doubt. “I must not let fear live in me. Let’s find our enemies!” She ran down the dark halls with her sword bared in the way Gadrial had taught her. She was thankful for his lessons, and hoped all would go well. She didn’t trust him, but there was no time available for watching his movements. 


     A large group of women in black approached them with weapons in hand, but Breanna used her sword and pushed them back. Sean was not so lucky, and fought with one, finally subduing her at the end. Rufus was close by his friend, and picked off one of the witches who aimed her blade at Sean. First blood ran as they continued hand to hand in the battle. Sean took a cut on his thigh, but it was not as serious as it first appeared, and Breanna quickly healed it with elven magic. 


     Rufus was envious of his friend’s battle injury until he realized the danger they both faced. Dying at fourteen wasn’t glorious. He remembered his mam and poppa and how they had suffered from their wounds. “Sean,” he said harshly, “stop acting brave, and just stay alive. A’right?” 


       


     Breanna saw the witches and warlocks lining the halls, quickly replacing those downed from a seemingly endless supply of attackers. Using Ziglianor’s gift of discernment, Breanna realized the horde of fighters was not real. Except for Sean’s minor slash wound, none of her followers had been injured. 


     “They are imagined foes,” she said to all listening. “Only the first few were real. Walk through them and you will not feel their blades. It’s the witch once again, controlling us with falsehoods.”  


     Suddenly the halls were clear and all left were those laid out dead. “Onward we go,” Breanna shouted. She hoped her grandfather and her father were safe, and she would not allow herself to think any further, for her fears were ammunition in the hands of the witch. 


     Around the curved balustrades near the second floor staircase, Breanna moved quickly, for the light was better, making them more visible to those who wanted to harm them. “Quickly, to the top,” she whispered, leading the few behind her. At the end of the steps, she walked onto the landing and looked ahead. Nothing met her eye. She was near believing the witches had given up, until a stray black hair dropped on her shirt, causing her to look up. 


     Across the ceiling, waiting like bats ready for flight, at least two dozen witches lined the pine logs. After her first glance, Breanna threw a stream of fire above her head, hoping to knock them down before they charged all her friends. The gift of jumping begged her to use it, to rise above the others and use her sword against the women flattened against the wood. She rose several times, and on each occurrence, she destroyed what appeared to be the evil sisters. But they too were only pictures in her mind, as those had been in the dark hall. Yahmara had planned very carefully, and invaded Breanna’s thoughts until she believed there were women glued to the ceiling twenty feet above their heads. 


     “How can I know what’s real?” she whispered. “I feel so foolish. Surely the gifts I have been given are meant for someone better than I.” 


     “Perhaps you now realize you are not the chosen,” Gadrial said from his position across the room. “A poor, pathetic girl who can’t tell what is real from what is imagined is not a leader. You should step back, and pass the gifts to me. I promise to lead us to glory.” 


     “But Ziglianor said it was me. Why would he make up such a thing?” 


     “Surely to show your weaknesses. You know I will be a better leader if I have the gifts,” he said. “How could anyone argue Gadrial of Haven Breithweit hasn’t the look of a champion?”  


     “I suppose few would,” Breanna said softly.  


     “Then let me take your gifted memories and store them as mine. You won’t be sorry, Breanna. You know you aren’t capable of defeating the witch. We don’t need to destroy her. We can serve together. She and I will make everything better for us all.”  


     “What do you mean? Are you so deluded by envy you would believe such a lie? I am shocked at your words. Yahmara doesn’t share,” she said. “She was chastened by the Spectre for her pride, a dark desire similar to yours. She wants power for herself, and whoever is in her way will be flattened.” 


     Gadrial smirked and shook his head. “I made a bargain, and she has been a faithful partner.” 


     “Oh no! You made those visions, didn’t you? How could you do it? You will break your mother’s heart.” Breanna realized, sadly, that her fears had come true. Gadrial had betrayed her. 


     “How could you suggest such a thing?” the elf replied. “This was all in your mind, and you made everyone participate in your hallucinations. Even my mother, who thinks you are grand, would agree.” 


     “Sean,” Breanna said desperately, “did you see the witches just now?” 


     “Uh, no, Bree, I didn’t,” he replied reluctantly. “I had no idea what you were looking at. I saw the ones in the halls we destroyed, but no more.” He had been too far away to hear Gadrial’s demands, but he had never trusted the elf. Now he knew something was badly wrong. 


     “Don’t listen to him, Bree. He’s poison. I don’t know what he’s telling you, but it’s a lie he cooked up to make himself look good.”  


     “Quiet, boy! Why she brought humans along on this mission, I can’t imagine. You have no place in elven matters.” Gadrial spoke freely now that he believed he had won. 


     “You’re the one to be quiet, you false friend,” she replied hotly. “This has been your doing. Sean is right. You’re poison, a bad seed. Jealous and envious, you have no idea of our true purpose, nor do you care if others suffer. Left to you, we would partner with the Spectre’s most evil handmaiden, and you would give the world over as long as you have the glory of being called champion, a hollow victory. Get out of my sight, Gadrial, before I tear you apart.” 


     “Ha, do your worst, girl. You are at home here among the misfits, and here you will spend the rest of your years. To think, I will have all I want soon.” 


     From every dark corner, the evil warriors appeared dressed in black cloaks. They carried a blanket made of lead and copper, and wrapped the heavy square around Breanna before she could react. Gadrial helped by enclosing her hands, her arms, and her legs inside. She felt cocooned, as a moth, but her powers were useless, and she hadn’t the strength to hurt him. 


     “You should have listened to me,” he said spitefully. “While you were learning from my mother, I discovered the combination of elements which now block your powers. The old elves knew nothing about the shielding quality of lead and copper, and couldn’t warn you,” he said gleefully. “You can’t fight back, and now you and the others will suffer.” 


     Quickly, though they fought admirably, Sean, Rufus, and the three elves in their party were overcome by the horde of witches. As distasteful as it was, Breanna and her followers had become captives. 


     “The councilor will destroy you, Gadrial,” Breanna shouted as they dragged her away. “And my father will hunt you down.” 


     “But you see,” he said sweetly, “I don’t have any idea what happened to you. We were separated, and I couldn’t find you. He’ll never guess I was involved. Unless, of course,” he added slyly, “you give up the gifts voluntarily. Then I’ll let you ride away and take the boy and the others with you.” 


     “Do you think Yahmara will ever let you have what she has desired all her life?” Breanna asked from a distance. “She’ll kill you first.” 


       


     In a dark room, the long metal blanket held her motionless. Yahmara might never have guessed the blocking effects of the two metals without Gadrial, but once she knew, the witch had used it as her surprise, her great weapon. She never intended to fight; her only desire was to break Breanna, or at least to make her powers useless. The elf was the pawn of the heartless woman, and he was committed to help destroy those fighting rightly and honorably. Even his own mother might be sacrificed. 


     “Once more I’ve failed,” Breanna said. “I am not worthy.” 


     “Bree, are you a’right?” Sean asked. “Did they hurt you? If they did, I’ll kill every one of them.” 


     “No, I’m not hurt. Just my feelings are damaged. How was I ever childish enough to believe overrunning the castle would be easy? From the start, it was all planned to deceive us. And Gadrial was part of it.” 


     “I don’t think his mam will know,” Sean said glumly, twisting his arms to try and remove his hands from the iron cuffs. “He’s covering his trail of meanness as he goes.” The shackles they’d put on all of the warriors were rusty, as though they hadn’t been used in a half-century. 


     “Breanna,” Rufus said, “back there, when you found me, you told me I had to go on, for myself, and for my family. Now I don’t know what’s going to happen. I trusted you, and you let us get captured.”  


     “I know,” she said miserably. “But what can I do? They have me bound and unmoving. How can I hope to do anything?” 


     “I don’t know.” The boy sobbed. “But you promised to take care of us.” 


     “Aye, I did,” she said, stiffening her shoulders. “You’re right to question and accuse me. I thought I would never be defeated, but look at me now. I am a prisoner. Trusting Gadrial was a mistake, and I knew it, but how could I have guessed he would partner with Yahmara against his own kin?” 


     “When they search for us, none will know to look for us here. If they believe that spiteful elf, they will think we left,” Sean said. “Is there nothing you can do? What about your elven abilities to perform magic? Also a thing of the past?” 


     “I don’t know, but I’m willing to try,” Breanna said hopefully. “Maybe I can touch my grandfather’s mind.” 


     She tried hard to find Eliandor, but all that came of it was a headache. There was no way to communicate with anyone.  


     Besides Breanna, there was Sean and four others in the room. Each of them was held by some form of rusted link attached to a bench or to the wall. The lucky ones got the bench, and could sit, but the others had to stand. Briana lay with a chain wrapped around her body, even though beneath the metal links the lead and copper blanket held her immobile. 


     “They’re really scared of you, Bree,” Sean said from one of the benches. “They don’t trust the thing they put on you. Had to tie you to the floor to make them feel better.” 


     Breanna moved her head, the only part of her person left unrestricted. “You’re right, my friend. Suppose there are no shielding effects of either lead or copper. Suppose it’s another lie they want me to believe to break my spirit and question myself. In the meantime, they are free to attack our other friends and loved ones. Sean, did I ever tell you that you’re the smartest boy I know?” she asked excitedly. “Give me a minute to reach inside my memories. If we’re right, nothing has changed except my belief in myself.” 


     Concentrating to get beyond her self-doubt, Breanna touched her early memory from Miralda. Child, there are forces good and bad that will spin webs and spells upon your mind. Hear me: they are thin as gossamer, and will not hold you. Shake them off, Breanna of Nore Mountain, and see their frailty.  


     “How could I have forgotten? Miralda prepared me for such a time as this,” she said wonderingly. “I can reach for the power and know what is real from what has been spelled upon me.” 


