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     1. 


     On a warm summer night, long, long ago and far away, Ely and Bertil Vingus’ front door groaned and squeaked as the man of the house sneaked outside. He waited for the telltale signs of lighted windows and blaring horns to warn he’d been caught, but when there were none; he moved swiftly to meet his friend at the cottage, three doors down.  


     “Let’s go,” he said, hurrying his neighbor, calming his own nerve. 


     “Where are we going, Ely? Is it far?” Tam Teeple, not his usual cheery self, was jittery with fear. 


     “No, down the valley a ways, be back by half-light, breakfast with the family.” Vingus was the leader, but later, when the evil influence departed the inner workings of his brain, he would deny any part in the crime, and have no memory of his own terrible betrayal.  


     “Why are we doing this?” Tam said. “Must it be done?” 


     Yes, quiet, fools, get her now or I will take off your heads. Ely stared at Tam with fear—not my words, his eyes said. 


     A single window in the girl’s room was open, allowing a draught of cool, night air inside. Vingus eased his long, lean frame through the small rectangle cut into the wall, cautious of the horn framework near his thighs. Smoothly, with the lightness of a hunter stalking game, Ely glided through the rooms toward his quarry. The child was lying with her arms outspread upon the bed, her mouth slightly open in a sleep-smile, and he placed the small square upon her tongue, as he had been told. He watched it melt and slide down her throat. She licked her lips after, tasting the fruity deep-sleep potion. 


     “Like berries,” her mother would remember. “The room smelled of longberries.”  


     Wrap her in the sleep cover. Cover it with blood and bring her to me. Bring her now. Hurry, you worthless bags of flesh!  


     The rough voice scratched the insides of Ely and Tam’s throats as they obeyed its commands. 


     “Here, Tam, take her,” Ely whispered as he tossed the bundled girl through the window. “She weighs nothing at all. Nothing at all.” 


       


     When it was finished, the two returned to their cottages before breakfast and washed pig’s blood from shaking fingers. They had no memory of what they’d done, for both  had been spelled by a mighty witch, one whose name neither would dare speak. But later, when the day was done, all thoughts of safety left them, for a demonic bird with giant talons visited their nightfathoms to peck at eyes and faces until each awoke screaming. The girl had been carried away in the dark sky by a Phoebus, a giant bird of prey with enormous wings and great, grasping claws, and both had seen it. They would see it in their dreams forevermore.  


     The Phoebus, like them, had no will of its own, and stared into eyes neither Ely nor Tam could see. Lowering its head obediently, the giant bird listened to instructions, and grasped the limp body with large talons. Hunching its broad back into the wind, the bird drew the child under a wing and folded its blue-gray feathers around her small frame. Lifting into the night, it soared high, and then even higher, carrying the red-haired girl to another land, where none knew of the Qay tribe, or of Nore Mountain, or of a village built inside a hollow tree.  


     Later, in the light of dawn, searchers found the bedcover and the girl’s long, bloodied sleepwear lying beside the grassy path near the Orbel caves, and they mourned for the loss of the village’s only child. 


     Mathena, her mother, recalled the smallest details of the evening: the yawn from her daughter as small arms went out for a last goodnight hug, the points of her ears, fair-skinned with tiny blue lines running through, and thick red curls crisscrossed into a long braid fastened with scarlet vine.  


     Deep blue eyes had fluttered open as she whispered, “I love you, Mam.” Mathena would remember the softness of her child’s goodnight kiss forever. 


     By the light of morning, the villagers searched frantically for their only child, but she was gone, into a different land, two hundred leagues from Nore Mountain and its lush green valley.  


       


     Breanna Ascroft awakened to cold and darkness. Her eyes burned and her ears were filled with the sounds of whirring and wing-flapping. A foul smell assaulted her nostrils, and the wind chafed her face. The bird’s heavy feathers bound her tightly, forcing her to lie still, even as the desire for freedom moved her to shift and struggle against her bonds.  


     Move. Fall. End. The guttural words faded in and out of screaming air currents. 


     “What are you?” Breanna asked hesitantly. 


     Phoebus. Quiet. Fall. End. The words were squawks. Breanna knew then what had her, and believed her death imminent. The giant bird was taking her away to its nest in a faraway aerie to be food for the young ones. She shivered and began to weep and speak. 


     “Are you going to eat me?” 


     No. Want. Want. Want. It was her good fortune the huge scavenger bird dared not defy its mistress. 


     “I understand your words, but you are a creature. Are you enchanted?” Breanna asked, trembling in the chilled air. She was afraid, but she was also young and naturally curious, and hoped for answers that might explain how she had gone to bed at night, only to later awaken in the grasp of a giant carrion eater whose language she understood. 


     The bird glared, and in its red eyes the captured girl could see a triumphant smile on an unknown face.  


     “Who…are you?” The child spoke the words softly, murmuring into the cold wind even as her head drooped and sleep overcame her.  


     The witch’s reply went unheard. When the girl awoke later, the bird was gone, and the place she laid was in a farmer’s wagon, surrounded by open fields and hay mows. Sunlight played on the faces of two stout men wearing straw caps, ragged clothing, and mud- and horse-dung-smeared boots. Another man sat apart and gave orders to the first two. He glanced at the girl and smiled, but the richness of his clothing and his false manners did nothing to disguise the cruelty lines in his face, and the hard look in his eyes. 


     She heard their speech and tried to communicate, but the three men only laughed wickedly at her garble. They were foreigners who spoke another tongue, and though the words were unintelligible at the time, their meaning was clear. She was a prisoner for however long they decided necessary. The little girl’s instincts told her she had been saved from the bird by men who were more dangerous than the huge Phoebus.  


     Surprisingly, the leader gave her bread, meat, and ale without untying her hands to hold the food. She felt no hunger, only a great thirst. Grabbing the ale, she swallowed some then spat out the rest. The men laughed as they took the flagon from her, and replaced it with a skin of water. Breanna drank deeply, noticing from the corner of her eye the small container the leader held in his hands. One of the others grabbed and held her as jeweled fingers forced her mouth open and poured a bad-tasting liquid down her throat.  


     The leader waited until she had swallowed the potion before untying her hands. He pointed toward the side of the wagon, and she went there to release her night’s water in semi-privacy. Brenna believed without the rich man’s presence, the other two might have hurt her, a thought that kept her from running away, for she was afraid her recapture might result in harsh punishment. Quickly, one of the three secured her hands and feet, and threw her back into the wagon.  


     The girl’s tears only made the men laugh and poke her shoulders. She lay on the floor of the wagon, bound, gagged, and frightened, sniffling for home and safety until the potion had its way, and she fell into deep sleep that lasted for hours. Sometime, much later, her body was jarred into wakefulness by a burning thirst. 


       


     The small space was crowded with layers of bags and items wrapped in animal skins. This cart was smaller than the one before, and the scary men were gone. Breathing a sigh of relief, Breanna tried to turn over, but found she was tied and unable to move. She felt the bouncing of the cart, and knew it was traveling over very rough ground each time her head rose and hit the floor. She looked around and saw things her mother would have purchased from tradesmen visiting Nore Mountain each summer. The thought brought back memories of cart-men who had been kind to her and shared a small bit of figs or other sweets. She hoped whoever held her captive was as mild as those men had been. 


     Lying on the hard floor of the cart, Breanna realized her need for water had become too great to ignore, and she kicked her feet several times against the cart wall. When no response came, she lay still and wondered about her home and would she ever see it again. A little later, the remainder of the potion forced her back into the world of sleep. 


    

      


    


  




  

     2. 


     The wagon wheels seemed intent on hitting every rock as they rolled across the deserted plain called the Emptiness. Nothing shone in the distance except more rocks and treeless land, and across its barren spaces, the Witches’ Wind blew a constant gale. Tom Simpkin had never seen weed, nor grass, or any color of life on his journeys across the dreaded roadway. A dark sky blotted most of the sun, and made for dim light upon the vacant desert, as the voices of old evil intermingled with shrieking air currents and whispered terrible words of despair and loathing to unsuspecting travelers. Even the strongest heart couldn’t resist the black wind’s message.  


     Tom, by trade, was a jester and tinker, not a brave man, he often said of himself, but he knew the land, and was prepared for the wind’s insidious voice. From the moment his oxen stepped onto the dead soil, his ears had been stuffed with fluff from a lady’s old petticoat. He smiled at his cleverness, and kicked his heels together as he drove the oxen in the low light of the deserted land. 


     “Yes, my friends, Tom Simpkin at your service: tinker, tailor, fixer of furniture, and entertainer of a king, if you please.” He often spoke to himself, for the road was too lonely without conversation, a thing he had learned as a boy riding with his father. Besides, there was always something interesting for a man to hear—no matter if it was wisdom from his own head. 


     That morning, as he flicked the leads of his oxen, Tom’s good humor left him and his thoughts traveled to the rear of the cart, where the girl lay confined as he had been instructed to leave her. He didn’t normally transport people, but the coin was good, and he’d needed the supplies the brigands offered. Aye, and brigands they were, Tom thought. 


     He heard muffled sounds of kicking and knew his wagon would be sorely damaged if he didn’t get it stopped soon. Pulling his oxen to a stop, Tom jumped down and quickly walked to the back door of his home. He opened the door and stared into the wide blue eyes of the bound child. 


     “You should stop the kicking. Won’t help you; will only bruise your feet. Can you hear me, girl?” She was frightened, he could see—probably whatever demon lived in her had abused her some. 


     “Would you like some water? Aye, I’ll give you water. I’m not a monster,” he said, filling a cup from the precious barrel. The silken gag over her mouth was chewed, ruining it for anything in the future, but he took the time to untie the knot and save what was there. Placing the cup against the girl’s mouth, he lifted it and watched as she greedily swallowed, her pleading eyes asking for more at the end. 


     “No more now,” he told her. “You’ll just spit it back, you will. We’ll wait a bit then you can have more.” 


     “Where am I?” She spoke foreign gibberish he didn’t understand. It occurred to him the girl had no idea what he had just said to her about the kicking and the water. 


     “Well now, this is a problem. How will you get along if you don’t speak and understand decent speech?” 


     The man who’d hired him to carry the girl across the Emptiness had neglected to tell him about the language problem. Or perhaps he didn’t think it important. All he’d said was an evil spirit possessed the child, and there were healers in Thrum who would rid her mind of the filthy thing.  


     Tom Simpkin didn’t believe himself to be a bad man. He was a landlocked sailor whose home was his wagon, and his oxen the sails that pulled him across beaten paths and cart roads. He wasn’t about to scare the girl any more than she was already. He leaned over and looked into her eyes, wondering why a demon wanted the mind of a pretty little girl. Happens, aye, it happens, but not usually to one so young. 


     Looking around, Tom knew there was naught but dimness and barren land. He considered the girl might escape, but knew the long, empty stretches of thin, dark road held nothing for a youngster with no shoes and little clothing. She could go nowhere, a solid truth. He reached toward her and untied the knots of her confinement ropes, content she would benefit from the freedom, if nothing else. 


     She’s a wee one, he thought, not over ten summers, and barely that. A shame, it is, the mind gone. He hoped she wouldn’t start screaming; it would be a bad thing along with the wind. He wondered if it was already talking to her, maybe in her own language. 


     “Where am I?” the child asked again, still unwilling to consider home was a place far away. “Can you at least tell me where we are? And thank you, thank you for untying me.”  


     The girl moved her arms, getting rid of the aches from being jammed into a small place, jabbering all the while in a language Tom didn’t understand. Perhaps ’tis the demon talking, and old Tom would be better off not knowing.  


     “Let’s move along now, if you think you can behave. I know you’re a child, but I expect you to be a credit to your mam, wherever she is. Like as not, though, you were raised in a shelter for small ones, with no home of your own. Poor child.” 


     “What are you saying? What words are those? I come from Nore Mountain, and I want to go home. I don’t belong here.”  


     Breanna was scared, she couldn’t understand the driver, and he didn’t appear to hear a word she said. She remembered the giant bird, and wondered how she had understood its language, while the man in the green hat spoke a garbled tongue that was foreign to her. She had been told to be careful of witches, and wondered if the woman controlling the bird had been one. 


     Climbing from the inside of the wagon to the seat where the strange man had pointed, Breanna moved quickly before he changed his mind. Warily, she looked the cart man over in the poor light, and noticed he wasn’t as tall as her poppa, but he was bigger around. A little squatty, the man had dark hair and big, round ears sticking out from under his hat. His nose, which was too big for his thin face, gave him a clownish appearance. But he had kind, dark eyes, not wild and scary ones like the man who’d tied her up and thrown her in the wagon, She had heard him singing earlier in a croaky voice, the sound akin to frogs back home on Everdeep Lake, and his out-of-tune voice made her feel less afraid.  


     Breanna sat down stiffly, keeping as much distance from the driver as possible without falling onto the rocky road. She rubbed a sore spot above her temple and wondered how it had come about. Looking off to the left and right, a far as she could see there was nothing but darkness, rocks, and the terrible wind whispering awful noises into her ears.  


     These are witches’ rocks and witches’ voices, made from the tears of their victims, hardened by a spell, and thrown into the dark emptiness. 


     Miralda’s words, Breanna thought, the memory a cool mist from the past. 


     When a Qay soul hears and feels the wind of black whispers, she must spit three times into the darkness and think on Miralda. The witches’ voices will diminish into the void. 


     Breanna obeyed and turned her head away. She leaned off the wagon and spat three times before Tom could haul her back.  