     “Do it, Bree,” Sean urged. “I know you can.” 


     “There is no spell which can bind me,” she said loudly. “There is no spell which can bind me,” she repeated. “I call on the power of fire and its control.” 


     A thin line of red began at the links of her chains and crawled forward like a caterpillar, melting them one by one until the shackles fell away. 


     “You did it!” Sean, Rufus, and the three elves shouted together. 


     They watched as the heavy metal blanket around her shoulders loosened and fell away harmlessly. It had never possessed shielding. Just one more lie Yahmara the deceiver wanted Breanna to believe. And she had for a while. The most dreadful feelings of despair had held her mind prisoner, until she looked into her memories and knew Ziglianor would never have allowed such a defect in the gifts.  


     “Sean, thank you for believing in me. Now let me get you all freed. We have much more to do before our duty is complete.” 


     The line worked its way around the captives, releasing them from the bonds that held them. They rubbed their wrists and grinned, glad to be free. 


     Breanna rose from the floor and stretched. Her body had been compressed, pinching her joints and muscles. She was glad to be back.  


     “A long time has passed since we heard from Captain Rand and his crew,” Sean said seriously. “Something must have happened to him. Can we search for them, Bree? Maybe they were captured too.” 


     “A’right, is anyone hurt? No? Then sure, let’s search for the captain and his crew,” she agreed. “Only this time, we all stay together. And if you hear me talking to something you don’t see, remind me of this time in the dungeon. Meanwhile, I am going to try again to contact my grandfather.” 


     She sent a sure message then, confident in her abilities. The spells Yahmara and Gadrial had woven about her earlier were gone, and she knew what to look for the next time. If it doesn’t appear logical and my friends don’t see it, I won’t be deceived. The thought of Gadrial made her angry. He’d chosen to betray his own people for the empty promise of glory made by the witch. Breanna felt compassion for his mother and father, for they would be devastated to know their only son had taken such an unrighteous path. 


     Grandfather, can you hear me? she asked again. She picked up a few words, but they sounded like gibberish and nonsense. The walls cut into the mountain rang with ancient sounds made by dwarves speaking in their language. She concentrated and saw them hard at work, laboring on the rocks under the mountain, carving out rooms for the king. A dwarf king had first owned the castle, she learned from listening. Those who thought they knew history were wrong. It wasn’t an earl who bargained with the dwarves and built the structure, but Vodn, the dwarf king, ruler of Thrumford Mountain, who had ordered the construction into the heart of the cliff. Much later he and his family were slaughtered in their beds. Both king and queen, as well as their children, lost their lives in a war spurred by greed. Robin Dover, the second earl of Thrum, moved into the empty castle only after it was given him by the city that he ruled. 


     Breanna listened to the constructors with their beards and large bellies and saw them carving away at the rock. At one time they found gold in a deep well, and the ownership of the treasure led to the later massacre of Vodn. She remembered Eliandor telling stories of the dwarves, and their love for gold and precious gems. The councilor had known many who lost their lives in the Greed Wars, many centuries ago. The battles were so named by the elves. They had no use for such things as shiny stones and sparkling grains of gold. 


     She wanted to know what lay before them in the halls, both there, and deeper still. Cueing in on a fellow named Darvy from the days of the dwarves, Breanna followed along through the dark rooms, from one to another, seeing the dungeons and the smelting rooms, the food storage holds, and the rooms reserved for unfriendly strangers searching for gold. A large cell was close by, and Darvy stopped and motioned her to follow him. But first she and her friends had to search for other captives. 


     Keeping her conscious mind tuned to Darvy, she motioned to Sean and the others to follow along as the dwarf led her from one group of pickaxe-bearing builders to another. An elf on her team intuited they were entertaining a ghost from long ago, and he mentioned his hope of seeing the original builders of the castle rooms. He even spoke to the emptiness, wishing he might make connection with the past, but Darvy didn’t hear him—he only heard Breanna. 


     A dungeon room designed for giants came next, and though it appeared to be unfinished, they turned inside and passed through the wide opening, through the picks and axes of the workers. The Dwarves continued their work, oblivious to the strangers’ presence. Breanna discovered dwarves talked incessantly, unless they were eating. Quieting her mind, she muted the sounds, and waited for the past to fade. She said goodbye to Darvy, whose corporeal body had grown thin as mist. 


     A stark, dangerous room with shackles and raw walls of cobalt and iron replaced the workers she had seen in her mind. There was evidence several people had been held captive recently, for the acrid smell of human sweat was too strong to miss. 


     “They were here just a short time ago. The doors have been blown away, obviously by some magical response. Did an elf travel with the captain?” she asked Sean. 


     “Maybe. I saw someone with a tam, but never looked at him close. A stranger, one I’d never seen before. Tall, pleasant fellow,” Sean replied. She could always depend upon the boy’s observation skills. 


     “They’re gone, but we can look for them,” Breanna said. “We’ve gone deep into the mountain, and going lower still. I only hope we follow the same path as Captain Rand.” 
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     The light above Rand had already dimmed and gone, just before a loud explosion sounded in his prison. He took heart that someone had gone free. He only wished it was him, for time had passed and nothing he did to escape made a difference. With each of his movements, the shackles held him tighter still. The man beside him had been dead for some time. The short chains had strangled his breath as he slid unconscious to the floor. 


     Swearing he would not die of strangulation, Rand resorted to kicking against the wall when he felt too sleepy to stay awake. His hope had not gone; in fact, after hearing the sounds above him, he was even more hopeful someone would come for him. If his men had been locked away, the only one who might have caused the explosion was Erain. Rand had to believe it, for the elf had shown he was very capable in poor situations.  


     The rock floors shut off any noise of footfalls from passersby. Once, he had seen shadows passing beneath the door, and knew people carrying lanterns had been there, but that was in the beginning. He had even heard the shrill sounds of men’s voices once or twice. When he responded, yelling for help, no one came after hearing his screams. There were smells in the room—old odors of rot and decay lay heavy in the air, but another sharper smell of brimstone entered his nostrils once or twice. He shivered and imagined the odors had come from below the castle, deep in the bowels of the mountain. 


     Rand’s eyes felt heavy, for he badly needed sleep. The dank air, stale and hard to breathe, half filled his chest each time he inhaled, but it wasn’t enough to keep him alert. If something didn’t change soon, he would be in the same condition as the man below him. He laughed to himself, thinking of the situations he’d been in before. The Phoebus Breanna shot after using him for bait had scared him slightly, but he believed in her ability to kill the bird, and had not been disappointed. She was an archer like those of old, like her ancestors, the elves who lived in trees. 


     He imagined for a minute he heard her voice, and it thrilled him, remembering the times they had all spent together in Tom’s oxcart. Recalling his own innocence when Tom, and the two he called his children, boarded the Mede Truheart, Rand realized he had never lived life to the fullest before. Even now, if he died in the dungeon, he felt he had contributed to a purpose greater than his own. 


     Funny how her voice was so strong in his memory, the sound sharp, as though she called out to him several times.  


     Rand, can you hear me? Captain, listen to my voice, her voice kept repeating. I know you’re alive! Please open your mind. 


     “What? Who? Breanna, I’m here,” he said groggily. “Is it really you?” 


     Rand, thank the Creator! You are alive. Please help us find you. I knew you must have been captured! 


     “You’re in the mountain?” he asked, not realizing her voice was silent. She could hear his thoughts now that she had his attention, and he had no need to speak. But if it kept him more alert, she wanted him to keep speaking. 


     Yes, we’re here. Sean, Rufus, and I, along with some elf friends, are searching the halls. We haven’t found your crew, but they were in a locked room and escaped. 


     “Erain,” Rand said. 


     Who is Erain? she asked. 


     “Tell you later,” Rand said, “but he’s an elf.” 


     I thought there must be one traveling with you. No human could have blown those heavy iron doors off. 


     “Oh, they were in the room above me,” Rand replied. “Can you find your way back there?” 


     Don’t forget about my memory, she replied with laughter. 


     “Oh, yeah, you don’t forget anything. Remind me to not make any foolish remarks,” he said, trying for levity. The air had grown heavier, and it was harder for him to pull it into his lungs as the chain around his neck pulled tighter. “I think you’d better hurry,” he whispered. 


     We’re going down, deeper, to the next floor where you are, she reassured him. Hold on, whatever your position. Wait for us. Don’t give up, captain. You are too important a friend to lose. 


     “A’right,” he whispered. “Friends. I won’t die until you say I can, and I am for sure not leaving by myself.” 


       


       


     Breanna heard the change in Rand’s breathing and knew he was in jeopardy. 


     “Hurry,” she yelled to the others, and sped down the staircase, lower and lower, until the next row of hallways became visible. He’d said the room was above him, and he must have been referring to the place where his men were locked away. But did the halls curve, and if so, which one might it be? His own room could be either direction. The best she could do was keep going, turning in and out of corridors until the maze was done. The worst thing was, Rand might die in the time it took them to find him. 


     She stopped running, stopped worrying, and touched her memories. Using the powers to enhance her vision, Breanna concentrated until she could see through the rock walls, above and beyond her. The maze was intricate, as only dwarves could have designed it. She saw the open chasms, the raw black walls, the many dungeon rooms holding starving men and women, and among them, she saw the captain, lying on his back. He was choking from the pressure of the chain that had worked its way around his neck.  


     Breanna lifted off her toes and soared over the maze, clearing rocks and walls, skimming by heavy doors until she was in front of the one where Rand was held prisoner. Without waiting for the others, she used fire to blast the hinges from the doors, and stepped back as they fell to the side.  


     “Captain, wake up,” she said. He was lying limply upon the filthy floor with no sign of movement. Breanna lifted his shoulders and melted the chains holding him, and then she gently removed the circular shackle from around his neck. He had stopped breathing some time before, and all her efforts to awaken him proved futile. 