     “What do you think you’re doing?” he asked loudly, hoping she would understand if he raised his voice. “Do you want to fall off and get run over by them big cart wheels? And what’s all the nasty spitting about?” 


     The driver spoke more garble, and even though loneliness and fear had Breanna ready to bawl like a grass-eating Farqell baby, she wanted to understand him, to have him explain her situation, about what had happened to her family. He didn’t seem mean, as though he wanted to hurt her, but he was a talker, as her poppa would have said. The thought of her father sent her into tears again.  


     She held on to the wagon seat as it bucked side to side, realizing as she sobbed that the wind had ceased its terrible noise. She looked at the driver and noticed the fluff in his ears. If she hadn’t been so sad, the sight would have made her laugh. She wiped her tears with the dirty sleeve of her shirt then motioned that he could get rid of the fluff. Couldn’t hear me, even if I was speaking his words, she thought. 


       


     Tom had crossed the terrible land many times in his life, going from one village to another looking for a day’s work in exchange for food and a soft bed. On all those trips he carried the fluff in his bag, always ready for poking into his ears. Men had been run to terrible deeds by listening to the black wind, and ’twas nothing to see an empty cart lying on its side, the driver close, bones stripped by ravens and blackened by the darkness around him.  


     The small girl on the seat beside him was a strange one, pointing to his ears, like she could see something he couldn’t, maybe a great wad of wax hanging off one. The thought made him chuckle, so at least she was worth something: she’d made him laugh. But that wasn’t enough for her; she kept motioning for him to pull out the bit of fluff as though she owned it, and the ear it was in. 


     “What do you want for me? Do you wish me to hear those dreaded calls and maybe turn the cart over with you in it?”  


     Tom shook his head at the strange girl, wishing he could talk to her and make her understand the danger of the winds. Of course, it hadn’t hurt her none. She was holding up just fine, except for the caterwauling. He cautiously removed one of the plugs and then the other one, hearing nothing but his and the girl’s breathing, and the oxen in the traces. 


     “Well, ’twas a good move, for there’s a change since the early morning crossing when it started chattering. That’s the reason you didn’t suffer—there’s nothing for it. My, me, lass, I’m thinking you may be luck for old Tom.” 


     Tom Simpkin believed himself to be a considerate man, for his mother had taught him to do the best he could as long as it didn’t hurt him none. He was thinking up some ways to make signs the young one might understand.  


     He pointed to himself and said, “Tom Simpkin,” in his lowest voice to keep from scaring her. She looked at him funny, and he said it again, pointing to his midsection so there would be no mistaking his meaning. “Tom Simpkin,” he said, with the words a little stronger for her benefit. Maybe her ears don’t work; maybe the demon filled up the hearing parts. Would explain a lot.  


     “Demons are bad things, get in your head; make you do all manner of vileness. The man with the coins said you had a real corker. I wish you could understand me, child, for I don’t believe you’re as bad as they say.” 


     Breanna couldn’t understand Tom’s words, but he seemed concerned about her. She wondered where the bird had left her, how the men transferred her to small wagon, why she was taken. Tears from her human ancestors began clouding her eyes, and unfamiliar sobs filled her throat.  


     I want to know about those things, but most of all I want to know what will happen to me. Where are my mam and poppa? The driver wouldn’t know her words if she spoke them aloud!  


     Anola’s sweet voice filled her mind, crowding out the fear, and Breanna felt comforted and less miserable. You will understand, child. Hear the words, know them; they are yours now. Listen with your memory. 


       


     The child made Tom feel very uncomfortable. He knew the coins in his pocket came from no good, had known since it was offered. The silver would never make him happy. The young one he stared at was nothing but scared; no demon lurked there in her head. He needed to know some things. Such as why the man who’d laid out the silver and copper coins knew he had found a stupid soul to grab them and not think long on it. Tom was angry he was known as a man with no gumption and dim ways, as his mother used to say. It was fine for her to say, but not right for others to make sport of me. 


     “Hush now, child,” the jester said. “Some way you’ll get back to your kin, not now, or the morrow, but you’re young, and your world will be here for a long enough time. For now, we’ll cross this nastiness and find a nice little cottage where you can stay for a while. Old Tom knows just the place.” 


     “Why am I here, Tom? I was in my bed, and my mam had put me down with a kiss; next I was riding across the sky on a giant bird. A Phoebus, it told me.”  


     “Aye, so you can talk now. What? What was it you said? Say it again, girl,” Tom whispered, searching the sky frantically. “How do you know of a Phoebus?”  


     “It spoke to me, but I already knew what it was. I remember my poppa told me about the birds. They’re giant ravens, and they eat what they find, dead or alive. Why didn’t it eat me, Tom?” 


     “I don’t want to hear all you’re saying. I wish now ’twas only garble. We’re getting off this barren land as quick as Paddy and Sam can pull us.” Tom shook the leads and urged the oxen to move faster, although he feared at the same time he might send them to their death. The animals were good and true, but old, and not up to a long run. “Hold on to the seat. If you fall, it will be to your death under the wheels.” 


     The increased bumping was hard on her backside; there was little padding on her bones, and she weaved from side to side on the slick, worn seat, but her heart was singing, for Tom had said she would find her kinfolk. Suddenly she realized the words he had spoken were clear and the meaning understandable. Thank you, Anola. 


       


     Breanna had misheard his words about home, but Tom knew her chances for ever again seeing the place called Nore Mountain were next to none, and he had never intended to deceive the child. But hope could fill the heart, and give reasons to keep looking forward; it was his purpose for saying what he did. It was to help her live in the world where she had been placed. A hard life ahead, no doubt, but she was alive, which was more than the man with the coin in his outstretched hand had in mind for her.  


     Returning to the problem at hand, Tom shook a little, thinking of the giant bird, and urged his oxen forward, away from the open blackness where danger lurked. His mind couldn’t fathom how such a slip of a girl could know the name of the carrion monster of the skies. The tinker was certain the small bit of flesh and bone sitting beside him was more than met the eye. He didn’t understand portents, but sometimes old Tom got a glimpse into the faery-kissed world, and this was one of those times. He was glad he hadn’t given in to the clink of silver coins in his pocket and carried the child on to Thrum. He knew his decision to save her was not only the right one, it was the only one.  


       


       


     The late evening light dimmed the sight of Weir, a small village Tom often supplied with sundries and gossip after his fearful trips across the desert, but his quarry, the Vale family lived farther away, near the Tribon River, where they farmed and raised sheep. The oxen climbed a slight hill, and Tom’s view opened to two cottages ahead separated by a hundred or so yards of darkness between. One was unlit, but in the other, a lamp shone dimly through open shutters, and he knew a fog bank had crept over the valley on its way from the river. Tom liked that, for what he craved was a place to hide, and time to convince a family to take the girl as their own. He knew he faced a difficult task, for they were poor, with little of their own except love and kindness, but he was determined to do what he could for the waif, since he had brought her far from the circles of men, into another realm. 


     He clicked his tongue, making the oxen happy as they stopped their fast gait. Tom had felt it in his bones when he departed the soulless road, a clean feeling once away from bewitched land. The wind had never returned, a mystery, and he yearned for that silence for his journey the next morning. The sky, dark with night, settled into every opening. Far above, the thick fog and mist blanketed the brothers’ and sisters’ weak lights, and the grandfather’s lamp in the east was only a pale orb seen through eerie whiteness. They had arrived just in time, before all the light in their world was covered. 


     Tom was a simple man with few possessions, but he had lived a clean life until he took the captive girl into his cart for a few pieces of silver. He was bothered by the deed, bothered so badly he wanted to make it up to her. The man and woman within the small cottage were his friends; at least they had been on the last trip he made to their home. Tom hoped that would buy him favor. 


     “Hoy, in the house. It’s Tom Simpkin, come to see the Vales of settlement Weir.” The grace of a tap on the door was never enough to awaken them; each slept hard after a day’s work. “Halloo, the house; your friend Tom Simpkin here,” he said, searching the fog for signs of movement. Thoughts of being a giant bird’s meal had made him wary and afraid. 


     The door opened quietly, revealing a large man who yawned loudly as he rubbed his eyes and stared at the visitors. He was Willum Vale, a youngish man whose nightcap sat crooked from sleeping on a thin pillow. Beside him stood Alane, a pretty woman who looked questioningly at the girl beside their friend. 


     “Tom, come inside. It’s late for even you, traveling in the night. Who do you have there? Who is this child? Why, Tom, she’s elven. What are you doing with an elven child?” 


     Alane was quick; she seldom missed anything, but Tom wondered why he too hadn’t known the child was elvish-natured. The whispering voices might have had some to do with that, he thought. ’Twas another effect of the Emptiness, all a man believed, or knew to be true could become false in his mind after listening too long. 


     “Have you had food?” Alane asked. “Come in and sit; we have plenty from supper. Poor child, she looks starved.” 


       


     Breanna fell asleep at the table, her stomach full for the first time in several days. The hard loaves the men had given her had been barely enough to sustain her, but she’d eaten what was there without asking for more. Her hunger had not been as strong as her Qay pride. 


     Alane tucked the girl inside the covers of a small bed already filled by another, younger girl. It was cold in the cottage, and the warm body of the other child brought Breanna comfort. Her last night on Nore Mountain had been warm, but now she was in a cooler clime, far from her home. 


     Tom sat at the table with Willum and Alane, his face hanging as he told the tale, how he had come upon the girl, and was taken in by the brightness of the silver and the offer from the well-dressed man.  


     “Aye, it’s terrible, and I’m sorely put upon to find the girl a home; I’ll have no part in taking her to Thrum, as the villain ordered. I’ve heard terrible stories of folks left there.” 


     “Tom,” Willum began, “we would take her, but we have barely enough to keep us alive. If we take the girl, we’ll all starve. Would we could help, but there’s no way.” 


     Alane squirmed in her seat, the idea of the girl with no one to care for her eating a hole in her heart.  


     “Willum…” She turned her head away to gaze out the window, into the foggy night. 


     “Yes, I know, Alane. I don’t like it myself, but what can we do?” 


     Tom had been quiet since he made his entreaty, but now it was there, and he had no choosing but to make the offer. 


     “The silver. You can have the silver. ’Twill buy bread for some time; meanwhile, the girl looks strong, and can help the other children in the gardens.” 


     “But what about you, Tom? How will you live? You’re a long way from the places you call home,” Alane interjected. 


     “I’ll be fine; with me wits I earn me keep. ’Tis safety for the girl I treasure. I don’t like the setup. Some strong evil brought this about.” 


     Alane looked toward Willum, her soft brown eyes pleading. “We can manage,” she said. 


     “A’right, we’ll do it, but I’ll need a blessing to carry it through,” Willum said. “And split your money, Tom. Give us half. We’ll make it do.” 


     “Ah, no, a deal’s a deal and that. You’ll have it all.” 


     “Suit yourself, but stay awhile. We like having you,” Willum said. “Now it’s off to bed, for we’re farmers and rise early.” 


       


     About an hour before the rooster crowed, Tom hitched his oxen to the cart, making ready to leave. He looked over the house, feeling in his bones he had done the right thing, but a cold fear ran through him. There was plenty about the child to warrant his concern. 


     The sound of a hooting owl, off and away, brought him to his senses, setting the anxious feeling aside. What’s done is done, he thought. I can do no more. He looked back once and mumbled a silent goodbye to his friends, the tremor in his knees uncontrollable as he remembered the stories of his childhood. Fear ran through him like turbulent floodwater and Tom pulled his hat down and hunched his shoulders to make himself appear smaller, all the while repeating prayers his mam had taught him. 


       


     At daybreak, Willum and Alane arose to begin their duties, and found Tom had gone on, leaving all the silver on the table. Alane put it in the teapot where she kept valuables, and they considered what might lie ahead for themselves and the child. 


       


     Breanna finally awoke and looked at her surroundings. She knew she could have been in much worse circumstances. At least the people were a family and were kind, but she was unable to stop her tears for her mam and poppa and all the souls of Nore Mountain. They were her family, and she feared she would never see them again. 


     The little girl whose bed she’d shared was sitting at the breakfast table, eating a piece of rye loaf with butter, when Breanna eased her way into the kitchen. The girl was much younger than she, less than half her age, towheaded and thin, her brown eyes soft like the woman from the night before. Two rows of small white teeth chewed the long, crusty roll as the girl reached for the bowl of butter and slathered the rest of the bread. “I’m Elida,” she said in a very grownup-sounding voice. “I’m three years old, almost four.” 


     Lowering her eyes to the table, Breanna saw a place set for her, with bread, butter, and jam. The food was familiar, for a similar breakfast would have waited for her at home. She almost cried again, but the sight of the little girl kept her tears inside. Being a visitor in the Vale home carried responsibilities, for her mam had taught her to be courteous and polite when goodness was offered. And it was goodness; they had opened their home to a Qay child who had lost the way back to hers. 


     “I am called Breanna. I don’t have any sisters or brothers. This bread looks good.” She spoke fast, in disconnected sentences, trying to say the words without blubbering, and Elida gave her a sad look in return, but said nothing. For being just older than a toddling babe, the little girl knew what, and what not to say. 