     “Wake up, Rand. Wake up!” she shouted. “You can’t die!” 


     “Bree, he doesn’t hear you,” Sean said sadly, coming through the door. He had chased her as fast as he could run, but she had made it far ahead of him. “He might be gone.” 


     “No, I won’t let him die. Ziglianor, help me,” she screamed. Running in her mind, she flew through years, then centuries, then eons, through squat forests, and giant arbors where trees as big as the mountains groaned and murmured. Whizzing through time, and familiar places, she returned to the aged elf to beg his guidance.  


     “Please, help me save Captain Rand,” she said. Standing on a limb, his eyes sparkling with excitement, Ziglianor watched her below him. She had returned, just as he had hoped. 


     “Come, sit with me,” he said. “Tell me.” 


     She told him then of the quest, of their long journey to Thrum, of Gadrial’s deception. She left nothing out, not even her own mistakes. She spoke of the captain, and his friendship, and how terrible it was to think he might die. At the end, Ziglianor’s withered face shone with concern.  


     “He will not end if you use the gifts you have been given. Find what is needed there. You can save him,” he said gently. “Reach into his chest and feel the warmth of his stilled heart. Squeeze it gently and let your power go into him. You know the rest, champion. You have done it before. 


     “Yes, I did with Tom, but he was torn and bleeding. Rand has no wounds.”  


     “Is an open wound necessary for healing?” he asked. His voice was thin, but sure. 


     “No, it is not necessary,” she replied with head bowed. “Thank you, Old One. May I be of service to you?” 


     “Ahh. When it is finished, bring me what once was the fruit of this tree.” 


     “You want them back?” she asked incredulously.  


     “Yes, bring them,” he commanded. 


     “It will be as you say, Old One,” Breanna replied. She had known he would ask for something from her. Eliandor had warned her, but a demand for the gifts had not occurred to either of them. 


       


     She was back, even though her body had never moved. For a moment, she was lost in two worlds, the present and the past. Quickly baring Rand’s chest, she placed her hands together over his stilled heart and spoke unfamiliar elven words that filled her mind. Those in the room with her waited, knowing it was too late, but Breanna refused to believe the worst. She knew Ziglianor had spoken the truth: the captain’s life was in her hands. 


     Will praying help? How could it hurt? 


     Dear Creator, this is Captain Rand, a good man. He doesn’t deserve to die. I don’t know what I’m doing, and I need some guidance. 


     Her hands lifted, sparking the air, singeing the hair on Rand’s chest as they lit the darkness around them. Breanna rose to her feet and stood above him. She pointed her fingertips down and her palms came together in a circle above his center. The elven words came from her mouth again, a litany of sounds running together that grew louder and louder. The chant was rhythmical, in tune with the beats of her heart.  


     An aura of bright blue outlined the circle, and seared the captain’s flesh as her slim fingers delved into the chasm behind his ribs. Deeper still she followed the blue until the object she sought filled her hands. It was there in Rand’s life center, as her fingers encircled his heart, that Breanna knew for certain, everything she had ever learned had led her to this.  


     Gently, ever so gently, she compressed and squeezed, pushing lifeblood through Rand’s body, just as Ziglianor had told her. The rhythm of her own blood pulsing through her fingertips was her guide, and she replayed the music of life through the captain’s heart. Soon—or was it a lifetime?—a tiny response came of its own. Then another, and another. Breanna sighed deeply, and withdrew her fingers little by little from the cavity. She felt a loss as she left his center. The opening knitted together behind her departing hands, each layer of the open wound searing with the heat of her fingers. At the end of it, only a thin pink circle remained where the flesh had healed. 


     Breanna dropped to the floor, exhausted, but one look at the captain told her he was alive. She hoped he would never remember anything of her invasion into his body. She hoped the brightness of his soul was as before. 


     “Rand, can you hear me?” she asked tentatively. “We are here. Sean and Rufus and the elves of Haven Breithweit have found you.” 


     His green eyes opened slightly and appeared fogged, but they quickly cleared. His frantic expression told her the last memory he had was of dying from strangulation. 


     “Breanna, did I die?” he asked, gasping for breath as he rose to his knees. “I remember dying, I’m sure of it.” 


     “Don’t talk, save your breath,” she replied gently. “You are alive, but you may be too weak to stand.” 


     “No, let me out of this place,” he said loudly. 


     “And you may go, but first assess yourself. Are you well?” she asked, not wanting him to know too much. 


     “I am tired, and hungry, but thirstier. I could drink a river,” he said with feeling. 


     “Here, captain, here’s water,” Sean said from nearby. He lifted the cup to the man he’d seen dead, and marveled at the turn of events. I shouldn’t be surprised, after Tom. She healed them both, he thought. 


     “Thanks. I’m real glad to see you, Sean. Help me up,” Rand said firmly. 


     Sean glanced at Breanna, and she nodded that it was all right. The captain was his own man, and would decide his strength. 


     “What happened? Do you know?” Rand asked. 


     “I don’t know, captain,” Sean replied. “I wasn’t here to see it all. Seems to me, though, we should get out of this awful place while we can.” 


     “I agree,” Breanna said. “If you can walk, we need to go. There are others to find. Your crew escaped and are somewhere in these foul halls.” 


     “You will explain later, yes?” Rand asked, lifting his eyebrows. 


     “Uh huh,” Sean replied. “If I can understand it myself,” he grumbled.  


     “Then I’m ready. We need to find Skimp and my crew.” 


     “Better let her lead us—she has the light,” Sean said. His composure had suffered after seeing Captain Rand brought back to life. There was no doubt the man had been gone, and Breanna’s actions were what changed it. That took a lot of swallowing, even though he’d seen it all as it happened. The reasons for her abilities were not something Sean usually worried over. But this—this was new and hard to believe. He knew he would question it for a long time. 


    

      


    


  




  

     22. 


     After disabling the drawbridge and entering the castle, Eliandor watched as Breanna took a portion of her followers down a long hallway into the castle. Afterward, he and his band took a sharp left and found other doors left unbolted. A smattering of discarded weapons told him the villagers had been here before and run away at their first opportunity. Cautiously approaching a narrow passageway, the elves and Tom flew straight, and ran into a solid wall a few hundred yards from the hall’s beginning. Turning quickly, they went back to the entrance, hoping to find a doorway that would lead them to the witch, but what they found surprised them all. Nothing looked the same. Where there had been an iron portico before, now there were walls made of balsa wood enclosing a room where ten large tables and a sprinkling of chairs sat empty and unattended. Eliandor’s normally acute sense of direction became distorted and useless.  


     The room appeared to have once been a meeting hall for workers in the days before Yahmara, for the place was littered with a broken abacus, old teacups, and rolled sheets of parchment, but no sign of the workers could be found. 


     “I sense witchcraft in these halls,” Eliandor said as the others looked askance at him. “This is a spell we are under, for walls do not appear from nowhere. We are bewitched. Miralda, can you untangle this web?” 


     “I will try, councilor, but I too have been caught by this disingenuous plot. We appear to be spelled by a master, no doubt by Yahmara Cromcroft herself.” Angered that the witch had deceived them, Miralda was determined to find an end to it. 


     There were no openings, no lights shining to show them the way. Caught in a long hall of deception, the warriors became exhausted from their numerous attempts to leave it.  


     Winona, who was familiar with demons from the old forests and like kinds of monsters, spoke softly to those nearby. 


     “Listen well: do you not hear the growls and cries of long-dead creatures outside these walls? They wait for us to appear. This is not only witch’s work, there is elven magic afoot.” 


     “But Yahmara is elven. She has simply brought her inborn magic to play,” Shilara said from one of the chairs. She had finally seated herself after a long period of frustrating forth-and-back searches for openings in their prison. 


     “No,” Winona said confidently. “There is more. I sense the work of two. The witch and another. An elf, no doubt.” 


     “She will receive no mercy from me,” Lyman said. “She has turned on her own kind.” 


     “You are wrong, Lyman Ascroft. This is no she who has made an alliance with the witch. He is male, and someone we all know,” Winona said, out of breath from her sensing. 


     “But who hates us as much as Yahmara?”  


     They were all silent, wondering. None would consider any they knew. Surely there must be another answer. 


     “Then if we must defeat both witchcraft and magic, how shall we proceed?” Eliandor said. “Time is passing, and darkness has surely fallen. Give us your ideas.”  


     “Councilor,” Winona said quickly, “I may be able to call the White with enough force to cover us. If we are under its shield, the spells and magic should not affect us, but my power is limited now, and it will not last but a few moments. We must be ready to make our escape the moment it covers us.” 


     “An excellent idea, Winona. Everyone gather closely, and have your swords ready,” he commanded. “When the White descends, we must move as one away from this place.” 


     Winona reached into her mind for the power of magic. She called the White, and after three attempts, the diaphanous cover settled upon them. Immediately to their right, the large entry doors shone clearly, and from there the passage taken by Breanna and her small band of warriors. They jumped as a unit, all moving as one under the White. Just as the last one cleared the portal, the cover disappeared, leaving them free once again. 


     “Winona, your magic was sufficient to get us clear of that abominable situation,” Lyman said. “I am indebted to you. For me, I say we follow Breanna, and hope she hasn’t been caught in a similarly spectrish trap.” 


     “We are agreed, I think, Lyman,” Eliandor responded. “Follow them.” 


       


       


     Somewhere inside the mountain, two groups were about to meet. Skimp, as leader, had escaped a group of Kruks filling every inch of the corridor they slid through, by darting into one of the dungeon rooms, and jamming the lock to keep from being imprisoned as the doors closed. Following quickly behind the big-bottomed sea-land dwellers, Skimp’s crew moved deeper and lower into the mountain, searching for their captain. Just as they rounded one of the passageways, they saw a light approaching and immediately hid in another doorway. 