     After the meal, Alane and the girls went to the gardens to dig weeds from the potato bed and rake dirt away from the onions, while the boy Sean went with his poppa to catch fish. Before the fishermen left, Elida introduced Breanna to her seven-year-old brother, a thin boy whose face colored as his eyes flicked over the stranger. He hitched his short pants up and hung back for a few minutes, the blond cowlick and red scalp proof of his days spent working in the sun. The same brown eyes as his mother and sister looked the stranger over again as she stood waiting to be told what to do. Finally, he nodded and turned, following his poppa. 


     Breanna had done garden work since she was younger than Elida, making her assimilation in someone else’s vegetable patch an easy adjustment. She thought about her home constantly, and wondered if her mam’s heart was breaking too. Alane handed her a bonnet to protect her skin from the sun, a gesture her mam would have made, and Breanna quickly looked down at the pea pods on the vines so no one would see her cry. 


       


     From that day forward, each morning was almost the same: first breakfast, then work in the garden, or with the sheep. Next, in the house for the midday meal, rest a moment, then back again to whatever chore the family needed done. Breanna didn’t mind, for all of them worked side by side and it kept her busy. The family’s daily chores made her life bearable without her parents. Yet every day, as the sun lowered in the west, the Qay girl grew restless, and looked toward the security of the small cottage. Alane asked her about her unease, and all Breanna would say was the Orbels came out during the night and her family had to be inside the hollow tree village at Nore Mountain when darkness came. 


     “What are Orbels?” Alane asked. “Are they terrible creatures?” 


     “Yes, they look like giant pigs, but they walk upright. They hunt us. Sometimes they catch us. When that happens, another family gets to have a baby. You see, my town is very crowded, and there’s no room to build more houses.” The explanation seemed sad and heartbreaking to Alane. 


     “Ah, then tonight, I will show you no Orbels live in our land.” 


     The five of them gathered together coverlets for the evening air, and set out after supper for the Tribon. The pathway to the wide channel of water was well lit by the wick lamp, but still Breanna kept looking over her shoulder for Orbels. Her parents had always warned her about them, but she had seen them only a few times. Reaching the river bank without incident, Alane set down the lamp she had brought from the house, and lowered the wick until only a tiny flame was left flickering lowly. The grandfather’s lamp that the Vales called the moon was high in the sky, shining brightly on the Tribon, making the night seem as bright as day before the nightly fog rolled in. 


     Elida giggled and looked at Breanna, “Come,” she said, “let’s catch the fire bugs. Watch and I’ll show you how to do it.” 


     The Qay child had never seen fireflies, for the gates of Nore Mountain were locked at sunset to all creatures of the night. The small flying bugs seemed magical to her eyes, and the evening stars and the soft, round lamp in the sky were unbelievably beautiful.  


     “I wish my mam could be here and see this. She would like the fire bugs. I wish I could see in the darkness, just like fire bugs,” she said to Alane. “I think I’ll try hard to see in the dark.”  


     Alane laughed and sat down on the coverlet, watching her husband as she tickled him in the ribs. Breanna noticed their affection for each other, and compared the silent messages flashing between them to the similar ones she had seen between her mam and poppa.  


       


     The night fog started in, first on the Tribon, then onto the banks, creeping as low and thin as the webs of barn spiders. A memory came to her, haltingly at first, then solid and true of her mother’s friend Mara, whose long white hair had draped over the rounded edge of Breanna’s crib, and filled the babe’s small nose with whiffs of honey and lavender. Mara, one of the seven, had planted a memory within Breanna’s head. 


     Breanna, sweet elven girl, so tiny, yet you shall live a thousand years or more. You will have need, dear child, of my eyes when the light has gone, eyes to see beyond the dark and through veils of cloud. For all your long life, keep Mara’s secret, hold it dear until the time you must recall it, or when you are old and pass it to your babe. Hold my secret and don’t misuse it, child, or it may leave you forever. 


     She strained her eyes, remembering, then closed them and whispered, “Mara,” as she had been taught.  


     The night opened to her, lighting the pathways, house and barn clearly seen across the field. Staring into the farmer’s fields, Breanna could see sheep gathered in the pen near the cottage, their sides touching, one protecting the other from night creatures. She saw a raven flying high, blue-black wings spread in the darkness, searching for small birds caught out after dark, like Orbels chasing Qays. Across the Tribon, a herd of deer drank from the shallows, the spots on the babies brightly white. Fish jumped from the water, moonlight sparking off their scales as grandfather’s lamp reflected in their huge, round eyes. She saw it all.  


     Thank you, Mara. I can see in this darkness, as you taught me. Think on me, Mara; send my love to my mam and poppa. I’ll keep the secret the way I was told. She woke as from a dream and the night returned, for she had no need of light, but in her young mind there was surety—someday, maybe soon, she would sincerely call for Mara’s help. 


     The trip back to the cottage was pleasant, with Elida guiding them by the lights in the sky, and Alane holding the oil lamp to make the holes in the path visible. Breanna liked the family, but was afraid they might feel differently about her if they knew what she had discovered in the dark of night. Life was better sometimes when it was simpler, she had learned on her own, after being taken from her family. How she wished she could be home with her mam and poppa, laughing at something that gave them pleasure. She knew she had always been treated with extra kindness, but she loved it, so it wasn’t wrong to want it back. A child ought to be with her family, and even though she was grateful to Willum and Alane, she was unhappy and sad, missing the familiar parts of her old life. The naïve girl who had believed nothing bad could ever happen to her had disappeared, leaving a wiser, kinder person. 


       


     A year later, in late autumn, the weather went to extremes and became the “earliest, coldest winter since fifty years before,” the villagers of Weir said. Garden produce froze on the vine before it was time, water in the Tribon turned to ice, and the sheep shivered in their thick coats. The family was thankful for the dried goods Alane had put away in the late spring, and for the rabbits Willum and Sean snared. An occasional deer was found in the forest, half-frozen, and Willum put it out of misery, adding to the family’s food supply. Fish were also a staple when they could trap them. 


     Breanna felt guilty, for she knew her presence was a burden to the family. She wished something could be done; if only she could go home and send loads of food from her part of the world, but such was a childish thought, and she was growing older. Celebrating her eleventh summer without her family was painful, even though the Vales tried hard to make it happy for her. Alane told her sadness would get easier, but it lived in Breanna’s heart all the same. 


       


     A second year passed, and then another, with the child becoming more similar in the ways of the family, and less like her mam and poppa. The points at the tops of her ears were not so sharp anymore, but everyone in Weir knew she was elven, a fact accepted because the people in Weir loved her as one of their own. Her small face had matured, adding weight and character in the strong set of her cheekbones as she aged, but the yearning in her deep blue eyes had never changed. She desperately missed her old home, even as she made a place for herself with the Vales.  


     The pain still came when she pictured Mathena with an apron, making loaves of bread, or cleaning their fire pit, getting ready to prepare a meal. Breanna felt she had betrayed her parents by placing the memories of her old life in the background where they didn’t hurt as badly. Did Mam really make the loaves in small square shapes, or were they longer and rounder? The loaves Alane made were small, hard, and crusty, and when they were hot and loaded with butter made from the family’s share of cow’s cream, Breanna thought she had never tasted anything better. 


       


     The fifth year with the Vale family, on her birthday of fifteen summers, a remarkable incident changed Breanna forever. On her way to the village, taking goat’s milk and wool in exchange for cream for Alane to make butter, she spied one of the family’s lambs atop a high cliff above the Tribon. The lamb was out of place in a dangerous spot; to lose it would be disastrous to the family, who depended upon every curl of wool for either weaving or trading. Breanna laid her burdens aside and ran to the river, where she quickly shortened the distance between herself and the bleating lamb. Scooting up the rocky cliff near the edge of the Tribon, she slipped on loose shale as she grabbed for the small animal. The slide took her toward the cliff’s edge and to a drop that would have sent her to her death on the boulders below. Visions of her dead body bouncing off the big rocks into the water frightened her as she slid. From her cache of old, old memories, Sheela’s voice broke through the fear.  


     Jump, child; place your feet and jump. Without further thought, Breanna pushed off from the crumbling rock with her toes, and soared over the cliff with the lamb in her arms. Her feet touched soil far from the bank, and the lamb jumped from her arms and scurried away. Amazement at being alive took her breath away, and she fell to the ground in silent thanks.  


     Sheela, thank you, I’m saved. Later, when the errand was complete and the lamb back with its flock, Breanna thought about Sheela, her red hair sparkling, green eyes filled with tenderness, and her face as bright in thought as it had been in the past.  


     Sorting the past into locked memories had been the child’s way of avoiding pain, but after her most important birthday, the whispered secrets of the seven magical Qay women in her family returned more and more on their own, coming to the surface when she needed them. Hidden knowledge pushed into her mind as she remembered. On many occasions, when she was a babe in arms, unable to speak, the women who loved her had leaned over her bed and whispered secrets into her tiny ears. Their voices returned to her in the Vale house, clear and filled with love for the child she had been, for the person she would become.  


     Also on the morning of her most important birthday, Breanna awakened to the sound of her skin whispering as it moved across her body, replacing old scars, healing new scratches. She almost screamed at the sight, and would have, had it not been for disturbing the family. In her parents’ house, many from the village would have helped prepare her for the rite of passage as her elven skin began preparing for its long life, but there were none to advise her in the Vale household. Breanna prayed her body would care for itself, for she had no knowledge of what rituals should be performed for such an event. 


       


     Tragically, for the Vale family, the evil presence who had manipulated Ely Vingus and his neighbor Tam was very aware of Breanna’s birthdays, and waited impatiently for the fifteenth-year celebration. On that very day, when all the well-wishers had done with congratulations (for the villagers used any reason for a party), terrible things began to occur. Yahmara—who in the beginning had falsely believed that Tom Simpkin delivered the girl to Thrum, a sanctuary and prison for the demon-possessed—discovered the truth of the tinker’s betrayal when it was too late to stop it with a mere potion.  


     Tom had been coerced into carrying the girl to her doom at the hand of Thrum witches, and would have had it not been for his innate kindness and pure spirit. He could never understand why he agreed to carry a demon-possessed child anywhere at all, and blamed the sight of the silver coins for his waver from proper behavior. Had he known Yahmara had placed a spell upon those coins, compelling him to his bitter downfall, those five years after the incident might have been more productive and less guilt-filled for the trader.  


     The black scar on the witch’s chest itched as she quivered to even the score with the tradesman, and she vowed to make him suffer, for the Supreme Witch hated vile do-gooder little men who refused to obey. 


       


     Yahmara Cromcroft was the eighth and last Qay child to receive a special gift of knowledge. She had not always been a witch; rather, she was a cousin of Mathena, and they had been children together. But during her preadolescent years, Yahmara immersed herself in the black craft, and prayed to the Spectre, master and lord of the underworld. In her worship, she brought shame and disgrace upon herself and her kin. Eliandor Stronghold Pentara, the councilor of Haven Pentara, and Mathena’s grandfather, upon receiving the irrefutable knowledge of Yahmara’s betrayal of faith, had pitched the young witch from the windows of the Darth of Qayborn castle to the rocks below, where she landed on her face. 


     “Never again darken these portals or I shall tear the skin from your body,” were the councilor’s final words as he watched her fall. Eliandor, being a kind elf at heart, winced at the violence of his own behavior, but he knew in his soul it was not enough; he should have taken her life, lest someday they all regret his action of mercy. 


       


     Rather than feeling sorrow for the loss of her family, Yahmara wanted revenge upon Eliandor, whom she had known since birth. She stole the black book of witchcraft from the reigning queen, and studied in the deep forest until her knowledge was greater than any who had come before. The book explained how she could erase the human part of herself by tearing out her own heart and throwing it onto the bonfire during the yearly celebration of crones. She had learned well, and with the approval of her contemporaries, Yahmara became the Supreme Witch of the black arts, subservient only to the Spectre.  


     Centuries passed, and she grew stronger by using the Old One’s gift. Yes, Yahmara knew it was not truly hers, and she should have been prepared to give it away, but she became greedy and power hungry. She was determined to steal the other seven gifts from those who would never recognize the power they carried.  


     Mathena Ascroft, the witch’s old enemy, had given birth to a child in a settlement on Nore Mountain, leagues from the protection of Haven Pentara. The six Qay sisters, along with the child’s mother shared the power of their gifts in the form of memories they whispered into the babe’s ears.   


      The girl, Breanna Ascroft, grew, and at ten years she was the prize Yahmara had waited for. Here was an opportunity for revenge upon her old enemies, Mathena and Eliandor. The witch would steal the child away, and stash her at the lunatic colony of Thrum, until time presented a convenient opportunity to destroy her.  


      Yahmara knew the prophecy of the coming champion of the Old Ones, and she knew her obligation to relinquish the gift she possessed. But the witch was proud, and disdained anything from her elven heritage. Besides, before Breanna reached maturity, she would be dead, and any connection she had to the prophecy would be gone.        Fortunately for the child, Yahmara didn’t know until much later that the theft of Breanna’s memories would have ensured her possession of all eight gifts from the ancient elves. The memories were only shadows of what was real, but by possessing them, Yahmara would have had a clear path into the minds of the seven Qays who created them. The witch could have easily plucked the gifts of power from them all.  


     Early on, when the child was very young, some of Yahmara’s followers had mumbled there was more to the girl Breanna Ashcroft than met the eye, for very old magic surrounded her. But the Supreme Witch was too busy putting her plans for revenge into action to listen to murmured rumors. Being full of the Spectre’s power, she felt undefeatable. She had been so close to all she desired that night she led Ely and Tam to their soul’s destruction, but an ancient elf named Ziglianor had used magic to keep the knowledge from her. When she finally discovered the truth, Yahmara set the girl to running for her life.  


       


       


     On her terrible, horrible—but very important—fifteenth birthday, Breanna’s life became a child’s nightmare alive in the light of day. The countryside of Weir was nearing harvest, the end of summer almost gone, with cooler temperatures every day before sunrise. The family was outside after birthday celebrations, tending to first chores. Breakfast was over and weeding still to be done. The day was early, with dew on the grass near the well. Breanna tipped the bucket to pour water into the animal troughs, and knew the exact moment when time slowed its movement. The bucket’s long stream of water hung over the empty troughs like a bright ribbon, with the crowded, round drops reflecting a rainbow of color from the sun above. 


     Willum raised his voice and pointed, and the tone of his voice was more frightening because of his usual soft-spoken words. A moving darkness rolled fast along the ridge above the Tribon River, stirring the deep waters and pitching dead fish onto the banks, with the eye of the storm trained on the Vale farm. 


     “Alane,” Willum cried, his voice overwhelmed by the noise of a great black swarm nearing the house. “Alane, go back inside,” he screamed, but the din was a hundred thousand locusts, buzzing and circling, blocking the passage of sound.  


     “Breanna, get the children to the house.” Willum was on the ground yelling as darkness absorbed his feet. “Go, hide, Breanna.” 


     As in a dream, she saw a bright red spout of liquid fly from Willum as his head came away from his body and the undulating blackness’s long tendrils pressed and squeezed his still struggling form. 


     “Willum,” Alane shouted, “Willum, I’m coming to you.”  


     “Alane, no, go inside,” Breanna screamed, awakened from her trance. “You can’t help him. He’s gone. We have to get inside.” 


     “Willum,” the grief-stricken woman repeated, oblivious to any other thought, “Willum, I’m coming to you.” She ran toward her husband, toward the black shape’s long stretches of buzzing masses. Searching for Breanna, it wrapped itself around Alane’s body and dragged her to ground. She shrieked once as the mass bound her neck, and squeezed her body into many separate parts. 


     Breanna grabbed at the two children, but the blackness knew they were there and reached out to absorb the boy. She saw it happening and ran screaming, searching her memories for knowledge, pulling power from a source waiting to feed her. Her body stretched, extending great lengths in her mind’s eye as she grasped the boy and pulled him against her.  


     A mordant sent from a witch’s cairn brings despair and death. Breanna remembered the day: she was three summers old, happy as only a small one could be. Winona, her mother’s friend, her friend, whispered, “Child, someday across your path may come a terrible entity. Mordant—black as night, with long tentacles that reach and destroy—the sounds of a million locusts. Run from it, child, but if you must stay, embrace it, wrap it inside your arms, and fling it to the four winds. Reach inside your knowledge and do as I say. You have all you need to survive.”  


     The mass churned, disturbed by the loss of the boy, and came toward the elven girl, the object of its search, ready to destroy her. Breanna was terrified, and lost touch with the memory, but her fear was for Sean, and she knew her strength must come from within. With her whole thin body, she encircled the black mass and pulled the breadth of it into her arms as though it were a beloved friend. She spun once, then again, and again in a twisting, turning movement, as the source pushing her spiraled upward. When the power released her, she flung the blackness far, far away, out of sight, into the open sky, and then slowly, as if in a dream, her fifteen-year-old body returned to the solid world as her mind continued spinning.  


     “Sean, Sean, wake up,” Elida begged her brother. “Wake up. Mam and Poppa are gone. We have no more family.” She sobbed at the end and hugged her big brother against her, trying to understand what had happened. 


     “Elida, we must leave this place. Whatever it was, it will be back. Don’t ask me how I know, but I’m certain,” Breanna said, near hysterics. Her grasp on reality had been tenuous since the death of her foster parents. But she knew the trouble awaiting them. The Vales had been destroyed by an evil force controlled by dark spirits, and it would return with even greater strength. 


       


     The boy was still, with no signs of life remaining, his strength taken by the mordant. 


     “Bree, do something. Make him well,” Elida pleaded, looking to Breanna as savior. “Please, don’t let him die; he’s all I have left of my family.” 


     “But I don’t know how, Elida. I’m not able to give life,” Breanna said.  


     He is not dead, he is sleeping. You must wake him. Wake him, Breanna of the Qays.  


     “Who said that? Elida, did you say he’s sleeping?” Breanna asked warily. 


     “Why are you asking me?” the child replied. “I don’t know if he’s asleep. He looks dead.” Poor Elida was distraught; first her parents, now her brother. She was beside herself, sobbing into her hands, careful to avoid looking at her mam and poppa lying on the ground near the barn. 


     “Let’s take him to the Tribon,” Breanna urged.. “We’ll try to wake him there. Hurry, help me, and then go back and gather supplies: food, water skins, knives, quilts. Can you get them? We must leave this place soon, before it returns.” 


     The boy was heavy, his bones sturdy from farm work, with the muscles of adulthood beginning to show on his frame. He was twelve winters of age, younger than Breanna, but four years older than his sister. 


     “Elida, quit crying; pick up his feet. He’s very heavy on this end. Yes, that’s right, we’re almost there. Now, to the edge, and let me have him. Yes, go and get supplies. Hurry, we have so little time.” 


     The boy was even harder to move without his sister’s help, his heavy boots dragging over rocks as she pulled him into the water.  


     Hurry, must hurry.  


     Breanna didn’t question the voice. It was in her head, part of her collection of whispers. She entered the river with Sean and hugged him to her. Leaning forward, she dunked his head and waited, but nothing happened, and he didn’t move. Again, she pushed him under, and kept him there until she felt he might drown, but still nothing happened. The magic within her heard the call and sent life-giving power as Breanna searched her memories. She recalled words from another time when Miralda had spoken them. Chanting over the boy, she dunked him into the cold water again. 


     She felt it first against her elbow, a push, then against her hands that held him down. He came up from the current, flailing and kicking. 


     “Are you trying to drown me?” he demanded, gasping for breath. She hugged him tight against his will as water ran in rivulets from his thick yellow hair. 


     “Sean, you’re back! We have to hurry. I’m so sorry that your mam and poppa are gone, but we must go quickly.” 


     “Where will we go? What happened to me?” Sean asked, coughing, his practical mind working. “What was that thing and why did it come here?” 


     “It was a mordant. It wants to kill us.” 


     “What am I doing in the water? How did I get here?” 


     “Please, we can talk later,” Breanna said. “Where’s your poppa’s boat?” 


     “Behind the tall tree, tied to a post. He was careful with his boat.” His eyes grew red, the grief in him over the loss of his parents raw. He wanted to be a little boy again and cry his heart out, but now he had to learn to be an adult. Twelve winters old, still growing into the man he would be someday. Sean held back tears and said, “Let’s get on with it.” 


     The boat was a fisherman’s dory, barely large enough for the three of them and a few supplies. 


     “What will happen to Poppa and Mam?” Sean asked. They needed to be put in the ground. 


     “I sent the lambs to the Greenwalls’ pasture; you know he’ll take care of them. The calves went too. Mer Greenwall saw me getting ready to go, and he gave me the coins in his pocket. I took the rest of the silver from the teapot,” Elida reported. “Poppa and Mam won’t need it. Besides, we’ll be coming back soon,” she said with her chin out. Her lips trembled for a moment, and she added, “Mer Greenwall covered Poppa and Mam with some sheets from the house, and he said he would put them in the ground, being neighbors and all.” 


     At that, both children began sobbing quietly for their parents, as the shock of losing them became stark fear at being left alone.  


     Breanna took one of the paddles and rammed it into the water, trying to guide the boat down the Tribon, but succeeded only in making it move from side to side. 


     “Here, Breanna, I’ll guide the boat,” Sean said, drying his tears. “You steadily pull with the oar for speed.”  


     His father had taught him well how to row a boat to the best advantage. They needed to get away fast from the farm, where the mordant would surely return, bringing a greater horror against them. Three children had little hope for defeating a deadly demon. The Tribon was still turbulent from the early upheaval; the thrashing of waters caused by the mordant bounced the small craft in terrifying ways, making Sean worry he might be unable to control the dory and guide it around the shallows. He had never been so far down the channel, had never seen it become so wide between banks. Willum would have cautioned him to keep it slow and steady, his eyes on the middle of the Tribon, watching for the hidden traps that could take them down. 


       


     Breanna Ascroft, sweet child, harken to Willow now, and I will tell you a little something. I’m true to my word, wee one, and I love you fiercely as if you were my own. This is my secret, child—keep it dear to your own thinking, and as you grow older, tuck it away for a day when it will help you survive in a horrible place. Use it, and it will save you. The memory was deep, from days gone by, the lesson there from the past. 


     The mordant was on its way, bringing other spirits stirred by evil, their presence so terrible each of the children would suffer horrible death. Call the White. Dig deep, child, breathe hard three times and take it into your chest; hold it there and think on me. You will disappear from your enemy’s sight.  


     They flew down the raging Tribon, its waters sloshing into the boat, soaking their feet and clothing. Elida held the supplies in her lap and leaned into the bag as she planted her wet feet against the sides of the dory, bracing herself against going overboard. She saw the darkness approaching, covering the sky from horizon to horizon.  


     “Bree,” she screamed over the noise of the water, “they’re coming.” 


     “Wait, Elida. Wait. Say your prayers quietly,” Breanna replied on the wind. 


     She stood in the small boat, throwing caution aside, as she knew she must. I remember, she thought, I remember soft brown curls lying behind her elven ears, and blue-green eyes full of love as she held my small body.  


     “Willow,” Breanna whispered, breathing deeply once, twice, three times, holding it inside as the source within her sent its power. Above her head, falling down, covering the boat and the three, a thin sheet of white softness hovered, hiding them from sky terrors and all other foes. The water’s turbulence stilled, settling the dory right as it trailed peacefully down the Tribon, all danger gone. There were no fears inside the White, no thought of falling into deep waves, or of terrible spirits reaching with long black arms. They were safely hidden from all harm for a long space of time. 


     A need for breath sent Breanna stumbling to the seat, where she grabbed the sides of the boat and sucked in air. The sloshing sounds of water against the bow returned as the white softness faded. She shook herself like a dog drying its coat, feeling the cool evening air on her prickled skin as time returned to her and the Vale children.  


     The day had passed as the wind pushed them far down the Tribon, away from whatever new entity might have assaulted the farm. Breanna was tired, more exhausted than she’d ever been in her life. Her head ached, and she wished she could still hide in her mam’s skirts. They were at the mercy of witches and their spells, and the child within the girl knew nothing about fighting. How could they run from what they did not see? One thing was sure: her friends, especially Elida, trusted her with their lives. Such a big responsibility weighed on her thin shoulders. 


     “What will the mordant do to our neighbors? Will it kill them?” Elida asked, her face a picture of sadness.  


     “I don’t know, Elida, but maybe it will go away or dissolve when it finds us gone. If the people stay hidden in their houses, the village may be safe.” Breanna was making up answers, hoping to ease the younger girl’s fears. “Now our responsibility is to ourselves, to find a safe place tonight. We can’t stay on the Tribon in darkness. We’re all hungry and need sleep before our trip tomorrow.” 


     “Where are we going tomorrow?” Sean asked, his hand still guiding the dory as it floated down the river. “Do you know, Bree?”  


     “No, but I thought since we can’t go back to the farm, we can search for my home. I’m not afraid of what lies ahead; I am more frightened of what’s waiting for us if we go back to the farm.”  


     Breanna’s head was aching, a pain she had noticed each time she pulled knowledge from her memory, but it had never been as bad. “Sean,” she said wearily, “keep watch for a crossing onto land. We need to find a place to stay tonight.” 


     Elida had been paying attention to the water level at her feet, noticing it rising by the moment, unsure where it was coming inside. 


     “Sean,” she said, “there’s water on the floor. It’s covering my feet now and I’m getting cold. We have to get off the boat. Now, Sean, look at how low we sit in the Tribon. We’re going to sink.” She started crying hysterically, and Sean felt terrible. Poppa had taught him to take care of his younger sister. He was bothered when she cried. 


     “A’right, Elida, then we’ll pull to the bank at the first landing, but we may be alone there with just the forest. Still, we don’t want to sink. Here, pull with this oar. Bree is hurting, so you have to do your part.” 


     “Hurry, Sean, hurry. I’m getting wet.” Elida was near screaming, the events of the day more than she was able to take; her young mind, accustomed to the security of her poppa’s protection, was now incapable of handling further fright. 


     Breanna had been dreaming, as the pain in her head dissipated. “What is it, Sean?” she asked, as Elida’s cries awoke her. 


     “The boat is sinking, and there’s a pile of logs we can pull beside, maybe save our supplies and ourselves. I’m guiding the boat in. Hold on should we hit hard.” 


     He was right about caution, for the boat slammed into the logs extending into the water. One of them punched a ragged hole through the side of the dory. 


     “It’s going down, Sean, jump!” Breanna yelled. “I’ll get your sister out. 


     “Elida come to me; hold on to my waist. We must go now,” she said as quietly as possible to keep from further frightening the child. Breanna stood on the seat of the water-filled boat, the place where she had been sitting was now covered with trash and rising water from the swift river. 


     “Here, Elida, hold tight,” Breanna said, pushing off on her right foot, but with the added weight of the girl, she leaned too far to one side. Correcting her position, she pushed harder, for a longer jump. They soared, over the boat, over the logs, onto dry land, where Sean was waiting with the bag of supplies from the boat. “Thank you, Sheela,” she whispered to herself. 