       


       


     “I saw someone or something,” Sean said, looking sharply left and right. “I hope it wasn’t some more of those smelly Kruks that just went by us.” 


     “Better a thing you can outthink than one you must outrun,” Rand said, his good humor returning. 


     “I wouldn’t mind finding a pantry with food and water,” Rufus said. “A potato would taste good right now.” 


     Ayes went around as they trudged the rock floors, avoiding water seeping through the ceiling and dripping down their clothing. The deeper into the mountain they went, the colder and wetter the passages became. Breanna used her gift of fire to light their way, but the gloom was thick enough to feel. None wanted to be there, but the mission demanded they find the witch and defeat her. Now there was Gadrial to consider, and as a foe, he would be formidable with a sword and bow. 


       


     “Them’s our people,” Lalo said gratefully from behind the door where he was hidden. “I know the boy’s voice from the Mede Truheart. Ho, wait,” he yelled into the darkness as Breanna’s followers passed by. “It’s us, looking for the captain.”  


     “Lalo, that you?” Rand replied loudly, turning around. “Skimp, it’s me. The captain.” 


     The crew stepped from the doorway and eyed those waiting.  


     “Aye, you’re a sight for these weary eyes, captain,” Skimp said while pounding him on the back. “What a foul place they put us in. We like to never got away. Hadn’t been for Erain, we’d still be locked up.” 


     “You have my thanks, Erain,” Rand said. “I heard the blast above me and thought it might be your work. Meet Breanna Ascroft of Nore Mountain, and her band of witch fighters. You’ve heard me talk much about her, and now here she is in the flesh.” 


     “My pleasure, Breanna,” Erain said. “Perhaps we can attend to our meeting later, after we get out of this situation.” 


     “I agree, Erain,” Breanna said, hating that her wet hair drooped in its braid, and her damp clothing stank of sour mildew. She was glad the light was poor enough that no one could see her dirty face up close. When did I start caring about my hair and clothing?  


     “Why are you here?” she asked the elf. “This battle may not concern you,” she added, “although I suppose it concerns us all.”  


     “I have a certain reason for being here, but I will keep it to myself for now, if that doesn’t offend you,” Erain said with a slight bow. 


     “As you like it,” Breanna replied, more curious than ever. “For now, let us be on our way and hopefully rendezvous with my grandfather.” 


     “Ah, that would be a fine thing,” Erain said. Breanna stared at him for a moment, refusing to pry. She wanted to know his story, but if Captain Rand was a’right with the elf, then she was also. 


    

      


    


  




  

     23. 


     In the bowels of the mountain, near a hollowed-out cave surrounded by dwarves’ gold and gems, the Supreme Witch sat on her throne made of bones. Her moods were notorious amongst her followers, for in the blink of an eye, Yahmara could change from friend to foe, and off would come the heads of those she felt to be disloyal. Chastising herself for her unreasonable temper, the witch swore that in the future she would keep tighter control over her anger. The two villagers who lay headless and bleeding on the cave floor were quickly removed as she glared at the rest of her followers. 


     “You have disappointed me,” she said, speaking to all who listened. “A paltry few ineffective riders calling themselves warriors intimidate you! Did you think for one moment this day would not come when that old elf and his brat grandchild invaded our camp? They are nothing. See my newest convert?” she asked, pointing to Gadrial. “He is a knight and a warrior, elven in nature, but true to his new queen. Am I not right, Gadrial Breithweit?” 


     The dark-haired, handsome elf, the apple of his mother’s eye and now the enemy of all she cherished, lifted his hands and clasped them together in a gesture of victory.  


     “You speak the truth, oh queen. I am your true knight.” 


     “I have promised him the girl’s memories, which contain the gifts of Ziglianor. You see, I value loyalty,” Yahmara said. “The Spectre demands all our loyalty. He is the ruler of our lives, and it is he who must be worshipped.”  


     A loud rumble came from beneath the rocks, and the witch could see steam escaping from several fissures. His appearance would not be long in coming. She only had a short time to take what was hers before the chaos riders broke through the barriers. True evil could not be stopped once on the move, she believed.  


     “You will gather your weapons and take these intruders to task,” the witch said fervently. “Our lord is coming soon and we must prepare the way for him. Mer Knight, lead my people, and destroy our enemies, but bring me the girl. I forbid you to damage her! Any who do not wish to fight for their lord and master, raise your arms into the air,” she said, daring any to do so. A few men from the village of Thrum raised their hands and were immediately run through by swords. 


     “Ah, my loyal witches,” the heartless one said, “you have proven yourselves. Now go, and do as I have commanded. Kill them all except the girl.” 


     Gadrial eyed her, calculating her sincerity. “I fight for you, my queen. Shall I carry your banner?” he asked slyly. 


     “I need no banner, elf,” Yahmara replied haughtily. “My ways speak for themselves.” 


     “Then I go, and lead your people,” he said. “After all, we are both of a kind,” he added on his way from the dais.  


     She glared for a moment, fighting her nature to strike the impudent traitor down. But a bargain had been made, and she would pretend until the deed was done. Smiling a weak imitation of mirth, Yahmara motioned him away, on toward the battle. 


     “Make me happy, knight, and I will fulfill your dreams,” she said. “You will be my champion.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     24. 


     The weak sounds of a newborn child filled the room in the watch shack. Young Ruiden, the first Qay born since Breanna drew breath, squalled his objections to being thrust into the world. His color soon pinked and Illene knew the boy would live. 


     “A fine son you have, Mathena. Lyman will be pleased,” she said softly to her granddaughter as she placed the babe at his mother’s breast.  


     Mathena’s face glowed with joy, although in her heart she was concerned her presence and the babe’s might be detrimental to their mission. 


     “I tried to hold him back, but it was not to be,” she said apologetically. “My mother would have approved of his dark hair,” she said as an afterthought. 


     “Yes, she would have,” Illene agreed. “Your mother was one of my favorite grandchildren. Her dark beauty was spectacular.” Illene tried hard to forget the pain of losing her two sons, but the birth of the boy, like all the others in the haven, stirred the memory of the children lost to her and Eliandor. She refused to linger on sadness, and returned to the joy of the moment. “We must let his father know. The message will surely give him new strength of purpose.” 


     “Thank you, Grandmother Illene. Please tell him,” Mathena said before slipping into a deep sleep. Illene took the babe and wrapped him in soft wool. She used the tip of her finger to tickle his little mouth, and watched him frown at being disturbed. 


     “You are your grandfather Eliandor’s kin, no doubt, child,” she said, laughing. 


       


     A while later, with the child snuggling against his mother, Illene sent a message to her mate: The child is born. Tell his father all is well. 


     Eliandor’s steps had grown wearier as the long rock halls led them to nowhere. But Miralda assured him there was no loop of time from a spell-caster—the way in was just terribly long. She said the dwarves spoke of this place in their scrolls, mostly regretting the years of excavation that furthered an Orbel invasion soon after the breach of the mountain’s belly.  


     For hours they tramped the dark passages; down and down they went, hearing the sound of a roaring river somewhere below them. Exhaustion was their greatest enemy, with hunger and thirst following closely behind. A bit of bread and water had been their sustenance in the morning, but nothing had touched their lips since. 


     The message came to Eliandor in the midst of a particularly down time, when his tired feet regretted his commitment to the long march in the dark caverns. The boy was born! How refreshing to think of new life in his direct line. And a boy! Another chance for Eliandor to make up for his past failings with his own son. 


     “Lyman, stop,” he said loudly. “I have a message for you.” 


     The sturdy Qay turned his head, listening to his wife’s kin. “I am stopped,” he said from the front. “Is this poor news?” 


     “Nay, it is not. It is fine news. Your son is born. Young Ruiden has met his mother and grandmother,” the councilor said with enthusiasm. “He is pinked and healthy.” 


     “Aye, such fine news!” Lyman said, bursting with pride. “A mind of his own, coming at his own time, my son Ruiden. Thank you, mer, for your kindness in relaying this happy tale.” 


     Joyful congratulations sounded from all in their band, and regardless of the trials they faced, their footsteps and their hearts were lighter for the hearing of Lyman’s news. 


     “We march,” Eliandor said, taking a passage to the left. Darkness made for difficult steps, even with the light produced by their elven magic. 


     “Halt,” Tom said from the rear. “I hear voices near us, though perhaps they come from below. Prepare yourselves for battle; this may be our moment of doom.” 


       


     “Breanna, do you feel the vibration in the walls? A river, no doubt, but more, there are sounds of men or elves coming,” Erain whispered. 


     “Yes, they have been getting closer for some time. I think they are our people,” she said. “There is no feel of malice in them. We will wait here, in this wide opening. They should be here soon.” 


       


     Erain was very nervous, and he wanted to run the other way—and would have except for loyalty to the cause. What if my father rejects me? What if he denies me and refuses to hear what I have to say? 


     The child of an elf bore great responsibility, and Erain supposed he had run from such a burden when he was young. After time and poverty took away his choices, he had accepted his failure as a Pentara, and tried to find another life. But loneliness and guilt followed him for those two hundred years since he had seen his father and mother. Now the son had come home to his family, and there was no turning back. 


     I will take what happens and know victory in my defeat. 


       


     Waiting was the worst of it sometimes. Even now, Breanna knew she could be wrong. Those marching toward their back could easily be the enemy. The memories had never failed her before, but this time her keen hearing and a sense of her father’s nearness was all she felt sure about. What if the enemy has captured him and he is bait? 


     She knew Tom’s voice, and heard him well: the slur of his consonants when he was excited, with the lilt of the peddler when telling his stories. They all waited, until a dim light appeared from the front. No doubt it was one of the seven, lighting the way with her magic.  