     “How did you do that? How did you jump so high with my sister in your arms?” Sean asked suspiciously. 


     “It wasn’t very far, and Elida helped. She jumped too.” Breanna was concerned with Sean’s suspicion. She didn’t want him to think the witches had infected her. “It was less than you think. Anyway, we have no time for talk; darkness will be coming soon. There’s no shelter here, but maybe we can build a fire and make a cover for ourselves. Sean, you’re the best at these things. Will you find dry wood and light the fire?” 


     Thinking that maybe the jump was possible, Sean accepted Breanna’s explanation, for he had seen stranger things happen on the farm. Once his poppa had been using the pitchfork, lifting hay into sheep pens, when a giant beetlesnake, larger around than Willum, came out of the haymow, ugly as you please, hoping to have mutton for his dinner. Poppa stepped high and brought the pitchfork down so hard it penned the beetlesnake to the ground. When he was asked afterward how he’d done it, he couldn’t say.  


     “A’right, such things happen and we can’t say how,” Sean said to himself, as he searched for firewood. The boy’s mind was unsettled; he was discovering the world to be much bigger than he had ever thought, and it frightened him terribly. 


       


     They gathered the makings for shelter and piled them out of creatures’ paths to water, under cover of a few thin trees. Sean laid the fire, while Breanna and Elida leaned brush and small limbs together at the base of the biggest tree. It offered little protection, but it was better than nothing at all. Nearby, they found thick brush and dragged it to their shelter. 


     “We must cut small pieces to lay on the ground under the covers for our bed,” Elida said in her best Alane voice. “Mam says we need comfort at night so we can have a good day the next.” Saying her mother’s words brought tears to the young girl’s eyes. She couldn’t believe Alane was gone from her forever.  


     The light in the sky disappeared and only stars lit the night. Darkness hovered around the small band of travelers, but as the black settled, a few fireflies sparked, lighting the open land. Under the flimsy shelter, the two younger children huddled together, their shoulders covered by a thin quilt.  


     “I have no flint or coals for making fires,” Sean said, after failing miserably at using two rocks and striking them together. “I’m hungry; do you think we can have something to eat?” 


     “What did you bring us, Elida?” Breanna asked cheerfully. “Do we have food?” 


     The younger girl dug into the bag that once served as one of her mam’s pillow covers. “There are biscuits and onions, some turnips, and a pack of dried meat. We have water, a’right, but no cups for drinking.” 


     They divided the food into the evening meal and the next day, hoping they would find a place later to buy food with the coins in Elida’s pocket.  


     “Onions are a’right if you eat them with a biscuit,” Sean said, popping hunks of food into his mouth. 


     “Eat slower; we have to make it last,” Breanna cautioned. “Here’s what I think. See if you agree. We need to sleep tonight. Tomorrow we won’t have a boat, but we should follow the Tribon. There will be a village somewhere before long.” She had grown accustomed to soothing the younger children, but she changed her tactics as the need arose. She hadn’t asked for the duty, to lead them, but it was true she had the knowledge that might help them find their way, if only Sean didn’t grow troublesome and demand to know her secrets. Barring that, the time might still come when she would be forced to tell them of her skills, thus breaking a promise she had made to her loving friends of Nore Mountain. 


     “A’right, well said,” Sean said in his new manly voice. He hadn’t yet reached the age where his voice broke, but it was close by, causing hoarseness sometimes when he got excited. “I’m going to sleep now.” 


     Two thin quilts were all Elida had brought for them. Sleeping just off the ground would be uncomfortable without enough bedding to keep them warm. The two farm children snuggled together, pinching one another once, setting off some giggles from Elida. Breanna was glad to hear her laugh again, if only for a moment. The child had suffered enough sadness in one day to last a lifetime. 


     Her own attempts to sleep were miserable moments fighting the biting flies and trying to get warm. She snuggled close to Elida about the time Sean decided to turn, taking the thin covers with him. Breanna huddled by herself as the air turned colder, and she shivered in her still-wet clothing. Her thoughts ran back to Nore Mountain, where she would be tucked inside her own soft bed, warm as fresh bread. 


     Breanna, baby girl, Mam is going to make us a nice fire, warm up the cottage. Watch me now, watch Mam, then you’ll know how to build your own someday. Watch close. Her fingers had snapped twice over the thin kindling in the fire pit, the spark jumping, becoming a stream of lightning that trailed from Mam’s fingers, catching the wood. Careful, now, she said, you must control the flame, child. Use it wisely, and keep the knowledge in your head. 


     Breanna rose from the thin bed and found two small rocks that she set aside. She placed her hand above the kindling Sean had laid. Snapping two fingers together, she remembered her mam, the smile on her face, the love in her eyes.  


     The spark came, slowly at first, then a stream of uncontrolled fire. She guided the fire to the kindling and watched it catch, her mam nodding at her smart baby girl. The source trembled as fire went from her fingers—just a touch of flame, not enough to destroy the world. 


     The warmth soothed her frayed nerves and the slight pain that had begun between her eyes. Being only fifteen summers in a world where demons and witches wanted her dead was not only new, it was catastrophic. She was scared beyond any fear she could show the others; she knew she must be strong and cast her doubts aside. Fire was her mam’s secret, long hidden in her memories, but the voice of her mother had returned. The thought brought comfort, as though Mathena was standing close by, watching over her. 


    

      


    


  




  

     3. 


     The souls of Nore Mountain were disconsolate; no amount of words could cheer them, for Breanna, their baby, was gone, taken by the Orbels from her bed. 


     “Not possible,” Mathena said, fearing the worst, “that some entity captured our only child from her bed.”  


     “But true,” Lyman wailed. “She is gone, never to return to us.” 


     Throughout the city, the wail would be repeated over and over again: “How did they take her?” 


     Later, cries of disbelief came. “Foul, no Orbel tusk entered this door. Something evil has taken her. Who would take her? How could they know, unless… No, impossible; no evil could live here.” 


     For four years the town mourned, and then one day the council gave approval for another child to replace the one lost. A new babe was born, and his soft pink skin made him the darling of Nore Mountain, but the memories within the seven had already been shared with Breanna Ascroft. The new child brought joy, some even to Mathena and Lyman, for a baby was unmistakably the best cure for their heartache and pain. The couple got on with their lives on the surface, but beneath the displays of happiness, Mathena grieved for her little one, truly missing her as the best part of her soul. She had shared her knowledge with Breanna, loved her, cared for her; how could such a horrible thing happen to her daughter?  


       


     Time heals wounds; but memories lie quietly only until they are stirred. Mathena looked into the past, remembering, noticing things around her, hearing the clicking she remembered from many ages gone by. Click-click, in the night, outside the doors, from cottage to cottage, the bone tapping, the same bone young Mathena had freed of meat and blood in a final confrontation. It was the knee bone of Yahmara she heard tapping against itself. The witch, long despised by all elves and once defeated by Mathena, had been put down for an age, but now sent her spirit to walk on Nore Mountain, spreading chaos, searching for followers.  


     Too long I have been locked away in this village on the side of a mountain. I am far from able to thwart any witches’ spells. What is called for is Eliandor of the Elf Council, long separated from Qays, yet still head of all elves, for he alone can summon the faeries, the true enemies of witches. She, Mathena, must go toward Pentara Wood, the only direction she knew. It was to have been her home before the turning out.  


     On the fortnight before Breanna’s fifteenth birthday, Mathena brought news of her intended journey to Lyman, her mate, expecting his objections, but prepared for the worst or the best. 


     “It is time, Lyman, time I go from this place to my grandfather, Eliandor,” she said, holding her head high as she stared into her mate’s soulful eyes. “He must be made aware of the evil that visits here, evil I know, but can no longer contain. Eliandor must be told; only he will have the means to stop Yahmara and her minions, for it is she who visits our people. It is she who took our Breanna. What we have is safety, but at what cost, dear mate? Will we hide from all which threatens our lives? Will we always be absent the sound of children’s voices playing in our homes? Will we forsake new blood to our old race? You know I speak the truth.” 


     “Yes, Mathena, I know you are going,” Lyman said. “But you mistake me for someone who does not care deeply for your welfare. I will not see you go alone. Your friends are here, awaiting you, each of them on their own merit prepared to leave the valley. Your powers are still strong, Mathena, for you have called them to you, and I must step back as your mate and think only as a Qay. I have readied carts for you with Farqells, those noble beasts willing to journey from the Redway road, past the valley, and wherever you guide them. You must travel with care, my heart, for I cannot look into a future without you. I stay to attend the council, for of late the city is rife with ill deeds and unrest. You must reach Eliandor in time, for the witches’ coven will gather in a half-year, two seasons from now. After the gathering, there will be no stopping Yahmara. I fear our whole existence will be at risk.” 


       


     “Goodbye, Lyman,” Mathena said the next fortnight as tears built under the surface of her lids. “You have been a good mate and I will see you again, if not here, then at the portals of Faydor, where we will gather for all time. I will find our child, alive or lying dead.”  


     She wrapped her arms around his shoulders. Knowing the danger ahead, she was reluctant to leave him. Lyman had been her mate for longer than she could remember, and she should have known he was aware of her distress, would sense her leaving. Her heart was heavy on the one hand, for she might never return, but it was light on the other, for she knew on the moment her journey began, Yahmara’s foul following would be close behind, keeping watch over her, leaving the souls of Nore Mountain alone. It will be good to leave this land for a time. 


     The wagons packed with traveling goods left after full light, for the Farqells were impatient to see new territory. Lyman stood aside, his dark red curls damp from a light, misting rain. His family was on his mind. He, like every Qay, knew his responsibility was to care for his loved ones. Sending Mathena away with her sisters had been a difficult decision, but he knew her leaving was the only right and true solution to the witch problem in their settlement. His mate believed him to be ignorant of the burdens she carried, but the gift she was given by her grandfather so long ago was a part of the love Lyman had for her. He stood a moment longer, water gathering in his eyes as the big grass eaters pulled the carts away. He was missing Mathena already, but he was convinced her journey was necessary. 


       


     Seven Qays began the journey: seven, whose home should have been the Haven of Pentara Wood, all happy souls to be trading the cloister of Nore Mountain’s hollow tree for the valley below, then onward to another land a thousand leagues away. Nothing would ever be the same as it once was, a premise both delightful and dreadful. 


  




  

    

4. 


     The morning came quickly, bringing sharper temperatures. The children shivered without cloaks or warm clothing in the unnatural cold. Sitting before the fire, Sean pounded two rocks together, determined to produce a spark, but none came.  


     “I don’t know how you did it in the darkness, Bree. I keep trying to get these to fire a spark, but it doesn’t work for me,” the boy said disgustedly. 


     Breanna nodded. “I’m sorry, Sean, but we don’t have time for you to continue. We have no choice but to start walking. I wish we could have kept the boat, but as you know, it’s at the bottom of the Tribon.” 


     “Bree,” Elida said, “we don’t have much food. Should we finish it off now, or eat part of it, and save the rest?” 


     “I think we should save part of it to give us something to look toward if we don’t find other food today,” Breanna replied. “Although I’m sure we’ll find something soon.” She was worried, for their path was a mystery, and no one they knew had ever been this far from the Vale farmhouse and the village of Weir. There were many possibilities along the journey, and few looked good, but a cheerful face was called for to keep up the spirits of the younger children.  


     “Sean, would you lead us away from here?” Breanna asked, her voice light, as she gave the boy respect and encouragement. Her mood lightened even more as the sun warmed the air, step after step, mile after mile. It was Sean’s responsibility to keep them near the river as they passed through brush and trees.  


     “People live near waterways, and there we’ll soon find help,” Breanna said. Elida was humming a tune, hanging back a little, her eyes staring off into brush, which was more and more of the same since they’d begun the morning’s journey. Concern for the little girl made Breanna wish there was a way to relieve her suffering, but Elida had to grieve her own way. There was no question of traveling back to Weir and the sadness there, and even if they could, how would they live without adults to provide for them? If only they could find Nore Mountain, all would be well.  


     “Elida,” Breanna whispered, “come and walk with me. Sing the tune to me.” 


     “My mam sang it,” Elida said, her tears starting again. “Remember when she sang and canned the beets and turnips for winter?” 


     “Yes, Elida, I remember. Your mam was good, loving her family like she did. She was kind to me, too. She always made sure I had a share of everything. She made it better for me, missing my mam and poppa like I did. I still miss them. They’re as near and dear to me today as they were back then.” 


     They grew quiet as Sean motioned for them to stop talking. He nodded at Breanna to stand beside him and look over the top of a hill. A small farmhouse like the one they had lived in sat off by itself with a stream of smoke curling from its chimney. In the front of the house, there were signs of great destruction. A whole side had planks crushed into pieces, fence posts around the sheepcote were broken into small sticks, and wooly animals were scattered, with some lying unmoving on the grass. The ground had been lifted in spots as though a great plow had turned the soil and awaited planting in holes large enough to hold the entire cottage.  


     “What happened, do you suppose?” Sean was curious, not yet understanding the destruction of the farmhouse meant whoever lived there had been hurt also. “Should we go down there?” 


     “Yes, we should see if anyone is hurt,” Breanna answered. “The smoke from the chimney means someone lived there, and whatever did the damage has not been long gone or is still there. Either way, we must be cautious.” She wished they could walk on by, but that was impossible, for their help might be needed. 