     Foolishly, as a child might, Breanna ran to them, and upon seeing her father, she threw her arms around his girth. “Father, how good you’re here,” she said. “We have found our other friends, and all are well.” 


     The new arrivals moved closer and nodded their hellos, all glad to be together. The captain stood aside, waiting to see what would happen when Eliandor spied his son, but at first glance, the councilor passed Erain over. In the poor light, the exhausted elf did not recognize the one whom he’d thought dead. 


     “Father, do you not know me?” Erain asked quietly. “Have I changed so much you can’t see the boy who left you has come back grown?” 


     “Erain,” Eliandor whispered hoarsely. “How can this be? They told me of your death those many years ago.” 


     “I know, Father, and I am so sorry I hurt you and mother. I was young and foolish at first, but later, I was in ill circumstances and could not contact you. Then even later, I felt it best to let you believe the loss of your son rather than the truth. That I had run away from being the next heir to Pentara Haven. I don’t blame you if I am distasteful in your sight, but my deep love for family brought me back to you after all these years we’ve been parted.” 


     “You are not dead? My son is alive?” Eliandor couldn’t believe it was really Erain. “Or is this some evil trick of the witches’ making?” 


     “No, Father. It is I. In faraway lands they speak of the Champion’s Trek, and of the lord of Pentara Haven astride his black stallion. I knew it was time I declared my connection to you, and begged to be accepted back in my family. I will understand if you want me to leave, and never return, but know I have been humbled by life, and my only wish is to come home.” 


     Without further words, Eliandor stepped forward and embraced his son, holding back the sobs threatening to rack his body. 


     “My son. How I have longed to say those words and hold you thus. Forgive me, Erain, for driving you away,” the old elf said with wet eyes. 


     “No, Father,” Erain said, “it was not you. I was the irresponsible one. I need yours and Mother’s forgiveness. If you will accept me, I will spend the rest of my long life proving I am worthy.” 


     “Enough,” Eliandor said finally. “Let us get on with our duty, and kill this witch. I am better for knowing my son fights alongside me.” 


       


     Breanna’s mouth was open; she was surprised at the connection between the two elves. She knew there was a family tie somewhere in their lines, but she had no sense that the young one was the son of Eliandor and Illene. Elves bear children in their older years, she thought.  


     “You are my kin, my uncle,” she said to Erain. “Welcome to our band of fools and heroes. You may choose which one you will be.” 


     Erain laughed at her pleasantry and felt accepted. “I like the hero moniker,” he said with a grin. “Though it has always eluded me, I like it still.” 


       


     “Bree, where’s Seamus?” Sean asked her, as they continued into the bowels of the mountain. 


     “I sent him home. He was so eager to get in the fracas that I was concerned his youthfulness would get him in situations where he would be harmed,” she said. “I really like him.” 


     “Me too,” Sean said. “I like scratching behind his ears. You know, when he lies down on the ground. He loves it, like old Ben used to.” At the thought of the dog they left behind, Sean grew sad. Ben was with the older Vales when the demon spell attacked, and the dog got caught up in the flies. Even now, Sean remembered the dog’s whines as the creature took his life. “I’m glad Seamus isn’t here in this monstrous cave. I don’t like losing those I care for.” 


     Breanna nodded agreement and then returned her focus to the dark hallways.  


     “We’re getting close. I can feel vibrations in the floor, as though something is splitting the center of the world. That can only mean one thing,” she said loudly. “The underworld master is trying to break through. We have to stop him!”  


     Toward their destination, the band of witch hunters came across several locked rooms where villagers and misfits had been locked away to die of starvation. When the former captives were released, they turned and fled down the halls opposite their rescuers’ path. They had suffered much at the hands of the witch sisters and wanted no more pain. Standing with one of the doors open, Breanna knew it was time to break the bad news to her mentor. 


     “I think I hear voices,” Breanna announced. “Shilara,” she said gently, turning toward her mentor, “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you, but Gadrial has joined forces with Yahmara. He attacked me when we first arrived and locked me in a dark room. He thought he had discovered a way to block the memories and the gifts, but it was in his mind. Unfortunately, he convinced me I was helpless, and he took me prisoner.” 


     “What? My son? Impossible! He wouldn’t do such a thing,” Shilara responded angrily. “How can you say such mean words, Breanna, after all he did for you?” 


     “Uh, yes, dam, he did such a thing,” Sean interjected. “He was real happy about it, too.” 


     “My son, a traitor to the cause, to his family?” Shilara asked, still unable to comprehend. “What evil possesses him?” 


     “He’s working with Yahmara and believes she will give him the gifts if and when they take them from me,” Breanna informed her. “I told him that would never happen, because the witch wants them for herself. But she has charmed him, and he throws off caution.” 


     “Oh, I am so sorry, Breanna, that my son has fallen into such a selfish pot. I pray I can reach him before it is too late,” Shilara said. 


     “Though it was my duty to tell you, I would have delayed it for a lifetime if I could have,” Breanna admitted. “But he’s put himself into jeopardy and may lose his life.” 


     Eliandor glanced over at his son, grateful that the boy who went away had returned a mature being and now stood beside him. He wanted to send a message to his mate, but felt such news required face-to-face declarations. 


     “We should be going, Granddaughter,” he said, breaking into the conversation. “I too am sad that such news should come to you, Shilara. But we must proceed. All here are exhausted, and need rest, but our fears for the future will not allow it. We have received wonderful news on the one hand, and devastating revelations on the other. It is not of our choice what comes to our ears, but when it comes, we must gather our strength and carry on.” 


     “Thank you, Lord Eliandor,” Shilara replied. “I will do my part, but again, I pray my son is not lost. Until such time I meet with him, I can only hope his path is not carved in stone, and he can be brought back to what is good and right as we carry forward into battle.” 


       


     The band of warriors moved cautiously, aware their footfalls might be heard in the hollow caverns. Before much time had passed, they reached a wide opening and saw lights ahead. In such deep spaces this could only come from oil lamps or from elven magic, thus with great care, they approached the beam. 


     In the center of the huge cavern, the witch Yahmara sat smiling, content she had already won. Around her stood her minions, the witches, and even a few warlocks, each prepared with his or her chosen weapon. Gadrial was there also, an insidious smile on his face. Behind them all stood a gathering of Orbels under the control of magic, their mouths open, drooling, and near the witches was the same pod of Kruks Breanna’s followers had seen earlier. The creatures stood with heads down, waiting to be given the word to attack.  


     “You have come, Breanna of Nore Mountain.” Yahmara’s voice boomed off the cave walls. “Throw down your weapons and I may be merciful.” 


     Rand and his crew spread out, and so did Eliandor’s party, as they all nocked arrows and prepared to fight. Breanna looked at her old foe sitting on a throne and wondered again if they had a chance. They were severely outnumbered. But the cause was not about numbers—it was about freedom, and the right for people to live in a society where everyone could thrive without the shackles of unreasonable demands by tyrants, kings, or witches. 


     “You have no authority over us, elven witch,” Breanna responded with her shoulders back. “We will cut your people down if we must. Surrender yourself, Yahmara, and your people will live even though you die.” 


     “Hah, I should have known from the first meeting with you. You are Mathena’s brat and as stubborn as she is,” Yahmara said, standing. She looked at her army and nodded they should attack. “Beware, Qay girl—the time has come, and I will carve the memories from your head.” 


     The witch moved quickly, and used the strength of her limbs to lift her into flight, but Breanna had anticipated the move, and jumped to the ceiling. She grabbed an outthrusting rock, and when she saw Yahmara coming toward her, she pushed off, meeting the witch in the air. They grappled and Breanna held on with her legs, punishing her opponent with the strength of her arms and fists as Yahmara corrected her flight to avoid falling.  


     Beneath them, Tom Simpkin ran back and forth, sending arrows toward the witch, but Yahmara responded with a quick bolt of fire from her right hand. Tom fell, and Breanna was afraid he had been killed. Soon, however, the tough peddler rose from the floor and felt his head. He shook off whatever pain might have lingered, and returned to his assault. 


     “Don’t let her get you in a bind, Bree,” Sean yelled from across the cavern, where he was involved in a skirmish with one of the warlocks. “Show her who’s boss.” 


     Rand heard Sean, and tried to run to Breanna, to protect her with his sword, but he was attacked on the right by a large Kruk. The creature’s big bottom made a healthy target for a sharp sword, but the big teeth and short arms were dangerous to a much smaller enemy. Rand danced back and forth, avoiding a direct confrontation with the Kruk, but finally found a vulnerable spot in its belly. He used his sword, poking the thing several times before it finally fell. One of the others, a female, went over to the dying Kruk and began wailing loudly. Rand looked with pity on the scene and started to leave, but before he was fully turned away, the female dived at him.  


     “How did I get involved fighting beasties?” Rand yelled over at Erain, who was busy shooting arrows into the group of witches behind the throne. 


     “Good fortune, I’m sure,” Erain responded between arrows. For a moment, Rand stopped to admire the elf’s ability with a bow, but the female Kruk quickly demanded his attention. 


     “Aye,” he shouted back, trying to defend himself against the creature’s big teeth, “I have more than my share.” 


       


     Eliandor was cornered by three witches using sabers, each trying to slice him into little bits as he danced among them. Finally, he could stand it no longer, and used his elven magic to hold them against their will. They stood unmoving, glaring at him as their arms drooped with the useless sabers. Quickly he took the weapons from them and waited until they were mobile again. 


     “Aha,” Eliandor shouted happily, “three against one is better when I have my sword and you have only your hatred.” He tapped them with the edge of the blade, knocking them unconscious. “Wouldn’t be chivalrous of me to kill you with a blade while you’re unarmed,” he said, dragging the women behind the throne. He pitched them to the now alert and hungry Orbels and said, “But these will have no compunctions against such an activity.” In his periphery, he saw the gnashing teeth of the Orbels as they headed toward the witches. Before a moment had passed, Eliandor was back in hand-to-hand combat with two more of Yahmara’s followers. “At least two are better than three,” he said grimly, deflecting the sharp blades of their sabers with his sword. 