     They made their way down the hill, staying hidden wherever possible. The damage to the farmhouse became more clearly defined with each step. The wall on the far side trembled in the wind where it had been broken away from the front of the house as though by a giant hand. 


     “Bree, do we have to go? I’m scared.” Elida whimpered. 


     “No, no you don’t. Here, sit here under this brush. Stay hidden. We’ll come back for you.” 


     Breanna tucked a quilt around the girl then told her to lie quietly, to not call attention to her hiding place. Breanna and Sean eased their way under cover of brush toward the farmhouse, keeping eyes peeled for mordants or other unearthly beasts. The front door of the cottage was open, and, on closer inspection, revealed two dark figures darting back and forth inside. 


     “Sean,” Breanna whispered, “stay still.” 


     The boy nodded and pushed further inside a leafy evergreen shield. “What are those things?” 


     “I don’t know, but it means nothing good for us. I’m going to get closer to see if I can hear voices. Stay here.” 


     “Okay, but if you need me, I’ll come running.” 


     “Thanks. I hope I don’t need you,” she said. 


     How did all this happen? The farmhouse was decimated, the insides barely upright through some fluke of construction. The black figures inside were leaning over something, talking. Breanna moved closer but was afraid of being seen. Then she remembered Willow. Taking three deep breaths, she held the air inside then thought, Willow, I need help. She reached deeper, and a jolt of power caused her mind fingers to recoil for a moment. You have always been here, she said. What are you? Are you a phantom of Willow?  


     The White drifted over, blocking her from all view with its peaceful calm. I am here, child. You are safe. We have heard you, Willow replied from far away. 


       


     “We missed her again. Is there more to this Qay girl than we were told?” the first  figure asked. 


     “My mirror showed her presence. How could we have missed?” the second responded with an arrogance belying any failure on their part. 


     “Fool, it was wrong. Throw it away. She isn’t here and we’ve spent too long searching for her. Yahmara will be furious.” 


     “Sister, what of these two? Shall we finish them?” the second asked. 


     “No, they will die soon enough. Common men are weak. They fall and die easily. We must go. Leave them for the crows.” 


     The figures were like wraiths, drifting about the small hut, and then they were gone, leaving nothing of themselves behind. Breanna felt them leave, felt the giant whoosh as the air around their black skirts shifted, stirring chaff and dirt, leaving the terrible smell of sulfur in their wake. She choked and blew the air from her chest, coughing with the need to fill her lungs with clean air. The White rose, its cover dissipating with each breath she took.  


     Sean had heard the sound of the wind and smelled the stink behind the witches, but had lost sight of Breanna. “Where are you? Bree, where did you go?” He was petrified she had been taken by the black-skirted figures in the house.  


     “Shush. They may not have gone far,” she whispered back. “Come with me, but carefully.” 


     “Where are you?”  


     “Here behind this brush near the door. Don’t you see me?” 


     “Oh, aye, I see you now.” He was puzzled, as though he had been asleep for a while, and when he awoke everything had changed. 


     “Let’s go inside. There are people here needing our help. I heard the witches talking.” 


     “Is that what they were? Witches?” 


     “Yes, they were sent here by someone named Yahmara. She must be the one who stirred up the mordant in Weir. For now, we have to help these people if we can.” 


     They eased themselves forward, into the broken house, searching for survivors. A man and woman lay on the floor, bleeding, and breathing shallowly. They appeared to be a heartbeat away from dying. Breanna settled beside the woman and took her hand, wishing she could make it better, but nothing she had learned told her how to defy a witch’s spell.  


     “Let’s bind their wounds and put them to bed, Sean. It’s the only thing I know to do.” 


     Several minutes later the farm couple was lying in the bed, holding each other in their last breaths. 


     “Bless you, children,” the woman said. “Take what you need and get far, far away from here. We won’t survive, but you must. It’s imperative that you do.” The woman looked straight at Breanna and nodded. “Tell Mathena that Willene remembered; say she held her peace even at the end.” 


     “My mother? You knew her?” Breanna asked desperately. 


     “Yes, I knew her well. We were young together,” the woman said in a dying whisper. She leaned into her mate and laid her head on his unmoving shoulder. “Tell her Willene found happiness,” she whispered, and lay still.  


     “What did she mean, Breanna? Is this woman one of your kin?” Sean asked, uneasy around the couple on the bed.  


     “Look at her ears, Sean. Willene must be one of the Qays who came this way instead of abiding in the hollow tree at Nore Mountain,” she answered. “But you heard her. Let’s get some food and warm clothes, and get out of here fast.”  


     She began searching for items they needed on their journey and located a knife, some cured sinew, and a beaded strip for Elida to wear in her hair. The beads were made from small Tribon rocks, but they had been polished to a high sheen. Holes had been drilled in the rocks to allow for the sinew.  


     The pantry held a few food items, including two hard loaves of bread and a bowl of butter. Breanna used the knife and spread the butter in the middle of the bread before wrapping it in a clean kitchen rag. Sean loaded a bag with all he could carry, even down to some dried apples. They quickly left the house as it shook on its foundation in preparation for total collapse.  


     When they reached the crest of the hill where Elida slept, Breanna looked backward and saw the cottage fall in on itself, burying the couple under the rubble. The Vale children were frightened by the violence, and felt inadequate against whatever force had begun at the farm in Weir. Breanna knew Elida and Sean were not safe, for after listening to the witches earlier, she knew they had come for her, and wouldn’t rest until she was captured. Even the mordant had been sent specifically for her. For a while she had been uncertain, and wondered if it had destroyed the Vales in the course of some other mission, but now she was certain. The foul plan for her capture five years earlier had lulled, but it was now active again, only this time the perpetrators were destroying everyone in their path. Breanna wished she knew what they wanted from her. 


       


     The farther they went, the thicker the forest grew along the Tribon. Taller trees with wide trunks and long limbs provided homes for exotic birds that sang to them day and night. On and on they traveled, with new land and new sights passing before their eyes every day. Forest creatures with brightly colored fur and feathers flipped through the tree limbs, awing the children with their splendor.  


     When their food supplies ran out, they depended upon the fish Sean caught. He had grown quite good at building traps. Sometimes when they found a safe place to wait, they built a shelter and stayed a day or so, ever mindful of the things hunting them. 


     On one of their stops, Breanna found some tall, thin yew trees and cut one, stripping the bark as she went, bending the pole this way and that. She cleaned it by removing all the pits from the wood and then rubbing the wood with a handful of sand until the white limb was slick. When she was a child on Nore Mountain, she had watched her father cure wood to make his bow. Hers was smaller than her father’s, for she was not strong like him, but it was flexible and would serve well. She used the sinew from the farmhouse to string it, believing the woman would be glad for its use. 


     The bow needed arrows, and Sean helped find them. They peeled small, tight branches and polished the knobs and pits from the wood with the same riverbank sand used to smooth the bow. Breanna hoped the sticks would fly straight and true. While Sean and Elida were searching through the forest for berries, Breanna used the fire stream from her fingers to harden the wooden tips of the arrows. At first the fire consumed them, but after several tries, she grew more adept at control, finally learning to issue the smallest fire strips from her finger tips, thus curing the pieces of polished wood without making them brittle.  


     The art of arrow-making was one my father perfected, she remembered, seeing in her mind the many times he had heated the points of the wood, tempering them to penetrate game without the necessity of flint. She stopped her work, thinking of her father, and what he must be doing. Does he miss me? 


     Sean eagerly waited until the bow was ready and the arrows gathered together, and then presented her with a bag he had made from the skin of a large white rabbit he had trapped. It was soft and smooth, with the inside scraped and slick to hold arrows without hang-ups inside. Breanna was touched by his gift.  


     “Thank you, Sean. It’s the best quiver ever made.”  


     He smiled and nodded, the cowlick in his hair showing darker in the colder weather. The unruly strands had grown long below his coat collar, covering his ears and neck, the bulk of it tangled from the wind. He had taken to wearing a band around his head, a wide swath of fur from a beaver he had bludgeoned with a rock. The animal had fought him using its wide tail to slap at the boy a couple of times, but the rock was surer than the beaver’s aim. 


     Sean learned to sharpen his knife on the river rocks, making it easier to skin their kills without ruining the fur. None of them had cared much for the beaver’s meat, but they ate it to keep from wasting the animal’s life. The soft fur would make a warm cap for Elida, and her brother worked long hours scraping and forming the skin as his father had done. When he placed it on her head a few days later, she was grateful and happy for a while, forgetting her sadness at losing their parents. 


     Breanna located several pieces of flint in the shallows of the river; the rocks had probably washed in during flood waters, and wedged against the larger boulders. She gave them to Sean for fire building, one of his duties as part of the group. True to her words, Breanna kept her mam’s secret from the rest of the world, but she hated she had to hide her abilities from Sean and Elida. She knew in her heart that kept promises were more important than injured feelings that would eventually heal.  


       


     “I am not good at this bow shooting! How can I ever help feed us it I can’t kill game for food?” Breanna complained to Elida, grimacing as her last arrow careened off a rock and flew through the forest. “I’ve been practicing for days and I still can’t hit my targets.” 


     “Can I look?” Elida asked, reaching for the arrows. “Maybe there’s something wrong. My poppa once made a bow, and he had trouble for a while.” After a bit the young girl sighed and said, “It’s the fletching, Bree. It’s not on center and the arrow flies wrong. We need to find new bird feathers for fletches. Come, I’ll help.” 


     Breanna was amazed at Elida’s quick grasp of the problem, and smiled as she affectionately tousled the girl’s white hair. “You are very observant to be so young,” she said admiringly. 


      Most of their trip Elida had felt ignored by the older ones, and even though she was given a share of the chores close to the campsite, she knew she was protected from harm by the others. Secretly she hoped Bree would give her more responsibility. 


      The thought was heard by the older girl, and she remembered how it felt to be the only one who didn’t belong. “Yes, good thought.” Breanna said. “I would like some of the red and blue feathers from one of the birds I saw yesterday in the tall tree near the river. You know the one; it’s as wide as your father’s boat. If you want to go by yourself, you can find them and bring them back, but you need to hurry—it will be dark soon.” 


     “I will,” Elida replied . “Be back soon.” 


     Within a short time, the little girl returned with the feathers and held them out for inspection.  


     “Just what I needed,” her friend said. “Thank you. You did just what I asked. I’m sorry if we’ve been treating you like a baby. We’ll do better.” 


       


     The next day, as they packed their gear to leave, Breanna called Elida from her packing and suggested she go with her to test the arrows.  


     “I did what you suggested, Elida. Thanks again for bringing the feathers. Now let’s see if it made a difference, or if I am just a terrible archer.”  


     The target she chose was a willow tree growing near the water’s edge. It had long, sweeping branches hanging into the water, but on the land side, some of the limbs grew straight away from the body of the tree. It was one of those branches she chose to shoot. Standing fifty feet from the tree limb, Breanna positioned herself, and then removed one of the newly fletched arrows from her quiver and nocked it, aligning the fletch with the target. She pulled the bow string back and loosed the arrow, hitting the outside of her target.  


     “Elida, it worked. You were right. I will always trust your judgment in the future, for you see some things more clearly than I! Thank you, my friend.” 


     The little girl was pleased—so pleased, in fact, that she vowed to always look before speaking, to observe a situation closely before making decisions about it. If her judgment was to be trusted, she would make sure it was always the best she had to offer. She adored Bree as her big sister, the fact of blood unimportant. Bree was her family. 


     The new bow and arrow became a familiar sight as Breanna sent arrows flying ahead, only to reclaim them as they reached the target. Her aim had become truer after the new fletching, but she hadn’t taken any game yet. Their need for meat was satisfied by the fish Sean caught and those animals he trapped, but sometimes they hungered for red meat from the forest. There had been a few rabbits and deer and some wild pigs crossing their paths, but nothing had come out of the trees at a time she could use her weapon. Breanna told Sean and Elida she was going to kill a brace of rabbits the next time she saw them. Sean looked at her questioningly. 


     “You’ve never killed anything before. Can you do it?” 


     “I’m going to try,” she said. 


     Later, sitting by the fire as Elida roasted a rabbit and a haunch of venison, Breanna thought about her hunting, remembering how she had seen the first furry tail as it slipped into the grass, long legs carrying it over mounds of green growth. The rabbit had a fondness for crocus buds and vegetables growing in the forest. 


     Breanna had motioned to her friends to be still and quiet as the rabbit moved without concern toward a bed of wild carrots. It searched for nubbins left in the ground and chewed them without fear. Leaning against a tall tree, the hunter braced herself, placed a red-fletched arrow on her bow string and pulled it back. Her pulling hand was at eye level in the way her father lined his targets. She hesitated for a moment, reluctant to end the life of the rabbit, but hunger drove her to align the arrow and find the kill spot on the animal’s forequarter. She loosed the arrow and watched it fly, straight and true to its mark, the rabbit unaware of what had just entered its body and taken its life. 


     Breanna ran to her quarry and gently lifted it from the bed of wild carrots, feeling its soft fur against her skin. She felt saddened for a moment, and thanked the animal for its life, and for taking them to the fresh vegetables. Calling Sean and Elida to bring a carry bag and the knife, she cleaned the rabbit in the way she had learned from Alane. Willum had hunted often, and brought his kills to the women and girls to skin and cook. She passed the pelt on to Sean for making mittens or a cap for the coldest part of winter, and then gave the meat to Elida, to salt and cook with the wild carrots. Returning to the forest, Breanna searched for more game, hoping to find another rabbit to add to their food stores. 