       


     Gadrial saw his mother and tried to avoid contact with her, but she ignored his attempts to get away. Quickly, before any other might encounter her son, Shilara cornered him, daring him to use force on her. 


     “Is this what you have come down to?” Shilara said, and spat in his face. “Is this my brave son who would steal the gifts of Ziglianor for his own?” 


     “Leave, Mother,” Gadrial said. “You must not test me.” 


     “Test you?” she screamed. “I will test you, boy. You fed at my breast as a babe, and now you think you can overcome me? You are bewitched, and only a mother who loves her son can un-bewitch him.” 


     “Leave me, Mother,” Gadrial cried, flashing his sword. “I will do what I must.” 


     “Then kill me,” she said with feeling. “Use your blade, my son. That is the only way you will escape me.” 


     The handsome elf swung his right arm and the sharp blade of his sword followed behind, finding the warrior who stood without defending herself. Shilara’s exposed right shoulder and the side of her neck took the brunt of the blade, causing her to grunt from the shock of metal on flesh. She stood for a moment, and then crumpled to her knees. 


     “My son, I forgive you,” she whispered before collapsing. “But please rethink your position. Save yourself before it’s too late.” 


     “Mother,” Gadrial screamed, brandishing his sword. “Mother, don’t die. I’m sorry, but it was your own fault. You shouldn’t have got in my way. Now what will I tell my father?”  


     “Tell him goodbye,” Rand said, coming from his victory over two witches. He swung his sword, saying, “I have no objection to taking your traitorous life.” He cut the elf down, and left him lying beside his mother, the woman he’d killed in his quest for importance.  


    

      


    


  




  

     25. 


     Breanna was in the battle of her life, and she knew her survival depended upon her training. She couldn’t be sure how Yahmara intended stealing the gifts, but she assumed that the witch would try to beat her so badly she wouldn’t be able to resist.  


     “It’s time I took care of you once and for all,” Breanna said. “I know you’re trying to keep me busy defending myself, so I can’t concentrate.” She reached in her memories and plucked the gift of deep visibility, and then entered the witch’s mind. What she saw almost knocked wind from her, for scenes of terrible riders from the underworld and dragons breathing fire assailed her. Down a dark corridor similar to the ones she had actually walked earlier, Breanna saw a crack in the floor and dark, hooded eyes peeking out. A mocking laugh filled the crevice, pushing the person that was Yahmara aside. 


     “Breanna of Nore Mountain, I have come for you,” the Spectre said.  


     Quickly, Breanna extricated herself from the witch and raised her hand above the woman’s head. She used all her strength and pounded Yahmara to the floor, just as the witch had intended doing to her.  


     “I’ve seen what’s in your plans,” Breanna said as they fell. “But I’ve also seen what he has planned for you. And it’s ugly.” 


     “Tart, you know only what I let you see,” the witch said. “My master is faithful to me.” 


     “Your master despises you and knows you are disloyal to him,” Breanna said, throwing another punch. Her head hurt where Yahmara’s fists had pummeled her, but she had given the evil witch some blows of her own.  


       


     Across the room, Sean was busy poking one of the Kruks in the backside with his knife, trying to get its attention off Rufus, who it held by the neck. But the boy was having no effect upon the huge creature and was in grave danger. Sean’s bow was useless against the thick hide of the Kruk in close quarters, but he quickly remembered the green stone he wore around his neck. Touching the stone, he felt a rush of energy, giving him much greater strength. The knife that had done little damage to his enemy now punctured the creature up to the haft, causing it to turn away from Rufus. The Kruk screamed as Sean found a vulnerable spot on the creature’s backside and sent the knife soundly into the flesh, opening a wide wound. When the Orbels nearby caught a whiff of the Kruk’s blood, they charged and threw it to the ground, too intent on their next meal to remember there were men brandishing sabers and swords about.  


     Sean went to the aid of his friend and carried him into a protected corner to get his breath. “I thought you were done for, Rufus.” 


     “Aye, I thought I was too. How did you save me?” Rufus asked. 


     “Doesn’t matter. You’re a’right now. And there’s more to be done,” Sean replied, grabbing his bow from the floor where it had fallen. “When you’re up to it, I could use your help with the stinking Orbels,” he said, heading into the thick of the feasting pig monsters. He would keep the stone safe against his heart until extreme times called for its energy, and only take out the memory of having used its power when he could examine it alone. Not only had Sean Vale learned to be a warrior, he had learned the importance of keeping his promises.  


       


     Yahmara raised herself from the rocky floor and pushed off, but there were no air currents inside the mountain. Only her strength could get her airborne. Throwing Breanna aside, Yahmara rose slowly and flew across the cavern, toward the corridor leading outside. But her opponent knew the danger in letting the witch get free. Breanna rose to her toes and jumped, then jumped again, bounding across the room, leaping over enemies and friends locked in one-on-one battles for their lives. 


     “Too scared to stay and fight with me?” Breanna yelled, hoping to stop the witch’s flight. 


     Once again, Yahmara’s pride became her undoing. It was such pride that had once before put her in bad light with her master, but she couldn’t resist the taunting words of the brat. 


     “You will die, girl. I had thought to let you live after I had taken the gifts, but no more.” The witch stopped her forward movement and turned back, landing on her toes in a narrow corridor off the entry to the Spectre’s cave. She reached for the girl, but Breanna was prepared for her, and jumped high, landing on the witch’s shoulders. 


     They rolled on the floor with Breanna holding on to keep Yahmara grounded. “No, you won’t fly away again. You’ve been commanded to give this gift to me. It’s not yours to keep. Why can’t you understand? Ziglianor won’t let you keep it,” Breanna said, huffing for breath in the witch’s grasp. “The gifts don’t belong to us. None of them do. The Old Ones own them, and want them back.” 


     “Foolish girl. They are mine: mine to take, mine to hold. I will not be beaten, not by you, and not by a long-dead elf that has no power,” Yahmara said, flinging the words at her foe. She plunged her mind’s fingers into Breanna’s head and began searching for the memories, intent on stealing them and destroying her in the process. 


     The distasteful feeling of being invaded numbed Breanna, and she could only lie still, helpless to move or defend herself. The probing continued in her head, and she knew then what Ziglianor had meant when he said to keep the gifts close. She kicked out and put her strong right foot into Yahmara’s stomach, and the great gust of air that came from the witch’s mouth was filled with the stink of brimstone.  


     Yahmara’s concentration broken, the witch’s mind fingers withdrew from their target, but she quickly recovered and prepared for another lunge; however, this time Breanna was ready for her. 


     She lined up row after row of sharp stones and cutting knives around the gifts, and when Yahmara’s probing fingers touched the barrier, they quickly withdrew and tried another move, with the same result. 


     All the while, the heavy body of Yahmara had kept Breanna pinned to the rock floor. Rolling quickly, as she pounded the witch’s chin, Breanna threw her off and broke her concentration again.  


     Breanna’s mind felt bruised and dirty from the assault. She lifted her hands and threw fire, but Yahmara used her elven powers of magic and threw it back. 


     “So, it’s going to be that way,” Breanna said, jumping off the floor. She timed her landing, and fell heavily onto the bigger woman. Hearing a great gust of air expelled from the witch’s chest, Breanna quickly took advantage and used one of the gifts to call forth a spell made of thorns and vines. Wrapping Yahmara quickly in the spell, Breanna tied the witch’s arms and legs tightly together, as she had seen farmers tie their cattle at marking time. 


     “My mind still feels dirty where you were in it,” she said, shaking her head, trying to remove the thought. 


     “I want what belongs to me, brat. The gifts are mine!” Yahmara screamed, her mouth frothing with her anger. “They’re mine,” she kept repeating.  


     “Here, this is yours,” Breanna said, sliding a small packet from the pocket of her britches into Yahmara’s mouth. “Remember this? Do you like the taste of longberries?” 


     The witch tried to spit the small square out of her mouth, but it was too late. The heat of her tongue had already melted it. Quietly, Breanna said a thank you to Shilara for giving her the potion at Haven Breithweit. Carrying it for such a long time had paid off. 


     In a few moments, Breanna saw that Yahmara was asleep, and began her own probe into the witch’s mind. This time she took another path, avoiding the dream corridor where the Spectre waited. Near the woman’s memories of Mathena and their times on the Darth of Qayborn, Yahmara had hidden the gift she’d received from Eliandor. The ability to fly was closely guarded by memories of men and women tortured to death. Breanna’s reluctance to enter that part of the witch’s brain had been expected by her opponent.  


     Withholding her desire to retch, Breanna reached beyond the tortures and the burning, beyond the scenes of parents begging for the lives of their children, and beyond the horrors, she saw the gift shining in resplendence, set aside from the evil that surrounded it. She wrapped her fingers around it and lifted it from Yahmara’s mind. Taking it into herself, Breanna mentally flicked the particles of evil away from the edges of the memory, and it became her own. 


     While she was inside the mind of the witch, Breanna left her a memory of her own. It was of the time the Phoebus flapped its blue-gray wings and stared at her with red eyes. In that memory was the fear of being eaten alive by the giant bird. Yahmara needed reminding that though she was long-lived, even she could die. 


       


     “Help,” Tom yelled from inside the cavern. He was being held down by a hungry Orbel, and in serious danger of becoming the pig-like animal’s dinner. 


     Breanna plucked the gift of flying from the niche where she had laid it. A thrill of excellence filled her as she lifted her arms and thought of herself soaring through the air toward her friend. Tom appeared to be fading when she flew over him and kicked the Orbel in the head. Curling her fingers in a ball, Breanna sent a bolt of fire against the creature’s head and blew it away from Tom’s body.  


     “Tom, are you all right?” she asked from above. 


     “Aye, child, you saved me again,” Tom said, wiping himself off as he admired her flying ability. “Old Tom thought he was meat for them nasty things.” He looked around and saw that most of the enemy had been defeated and captured, or lay unmoving on the hard floor. 


     “What of your task, Bree? Did you get it done?” Tom asked. He hoped they would soon leave the dark, evil place that smelled of brimstone, rot, and of the long-dead bodies of innocents. 


     “Tom, except for you, I would have been here, locked away in this terrible place as a child. Your kindness is what saved me, and I won’t ever forget it,” Breanna replied. “As to your question, I took the gift, as you can see. Also, for now the witch is under control, and will do no more harm to anyone.”  


     “Well, praise the Creator! What more has to be done?” 


       


     Eliandor spoke up from across the cavern. “We have a situation. Come and see,” he said.  


     Breanna followed her grandfather, wondering what he meant. In the floor, near the throne where Yahmara had postured herself, she saw a giant fissure opening, allowing steam and filth to escape. The Spectre was attempting to enter the world through the opening.  


     “This can’t be allowed,” Eliandor said. “You must close this gap into the underworld, Granddaughter. Can you do it?” 


     “I hope so,” she replied, “else all that has been sacrificed was for nothing.” 


       


     Concentrating on the abilities she had been given, Breanna reached for the memory that compelled demons to her bidding, and she used it to push the dark horsemen back from the crack in the world. The demons fought her, and forced the breach, but the power of the elves was too strong. Calling on the strength of Ziglianor, Breanna formed a battering ram with her mind, and pushed and shoved until the metal helmets of the riders disappeared from view. Into the depths of the underworld they fell, and she heard the echoing screams of the demons as they fell from their mounts, into the abyss.  


     Her next attempt was to listen to the language of the Spectre and entice him into conversation, hoping to distract his attempt on the aboveground world. At first, she thought she’d failed, but then she heard his boastful words and knew that she had some time. “Breanna of Nore Mountain, I am come for you. You will worship me and be my slave. Come closer to the pathway and sing the life song of the elves, for their time is coming to an end.” 


     Breanna glanced at the councilor and saw his worried look. He caught her watching and nodded, hoping to encourage her. 


     Seeing into the pit below the breach, Breanna found the paths Yahmara’s dark prayers and magic had opened in the underworld, and she closed them with fire, one by one. On each, she put the seal of the Creator, a symbol of good. It was the picture of a heartwood tree from Orowill’s forest, the tree of the elves. Ziglianor himself had showed her how to form the seal. 


     The last and most important memory Breanna used against the invasion of her world was the gift of fire, elven fire from the volcanoes of the old world. She called upon the heat of her ancestors and sent it forth. She stepped near the edge of the fissure, where steam erupted and sent vile streams of brimstone onto the mountain floor. Gathering her strength, Breanna leaned downward, into the pit, and threw a magnificent beam of pure heat that bit by bit sealed the lower breach. The giant face of evil and destruction pushed itself upward, determined to enter the world. The Spectre had his sights set on the aboveground realm, and now he roared his anger toward the puny girl who stood between himself and his prize. 


     But just as Orowill had learned patience in the hidden forest, Breanna Ascroft, the champion, ignored her fear and self-doubts and stood her ground. She closed the breach between the worlds, then the spouting fissure followed quickly afterward, leaving a thick scar of molten rock running from one side of the cavern to the other. From far beneath it, giant vibrations began as the rocks melted and ran down into the underworld. 


       


     “Get out, get out,” Breanna screamed. “The walls are collapsing. The mountain is melting. Take your prisoners and run as fast as you can! Save yourselves.” 


     Rand came to her, after waiting until the others had gone to see that none of their wounded was left. Lyman waited for Breanna until he spied the captain. He quickly understood that his help was unneeded as long as Rand was nearby.  


     The captain lifted the witch from the floor and carried her, running the length of the halls alongside Breanna, who slowed her speed to run with him. Their presence at the end of the line gave others confidence that they could make it, even when the tunnel walls began disintegrating. 


     Tom’s short legs had to pump harder than some of the others’, but he made good time, grateful as he ran that Breanna had intervened the day he’d almost died. Like Rand, he owed his life to her. Now his body was infused with elven healing magic, and he seemed to get younger every day. Eliandor said Tom would probably outlive them all.  


     Two of the Breithweit elves had been wounded and were carried through the dark passageways. Up and up they went, all of them hoping to outrun the mountain’s sinking. Breanna saw her father ahead, and waved to him. She had been given the news of her baby brother, and could hardly wait to see him. She hoped her mother was well enough to travel, for they all needed to be far away from the mountain when it finally disappeared underground. The tree line would look different without Mount Thrumford behind it, but Breanna thought the villagers would breathe easier knowing it was gone.  


     The trip through the halls and dark corridors was not silent, as it had been before, for as they climbed to each new level, the one below screeched and screamed as rock slid against rock and ground itself to dust. The heat was below the mountain, but the collapse came from above, as each layer flattened and stuck to the one before it. At the end, only a pile of rubble would remain where the castle had once stood. 


     Sean and Rufus had fought together as brothers, and now they ran together, each of them watching the other’s back, keeping an eye out for trouble. They made a good team, and Sean could hardly wait for Rufus to meet Elida. He felt a moment of sorrow that his sister didn’t know any of them, and might stay that way forever. The haven was their home, and Sean hoped the councilor would let Rufus stay, for the boy, like Sean and Elida, had no other family. It was hard for Sean to imagine life anywhere else now, and he had great respect for his elven benefactors who had opened their home to him. 


     Shilara and Gadrial would lie in the mountain forever, side by side. Breanna felt a sharp pang of loss, knowing her mentor had been slain by her own son. Such a sad outcome brought on by greed and envy would devastate the lord of Breithweit when he was told. She was glad the telling was one duty she would not have to perform. 


       


     Later, when they remembered the host of creatures the witch had summoned, Tom would point out the Orbels had been slain, for although they were fast, their greed and perpetual hunger put them in the line of fire. He and Breanna hoped they would never have to see another one. 


     Most of the Kruks were killed. They were big, but slow, and if they had remained on the sidelines, no one would have harmed them. But the witch had spelled them, and they had become aggressive. Two of those from the mountain’s belly survived and ran with the humans and elves, looking for safety from a source of destruction greater than themselves or their enemies. 


       


     With the first ray of light from the early morning sun, the band of warriors began to believe they might live through another day. Finally entering the room where they had first chosen their paths, Breanna and Eliandor shivered simultaneously, remembering their feelings of being imprisoned.  


     The drawbridge was as they had left it. Those villagers and long-held prisoners of the asylum were gone, having taken most of the horses and wagons. Groans came from them all as each person exiting the castle wondered how they would make it down the mountain before it collapsed entirely. Eliandor’s reputation preceded him, and his black stallion was where it should have been, tethered to a post, waiting for him. Even those running for their lives didn’t want to suffer the wrath of Eliandor Pentara. 


       


     The day was beautiful, giving promise of clear weather. Getting the seasons back in rightful order made for gratitude among the travelers. Extreme heat and frostbite in the same day was no longer a concern, since the greatest influence on such weather had been caught, and now rode tied to the saddle of a horse. Yahmara’s pact with the Spectre had produced all things foul, including the elements of sky and land. Eliandor said the plagues should disperse soon, and the villagers could rebuild their homes. He remarked that life would return to normal, but the changes would not be immediate.  


     “Breanna, you don’t need to walk, just because we can’t fly,” Rand said teasingly. He and five others had lost their mounts and were afoot. One of the men was Lyman, and Breanna could see her father was anxious to get to his mate and their son, yet he too was content to walk. 


     “Captain, thank you for coming to our aid,” Breanna said, blushing. She wished she could outgrow her body’s response, but Rand hoped she never would. He thought her blushing extremely attractive. 


     “What else could I do? My friends were in trouble,” he said with a smile. 


     “Well, you could have sailed away,” she said. “No one would ever have known.” 


     “But how could I have given you your necklace?” He looked straight ahead, worried he’d said too much. 


     “Oh, that,” she said, fingering the stone through her shirt. She wished heartily for a bath and a change of her clothing, but they would have to wait until a river with flowing water was found. Meanwhile, she hoped Rand’s nose was not working perfectly. Just to be sure, she tweaked it a bit, assuring that for the next few hours he would smell nothing but wild lilacs. 


     Their last few feet down the mountain were met with rumbling as the castle settled deep in the ground, disappearing from sight. Looking back, they saw a flat horizon, without benefit of hill or peak. Thrumford Mountain was no more.  


       


     Eliandor wished he could have carried Shilara’s body back down the mountain, but there were people alive who were the first to be carried. Left to him, they would have buried the witch, and saved them all the trouble of caring for her. In his old wisdom, he knew they would all suffer for letting Yahmara live.  


     But he was pleased to be with his son after so many years of being convinced the boy had died. What had happened to Erain throughout those years absent from Pentara Haven would make for good stories around the table during the evening meal, and Eliandor knew his remaining life would be better now that his son was home.  


     As yet, Illene knew nothing of her son. She had grieved for his loss for so long, Eliandor hoped she could accept his return with grace, and forgive him.. 


       


     The sounds of human and elven traffic were loud and boisterous as Breanna and her followers rounded the cart path into the city of Thrum. The watchtower where Illene and Mathena waited was visible from the bottom of the mountain. The tired fighters hurried along, anxious to see their loved ones.  


     “What do you think Grandmother Illene will say when she sees Erain?” Breanna asked her grandfather as he walked beside her and his men, leading his black stallion. “Will she know him?” 