     A medium-sized deer had appeared out of the trees following a trail to the river, the deep brown of its skin and the white spots on its tail blending with the shadows of the forest. A deer would mean meat, shoes, and more sinew to make a bow for Sean, but her heart raced with fear that she would miss the shot. Breanna calmed herself and moved silently into the trees, following the unsuspecting animal. The ground in front of her dipped, making a natural bowl to catch runoff from above. In the rainy season it would hold water, but that day it was only a hole left in the forest floor. 


     The urge to hunt, to take the deer, had been overpowering, for they needed it so much for survival. Please, I need help. She remembered then. Sheela, help me now—lift my feet higher above the deer so my aim might be true. Quickly her body rose in the air as on one toe she sprang aloft into a clearing. Lowering her bow toward the center of her target, Breanna pulled the fletching back and released it downward in one smooth motion. From her descent she watched as the point of her arrow entered the deer’s back just below the crest of its head. The ground gently absorbed her landing several yards in front of the deer. Thank you, Sheela. 


     Fifteen summers was young in some civilizations, but in the Qay world, it was a time of maturity. Other entities had forced Breanna into early adulthood after her tenth summer, when sadness and fear moved in and changed her life. She had known since the landing of the giant Phoebus, when it removed her from the covering of its long feathers and laid her on the ground unharmed, that her innocent life was over. Its red eyes had looked into her, the hunger within its body denied by some higher order demanding allegiance and obedience as it flew away. The kindness of the Vales had saved her life. Left to the dark winds of the Emptiness, and the asylum at Thrum, she would have surely died long ago, a thing Tom Simpkin had instinctively known. 


       


     Beside the fire, the memory of the hunt receded. Breanna’s share of the rabbit and wild carrots refreshed her physically, but her emotions were still wild and wouldn’t settle. She thought perhaps the killing of the animals had plunged her back into time. Her dreams that night recalled the fear she had embraced after everything familiar was taken from her. When she awoke frightened, Breanna considered once again the man whose cart had been her home for a short while. Tom Simpkin, peddler, trader, and handyman of all sorts. Surely he might now be found, and in finding him, she could locate the man who paid to have her carried across the Emptiness. The man knew about her and how she could get back home. 


     There were also the elves, her relatives: even though they no longer chose to know the souls of Nore Mountain, they might give her shelter, and then direct her home. The Vale children would be accepted if she was; it had to be that way. They were her family and she loved them. Thinking of the Vales made her look up from the fire that had mesmerized her with its flames, to find Sean staring into her face, his lips set in an expression of confusion. 


     “Bree, how did you kill the deer?”  


     “With my bow; you saw the arrow that it carried in death.” 


     “The arrow was in the deer’s back, pointing straight down. How did you do that?” 


     “Sean, all you need to know is this: I killed the deer.” She was weary, not about to discuss the incident with Sean. He was too bright, too hard to fool. There were things in her life she couldn’t explain; this was to be his to ponder. 


     “I need to sleep. Tomorrow I will skin the deer and we can set it to dry over the fire. Tonight we hang the rest from a tree and remove its insides. Will you help me, Sean?” 


     “Sure. We can tie its legs together over the branch there. Hope there’s no large cats in this forest.”  


     She shivered, thinking of large cats with long, curved fangs. Her poppa had used char and ocher to draw images, the creature’s size frightening to a child. She had asked him where the cats lived. They live in memory, Breanna. My memory. Lyman had been secretive, refusing to tell his small child about great cats of flesh and blood and where they might be found. She wished he had told her then she might know if they lived in her forest as well as in his memory. 


     “Can you lift it, Sean? I will climb into the tree and tie it if you can.” 


     “Yes, I’ll wait until you’re there on the limb. Oh, you’re already there. How did you do that?” 


     More questions. He would never be happy until he knew her secrets. 


     “I am elven, that’s how I do what I do. You know this,” she said, tying the sinew tightly around the front and back legs of the deer. “Sean, you are who you are, and I don’t ask how you are able to lift the deer when I can’t. Will you be content that I am still the same girl from your family’s home? My life before you was different, remember—I lived on the side of a mountain. I am a Qay, a mix of elf and human. When you wonder how I can do some things that you can’t, remember the way you lifted the deer.” 


     She jumped from the tree, not bothering to hide it from him. He looked at her for a long time, and then, shrugging, he left her alone. Breanna knew she had hurt his feelings again, but she was weary of his distrust. The time had come for them to trust one another, or they would fall prey to the witches or some vile creature living in the wood. She knew Sean would make a terrible enemy, and hoped he would not go that direction, for Elida depended upon both of them. 


     The night was cold—winter’s coldest yet—and their coverings barely kept the chill away. The shelter was adequate for keeping the wind out, but the cold seeped in from the ground. They badly needed a place out of the weather for the winter.  


     The next morning Sean was sullen, not speaking directly to Breanna. Elida knew there was a problem, but was unable to break through his bad attitude. She sat beside Breanna, next to the fire, worried her small family was in trouble.  


     “Bree, what’s wrong with Sean? He seems mad all the time.” 


     “I think he misses home and your parents, and he doesn’t know how to express it except to be mad and distrusting. Sean is a good brother to you, and he isn’t mad at you. Really, he isn’t mad at me; it’s everything terrible that happened making him mad, because he can’t change it. Do you understand?” 


     Elida nodded, and then grabbed Breanna’s hand. “I love you, Bree. Don’t ever leave us.” 


     “I won’t ever be far away from you, but I can’t say what will happen. I love you too, Elida. You’re my little sister.” 


     The air grew colder and the sky was overcast the next morning as they skinned the deer and Sean scraped and rolled the hide. He still looked away from Breanna, not making eye contact if he could avoid it. The day progressed, then the night, another extra-cold one. The next morning a patch of ice was on the Tribon when they went to get water for cooking and bathing. 


     “I’m leaving,” Sean said to Elida. “Get ready to go. We have to find a place to stay.” He finally looked at Breanna and asked, “Are you going with us?” 


     “Do you want me to go?”  


     “Only if you want to go,” he said, kicking the ground. Breanna remembered the little boy who went everywhere his poppa went, his life defined by his parents and the village close by. She felt bad for him, but was not going to let him bully her. 


     “I’ll go as long as you abide by what I told you about me, and how there are differences between us. Can you do that? If you can’t, and you intend to be mad all the time because I don’t give in to you, then I’ll go my own way. You and Elida will probably be safer anyhow. We all know the witches want me.” 


     She turned and walked away from the fire, from the only family she had known for the past five years. The Tribon was slowly freezing over; she could see the cold water flowing beneath the ice, and it looked more dangerous somehow. Making her way would be possible, but very lonely. Still, she could do it. Her greatest fear was for Elida. 


     Breanna stood very still, waiting for Sean to answer her, but she was unprepared for what happened next. She felt his arm around her shoulder, his head next to hers. 


     “I can abide,” he said. “I know you’re different. Always knew it, always been scared you’d leave us. So, I want you to go with us, Bree. We need to stay together, we’re family.” 


     She hugged him, both of them sobbing over what they had lost. Breanna felt Elida’s arms around her waist, joining in. Before long they were laughing, going round and round in a maypole circle, waking the forest with their giggles as a flock of irritated birds fussed at them from the tops of the tallest trees. 


  




  

    

5. 


     They found an empty cottage the next day. Its windows were pushed in and the front porch was falling down, but the doors were closed, and there was an old stock pen close by with wooden slats they could use for covering the openings in the walls. The house fire pit still stood, and some split logs were scattered behind the hut where looters had dug to the bottom of a stack in search of hidden treasure. Many country people hid valuables in their woodpiles, hoping to avoid roving thieves’ grasping fingers. 


     The furniture was all gone, but they found some rusted tools and Sean used them to make a few conveniences for the house. It was a place to wait out the bitter cold. There were two rooms, enough for privacy, and Breanna was happy to be away from Sean’s questioning glances. 


       


     Winter was harder than any they had ever seen, and in the places where country people gathered and sipped hot ciders, they whispered the name, Witches’ Cold. Streams and rivers froze across the country, making it difficult to get drinking water. Ice in the Tribon had to be sawn for them to reach the deeper water beneath. They lowered buckets and drew them back full of water, only to have them freeze as they rose to the top of the ice hole. Before long, farmers were forced to melt ice from the river in washtubs to feed their stock, and the women washed their few pieces of clothing in the same way. Fish in the river were frozen, their backs shining black and purple through the top layer of ice. That was a good thing for the villagers and the people along the Tribon. Fish were available if a person could cut through the frozen surface. 


     Sean grew adept at getting through the river ice. At first he brought in one or two fish, but later, he brought more each day. Breanna wanted to ask him how he did it, but she reminded herself of the bargain she had made with him. She feared he would ask her how she always managed to have buckets of water from the river when it was bath time. Unseen by the Vale children, she used the fire from her fingers to melt large chunks of ice in her buckets as she went the short distance from the river to the house, so as yet, neither Elida nor Sean knew how she did it. If her actions hadn’t chanced exposing her secret, she would have heated the water in the old tub in the same way, for a hot bath would have been wonderful. But even though she and Sean had an uneasy peace, he was still very suspicious of her ways, and likely to believe she gained her power from witches. 


     Game was still in the forest, some so cold they froze on the hoof, but others were still able to forage and find food. It was near the end of winter when the children first heard a large creature’s roar from far away, and then, quickly following, came the plaintive bleat of a goat or lamb in distress. The three shivered, knowing that something very large was surviving in the forest. They wondered when it would venture out toward their cottage. It was a fearful time, especially for Elida, who worried that one of her surviving family members would be attacked and die.  


     After nights of listening to the horrible roaring, Breanna gathered her bow and the quiver of arrows at daylight. She carried a piece of dried fish in her pack for a later meal and left before Elida awoke. She told Sean she would be back; she needed to do some hunting, for their stores were almost depleted. He stared for a minute and then nodded sadly. She could tell he was afraid for her. He said he would go with her, but she refused his company, afraid to leave Elida to the creature’s mercy with them both gone. Out the doorway she went, toward the forest, her determination to end the nightly roaring the first thought in her mind. She hadn’t considered how she would kill it, she only knew she had to. 


     The moon was still lit, a craven, called so by people of old when the small slice of light could be seen while the rest hid behind the stars. The forest was dark as night; the rising sun had yet to penetrate the thick covering of trees. The old, gnarled trunks of giant oaks appeared as beasts, standing silently in the darkness. Breanna shivered a little and moved forward, telling herself it was only trees and not monsters. There was silence in the forest, a palpable silence forced upon all the wildlife by something very large and exceedingly dangerous.  


     “Go,” she told herself. “I must go forward, or go back. No standing still, for death waits if I do nothing.” The sound of her voice breaking the unnatural quiet cheered her for a minute. 


     “Beastie, whatever you are come out,” she yelled into the trees. “Come out and face this gentle elven girl. Try and eat me.” Breanna felt foolish, talking to a wild animal, but the noise gave her courage. She pulled one of her arrows, and had it readied on her bow, the feeling of the small piece of wood comforting. There was rustling in the deeper woodland; she could feel it and hear it. Farther and farther she walked, in amongst the darker trees, whose limbs twisted into shapes she had never noticed before, shapes moving about, or so they seemed to her. Her guard up, she was ready to spring at a moment’s notice, for the fear in her was like small icicles piercing the skin along her arms and chest. She shivered again and called out words from her memories. 


     “Beast or demon, from whatever world you came, show yourself. I am but a small, tender girl, a mouthful, nothing for you to fear.” 


     Anola, let me speak to this creature in its own awful words. Let me know the meaning of its terrible roar. She thought the words and the beast’s voice came from her throat. Terrible roaring issued forth—louder than her voice, it came from the power within her. Breanna mimicked demons that had roamed the world since the beginning of time as she challenged the godless, hidden thing to battle. 


     Sounds of trees being thrashed and limbs falling announced the arrival of a large mass to the right of her, then to the left, as the forest floor vibrated with the motion. She should have been more frightened, but as the creature grew closer, the power sent to challenge the beast stilled her fear, and calmed her trembling limbs. 


       


     “Who is this, come into my glade, who dares to speak to me? Small creature, you are not even man or elf—you are a girl child who wakes me, offends me. Come, let me eat you. I will be quick.”  


     The creature was not afraid, for its strength had come from spells, magic, and vile potions stirred in the waning moon. It had great height and breadth, was blacker than night, and was made in the image of a bear—but it was no bear. 


     Breanna took three deep breaths and held her air, waiting for the White to cover her. Willow, I need you now, she pleaded, remembering the words and instructions. She loaded her bow and pushed off from the woodland floor as she had when she killed the deer. 


     The White dropped, enraging the beast. Huge, hair-covered arms and legs pounded the rocks and trees in the path to its victim, but it quickly lost sight of her under cover of the protecting shield. The beast moved toward her, seeking where it had last seen the living creature, and Breanna faltered for a moment, afraid the White wasn’t enough to save her. She felt it shift as she lost belief. 


     Willow, don’t leave me, she begged. Somewhere in time the ancient elves shook their rattles, issuing power to the girl as their old knowledge recalled days and nights when demons walked the world and destroyed all people, both elfkind and mankind.  