     “She will. I have no doubt she will recognize him at this distance if she is watching,” he said, looking at his son, who was just ahead. At that moment, a dust cloud appeared, and Illene rode up. She jumped down from the horse and ran to her son, quickly enfolding him in a mother’s embrace.  


     “Erain, you are home. I knew you weren’t dead. A mother knows when her child is gone from this world.” Tears of joy filled her eyes, and Erain knew his homecoming was complete. He hugged Illene as she cried.  


     “I’m so sorry I hurt you, Mother. I never wanted to cause you pain; I guess I thought you wouldn’t miss me.” 


     “Dear boy, not a day has gone by I haven’t grieved for your loss, but I knew someday you would come back. And now you have,” she said, drying her tears and embracing him again.  


       


     Rand had given over his burden to others once they were outside the walls of the castle. The witch was shifted back and forth, from one carrier to another. Her journey could not have been comfortable, as she was hauled across the shoulders and strong backs of the warriors. He thought about killing Gadrial and wondered if he had been righteous in the deed, or whether he had taken revenge against someone who threatened Breanna. He was sure the question would come up again. 


       


     What would they do with Yahmara now she had lost the war? Would she agree to a passive life? Breanna knew that the witch would never give up, and even without the gift of flying, she was still very dangerous. Eliandor removed the burden of worry from his granddaughter’s mind. 


     “I take responsibility for her, as I should have done those many years ago. She is not for your concern, Breanna, or should I say champion? We of the council will consider her crimes and act appropriately. I promise to contain her once and for all.” 


     Breanna hoped it was truly the end of the strife, and they could go on and live peaceful lives. Knowing her journey to the ancient world where Ziglianor waited would soon be at hand made Breanna wonder if she would ever be happy being a Qay woman. Power had a way of enticing its user, and she knew her own acceptance of the memories for all those years had made her stronger and more willing to take the lead. How would she cope without them?  


       


     A few more feet and Breanna saw her baby brother. “He’s so little. I hope he likes me,” she said wistfully. 


     “He will love you, just as we all do, dear daughter. I am so proud of you, Breanna,” Mathena said with glowing cheeks. She was tired, for giving birth in a watch house was uncomfortable at best. Without benefit of a bed, she had lain on rough quilts on the floor. Their wagon would have been dangerous, offering too little protection from anyone attacking in the darkness. As it was, several stray arrows had flown through the open windows of the watch house that night, although none had harmed them. 


     Lyman brought the wagon around and helped Mathena into a more comfortable bed, where she could lie and rest while the others reclaimed their horses. Most of the animals were tied to hitching posts outside half-burned shacks.  


     “Are you going to punish them?” Breanna asked. “They meant no harm. They were frightened and rode the horses away to safety. Some of them had been held captive for years.” 


     “No.” Her grandfather sighed. “We won’t punish them, even though they deserve it. Theft is still theft, no matter the reason.” 


     “I know, Grandfather, but I’m glad you will tender them mercy. That’s why you are the councilor.” 


     “My son is home, the world is saved, and I have nothing but joy in my heart. They are fortunate my wrath is curbed,” Eliandor said with a frown. 


       


     After leaving, Breanna looked back toward the tree line and saw great columns of smoke spiraling eastward as fires burned where the mountain had stood. She saw something else farther away. A large pack of leparoids stood in a clearing, and when they felt her watching, each of them bowed his head and lay prostrate on the ground. She wondered if they were asking forgiveness for the one that had killed Rickard, or were they paying homage to her for saving their world?  


     Seamus showed up late in the evening on the day they departed the easterly lands, his coat scruffy with briars and loose leaves. He seemed very happy to see his beloved Breanna. He said he had found his sire, and the old Seamus seemed glad to know he was alive, although he didn’t want his son to stay. Breanna thought one more son had found his father, but this time, there was a break in the pattern of acceptance. 


     “You come home with me?” she asked. “Big forest, many hind, rabbits.” 


     “Seamus go with kin. Sire no want, friend want,” he said, referring to the relative he’d found earlier. “Seamus come, find Ana,” he said, using his big paws to make her understand his perception of the future. 


     “We will miss you,” she said, trying not to cry. “Always you come. Welcome.” 


     He hugged her and then loped away, stopping once to look over his shoulder and grin. Breanna couldn’t help smiling through her tears. 


     “We’ll see him again, Bree. Just wait,” Sean said with conviction. “At least he’s happy, and thanks to you, his world isn’t going to burn up while he’s there.” 


     “Oh, Sean, it wasn’t me. It was all of us. I was just part of the whole plan. The Old Ones knew this was coming, and prepared me with the weapons I needed. Without them, we would all have been in danger of annihilation.” 


     “Sure, that’s true, but I know it was you. And you’re my family, so I can be proud of you,” he said. He kneed his mount and rode away toward Rufus, yelling for his friend to wait up. 


       


     The long ride home was an easy trek, except they didn’t have enough food without hunting each morning for game in the bushes and forest. Breanna always volunteered, as did Sean and Rand. They were all more than capable with their bows. Sometimes while they were tracking, Breanna caught the captain watching her with a particular look on his face. She didn’t quite understand it, but her mother seemed to know what it was about. 


     “I think he hopes someday to be your young man, Breanna,” her mother said once while holding baby Ruiden. “He’s very shy, but he cares a great deal for you, and your father likes him.” 


     Breanna’s lightly freckled cheeks glowed red at the thought of the captain as her young man. She fingered the jewel at her neck and decided it was a plan she could live with, as long as things didn’t happen too quickly.  


       


     Many days later, the sights of Haven Pentara appeared on the horizon, and the group of tired travelers shouted joyfully. Those elves going to Haven Breithweit had taken a turn many leagues back, promising to send a bird with a message once in a while, to keep in contact. Eliandor knew someday he would speak directly to his relative Felandran, and tell how and why Gadrial was killed. He and his kin might be forever parted afterward, but the truth should be told, no matter the pain. The ambitious Gadrial was a menace who had chosen power over world peace. Eliandor didn’t regret Rand using his sword, but he wished they could have saved Shilara. 


     Riding into the forest then up to the portals of the haven gave them all a sense that a wonderful ending had come to a terrible situation. Even warriors wanted their homes when the day was done. 


       


     A happy event occurred as Sean and Breanna spied those waiting to greet them. Little Elida stood aside, her arms closed tightly around Kit’s neck. When she saw the two of them, the little girl ran forward and hugged her brother, crying that she remembered him and had regained her memory of most of what had happened to her. It was a wonderful homecoming gift, and Sean remarked to Rufus, “All gifts are powerful.” 


     Two days later, Breanna went into the forest alone, after Rand had departed for his ship. He promised to be back in three fortnights, but that seemed such a long time to her. In the privacy of a wooded glade, she put all other thoughts from her mind and traveled back to the forest of red heart trees. There she found Ziglianor sitting alone with his pipe. 


     “I have returned, ancient one,” she said, “just as you commanded. The gifts belonging to you all live now within my memories. Take them, if you choose.” 


     The old elf’s leathery face had a pensive expression. On it she saw the familiar longing that Gadrial and Yahmara had displayed. She could tell he wanted the gifts back, but he seemed reluctant to take them.  


     Finally he faced her and spoke. “You did well, champion. You served us as we hoped, and now you return, freely, offering the gifts back to the givers. You fulfilled your promise. The deeds are done, but the world is still a violent place, filled with hatred and evil. The gifts must stay with you, champion, for someday, you or another of our kind may have need of them again.” 


     Later, after leaving the gnarled tree and returning to the present, Breanna recalled the conversation, and wondered what he had meant by “another.” He’d said, “You, or another of our kind, may have need of them.” Surely his fears are unfounded. There is peace and harmony in our world now. 


     Shrugging, she stepped out of the forest and smelled the freshened air after rain. Her clothing was dry, but the grounds were wet, evidence she had been gone for a long time. She wondered what lay ahead. Would she be happy as her parents and grandparents were, or would there be sadness in her future? Was she destined to sail the world with the captain, or was there something else in store for her?  


     Yahmara was locked away forever, guarded constantly in a prison made of rock and stone. She appeared old and useless the last time Breanna had seen her, and there was no light in her eyes. At one time the words “green powder” came from her mouth, but then she laughed maniacally. In everyone’s opinion, the days of the Supreme Witch were gone, leaving her a bare shell. 


     The halls of Pentara Haven rang with laughter and good cheer, and new life was being born to the Qays from Nore Mountain. Breanna and her family, along with Tom, Sean, Rufus, and Elida, knew such happiness they found it difficult to believe anything could change it, for after all, sadness was now in the past, in their memories. 


     The End 


     The Memories, Book 2, The Reckoning 


     ****************** 


     Book 1, The Gantlet explains how Breanna, Sean, and Elida became family and friends. I hope you read it, if not, get it now. Thanks. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Dear Reader, 


     Thank you for purchasing this book. I also publish crime fiction and Y/A Fantasy under my pen name. Please visit my website at www.booksiwrite.com. 


     I publish under my name, Linda L. Dunlap and my family name, Linda L. Davis. They represent different genres and are listed below. 


     The Maude Rogers Crime Novels, by Linda L. Dunlap 


     “The East Avenue Murders” 


     “Murder on Edwards Bay” 


     “The 6:10 to Murder” 


     Historical Fiction by Linda L. Davis 


     “A Daughter of the People” 


     Coming spring, 2017, “The Bridge Builder” 


      The Indwelt Novels by Linda L. Davis 


     “The Indwelling of Jenny” 


     Novelettes 


       “The Goblin Influence” 


     “Soul Catcher” 


     I hope to hear from you, in a review on Amazon.com, on Goodreads.com,or, an email, at booksiwrite5@gmail.com 


     Please sign up on my website for free books and my newsletter. You may write to me for any reason. I would love to hear from you.  
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