     The beast had come from the witches’ cairn, its black eyes hundreds of flies gathered into spinning circles, their buzzing part of the creature’s roar. The creature’s body was gigantic, part mordant, part black hunting spell, sent to find and destroy those in its path. The beast’s great mouth was open, and inside it, Breanna could see whirling darkness going straight down, below the world, into a lake of green fire. She loosed her arrow and pulled another while the beast was blinded by the White. Drawing the sinew back, she sent the thin strips of yew through the monster’s shifting hide, but, undamaged, the beast continued toward her, for it was not flesh and bone to be stopped by puny weapons. 


     She moved out of its way, hoping to stay alive long enough to find a weakness, a way to kill it. 


     Winona, this is a witch’s creature. I need you. Casting her bow and arrows aside, Breanna moved toward the beast, seeing deeper into its giant maw. She drew it to her, but its size defied the length of her arms. She stretched and encircled the thing whose fury at her touch was the loathing evil has for good. Breanna spun, around and around, moving as a whirlwind, but the beast held on, getting its grip into her.  


     Fire, Breanna, fire. Her mam’s voice penetrated the whirlwind and the White. Fire, Breanna. 


     Mathena, Mother! Breanna screamed as the beast squeezed. She freed her fingers and moved from its grasp. With her arm extended she first threw a spark, and then lightning with great streams of elven fire that set the moving mass ablaze. Pressure eased in her chest and she drew in air. The White disappeared as a rush of consuming heat encircled, and covered the demon beast, and she heard great, suffering sounds as the thing sizzled and burned. The old trees nearby caught fire, and they too were destroyed. Their long trunks groaned and exploded outward, exposing old hiding places.  


     The witches’ spell broke as the demon was defeated. Breanna stepped back and viewed the ash covering the forest floor. The beast was gone, but another would come—if not that day, then tomorrow or the next, until it found a way to defeat her. Unaware of her true power source, she believed it had taken her mam and the others to save her. She was afraid for the future. Either beast or mordant would learn the secret of her abilities and counter them unless she had help. It was imperative she find someone strong, someone willing to face the horrors of the witches’ craft alongside her.  


       


     “It was a tree bear, very large, but frightened of me. I drew my arrows and sent it running. It won’t be back.” The story worked for Elida, but Breanna saved part of the truth for Sean. She told him about the beast, how it was made and how she fired her arrows into it. She said the beast had burst into flames and taken out some of the old trees.  


     “A similar creature might be back, Sean. The witch will know we’re here; we aren’t safe. We must move on. The ice has melted on the Tribon, and the winter cold is less harsh, we can safely travel again. If you want to try, we may be able to build a raft to carry us downriver. What do you think?” She knew the words were coming fast, but she was afraid he might try to force her to tell him all that had happened and they would fight about it. 


     Sean surprised her with his quick response. “I can build a raft. In the early morning I’ll start putting it together.” He sounded excited, eager to put his growing strength to work. Building a watercraft to take them away from the farmhouse was something a boy could do. Elida would be disappointed because they had to leave, but after thinking it over, the child would be fine. She needed security, and the old house had given it to her for a while, but if they were no longer safe, Elida would understand they had to go. 


     “Your sister will object, probably cry because we are going to leave. Maybe if you give her some work on the raft it will ease her mind.”  


     “A’right,” he said. “I can find her some jobs to do. In the meantime, I’m going to be looking for old lumber, so I’ll be gone for a while. Tell her for me, would you?” 


     “Yes,” Breanna agreed. “I will tell her.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     6. 


     The team of Farqells grew weary less than a week away from Nore Mountain, and Mathena could only imagine the heavier valley air was the cause. She and her journey sisters felt the change in their breath, and rested more in the back of the carts than they had the day before.  


     “Do you think this is a natural feeling, this tiredness within us and within the Farqells?” She had thought about it, and hoped the others would dispel her worries. 


     “Willow said she was feeling weary and ill, as though she’d eaten bark from a black locust tree, so no, I don’t think it’s natural,” Mara said. Always quick to speak her mind, she was a woman with self-confidence and spunk. She had been troublesome in her youth, but as she grew into Qay adulthood, her spontaneity and heartfelt words had become dear to Mathena.  


     “I’m thinking those black-hearted wraiths following behind have put a spell on us. Perhaps Miralda will give it a go, and blow the bad wind away, send it back on them who set it on us,” Mara said, and her eyes sparkled at the thought. 


     “We’ll wake her and see if she can cast it aside,” Mathena agreed. “I’m sure the Farqells would approve, for their sluggishness is very unusual, even with the change in the air. 


     “Miralda, come awake, dear,” Mathena whispered. “Your talents are needed. Yes, that’s it, you get to work a little, sharpen your skills long put aside.” Mathena shook her friend lightly, not wishing to upset her in sleep. 


     “The wagon they travel in is not far behind, though I think it was brought unnecessarily. The witches I remember have no need of those trappings for movement. Also, it is for our eyes and ears that they do not call the Phoebus to attack us. They think us fools who are unaware of their presence,” Mara scoffed, not willing to entertain the idea of someone believing she was foolish. 


     Yawning from her nap, Miralda sat up and took a moment to wipe the sleep from her eyes. “My dear Mara,” she said, yawning again, “it is better they think we are fools than to believe we are their equals. We are given an advantage. Yahmara has sent her minions to keep eyes on us, and the less we concern them, the more careless they will become. For the now, I feel their black hearts close by. Do you think we can slow the wagons a bit?” 


     “I see them,” Mara whispered. “There are four with witches’ bonnets. Only four! Do they think us so weak? And they are ugly sticks with unprepossessing faces.” 


     “Hush,” Miralda whispered, “don’t call attention to us. They don’t know where we are going, but a good guess would be we are going to see the councilor. Let’s not confirm their beliefs. Watch now as we turn the tables on them.” Miralda rose to her knees from her pallet in the wagon, closed her eyes, and began a soft chant. 


       


     “Let the maker of this spell, its bearer be. 


     Turn, turn, evil enchantment, fly to the one who created thee.”  


       


     She glanced at Mathena and asked mischievously, “May I go back to sleep now?” 


     As the day progressed, Mara noted she was more energetic and the Farqells were prancing in the cold air, their long hair usually a hardship in hot weather warming them in the early winter’s chill. Eager to move on after the break, the grass eaters waited for directions from Mathena. Her memory had guided them toward Eliandor’s realm, and the others were assured of the destination as long as their leader was at the helm.  


     “My, we have been put away such a long, long time,” Miralda said to no one in particular as she rose from her sleep. “This new age may find our presence upsetting.”  


     The thought had entered the minds of all seven, and they considered it well. 


       


     Each morning at breakfast, after giving thanks to the Creator, the seven gathered around the central fire and discussed their thoughts from the day before, or brought up new ideas for the day ahead. The next morning, after Miralda reversed the witches’ spell, Willow was quiet, keeping her thoughts to herself, but obviously troubled. Each moment or so she would look from the corner of her eye toward Mathena, hesitating as though waiting for a sign she should speak. Finally, she said the words she had been dreading since the night before. 


     “She has used the White, twice now, keeping herself and two others from a fierce mordant. That is all I know. I saw it, three dicants in breadth and five tall. It was terrible. Yahmara is sending the strong ones for her. But they do not know of the ancient power; not even Breanna knows she possesses it.”  


     “Yes,” Winona said, “I have not spoken of it, but a witch’s black demon came, and Breanna called it to her, defeating it. This I felt in my memories. If the ancient ones sent power to her, she will not know how to control it.” 


     “How long since?” Mathena whispered, dropping to her knees. “She is alive? My child is alive? Tell me!” 


     All had felt Breanna’s touch and stepped forward. “It appears so. We have felt her, seeking memories.” 


     “Where has she been these years?” Mathena questioned frantically. “Tell me all.” 


     It was Winona again who answered, who told Mathena all she knew. That Breanna had been with a human family and was healthy. That she had passed the maturing, and afterward, the hunt by Yahmara had begun.  


     “We wanted to give you the news, but it did not seem good. We were concerned it might deter you from our mission. Please forgive us?” 


     “She will not last long against mordants. We must go to her,” Mathena replied, ignoring the apology. She scrambled to her feet, rushing toward the wagons. 


     “Stop, Mathena!” her sisters spoke as one. “Eliandor’s realm must be our destination, for only he has the power to disenchant Yahmara,” Mara said “He gave her the gift, and he must revoke it. Let us make haste to Pentara Wood, trusting that Breanna will hide herself well in the winter cold. Yes, we must find her, but the old ones who chose her for their champion may be her greater enemy. Their desire for revenge against the evil sisters may destroy her.” 


     Anola’s voice was soft and reassuring, and the calmness of her instruction reached the panic inside Mathena. “Our task is straight away to him, praying he will have the answers we seek. Your daughter has wisdom far beyond yours or mine, for she carries the knowledge of the seven and the power of the ancients. She will survive.” 


     “Of course,” Mathena replied. “Forgive my loss of control. I know what is best. Only the councilor can unravel the threads of magical spells. I am taken by surprise and gratitude that my child has been alive for these five summers since she was taken. Now we know for sure witchcraft was the child thief, and my old enemy has thrown the gantlet, seeking revenge.” She relaxed in her seat, for even with the knowledge Yahmara had taken her daughter, Mathena was joyous, knowing Breanna had not been eaten by Orbels or other cruel monsters. 


       


     The wagons following closely behind the seven slowed and disappeared from sight as the creatures pulling them went their own way. Two of the coven occupants were asleep on the seats, while the others shuffled here and there in only brief moments of clarity. Returned witches’ spells were disastrous, for they doubled in power as they bounced back and forth between beings, and Miralda’s enchantment had assured the result. 


     At some point, the beasts towing the witches’ wagons drifted away from the valley road, onto another trail toward the Desert of Desolation, putting many leagues between them, and the seven, before the spell thinned. Mara, who had the power of extended sight, laughed at their plight, for she knew Yahmara would rave when the spell’s treachery was discovered. Her good spirits faded briefly upon realization that they would never be underestimated again.  


     “Hurry, we must hurry,” Miralda cautioned her sisters and the Farqells. “We have little time before the witch sends worse entities than we have ever imagined.” 


     By nightfall they were far into their journey, a great distance from home, sleeping under cover of the White. The morrow might bring great distress, but for a night the seven Qays slept soundly and dreamed of family and home at Pentara Wood. 


    

      


    


  




  

     7. 


     Building a raft was not as easy as Sean had thought—every part of it broke at one time or another. His logs for the base were too green to float high, and too heavy once it had a load to carry. Removing some, and adding old fence posts helped, but those were bug-eaten and difficult to keep from breaking through into the rot. The hemp rope he found in the farmer’s barn came apart when he tugged on it, causing his too-green logs to spring apart. Finally, Sean devised a method of connecting the logs by hammering long pieces of hard wood into the midsection of the old, softer wood, until he had a base that wouldn’t leak. Although it was as heavy as ten men, or so it seemed, the three of them, Sean, Breanna, and Elida, managed to inch it to the river one corner at a time. 


     He tied it to the bank to test it for floating—a good thing, too, because it was flighty, and wanted to dance across the swirling, dark water. Such raft behavior would have had them dropped off the side, into the Tribon. Sean added a small rail around the edge and made it more a boat; not that it floated like one, he thought, but at least a person could sit, and not slide off each time the raft dipped on its side. 


     Sean was pleased with his work and cut poles to steer it, yelling over his shoulder to his sister and Breanna to be ready soon. They couldn’t carry all the comforts from the house, but there was room for food, bedding, and cooking pans. Elida had found a dead mother fox with one tiny kit at the edge of the forest. The babe was mewling and eager to be fed after the little girl wrapped it in her apron and returned to their temporary home. Recognizing it no longer had a mother, the little fox snuggled against Elida and swallowed greedily as she fed it bits of fish. The furry ball refused to leave her side, and Elida refused to leave the house unless Kit, as it was called thereafter, went with them. 


     Sean was unwilling at first to take the animal along, but it was playful and climbed over them as if they were littermates. After a short discussion in which Elida repeated she was not going if Kit didn’t go, they loaded the rest of their goods and pushed off. The winter snow and ice had melted on the upper headwaters of the Tribon, raising the level of the river, bringing brush and the occasional dead animal to the surface near the raft. Elida was frightened that the fox would fall into the water and drown like those animals she had seen mixed with the trash from the runoff. 


     Breanna used one of the steering poles, getting better each day, and thought while she poled down the Tribon how much she hated leaving the house for unknown territory. The little cottage had been home to them for most of the winter, and it was with sadness she said goodbye. They had even celebrated Sean’s birthday there. Familiarity was important in their lives after they had lost so much. She remembered her distraught feelings after being kidnapped and hoped to dispel some of Elida’s fears by agreeing to take the baby fox on their journey. 


     Breanna had a numb place in her heart where she had set her grief aside, and no amount of daily activity could ever touch it. She didn’t want the same feeling to live forever in the younger girl. If they were fortunate, they would find a good family somewhere to take Elida in and give her a home. Breanna hoped it would happen. It was a sad thought that the little girl might grow up without a mother to love her. 


       


     They stopped that first day just as the sun moved toward the horizon, giving them just enough time to put their camp together. They thought it unwise to try and sleep on the raft, for the water beneath the logs made the floor too damp and cold for comfort, and might cause them to become ill in their chests. Sean as their captain made certain the raft was out of the water and on dry land. If it was in the river and broke loose, they would once again be left high and dry. He took the old hemp rope, wrapped vines throughout the strands for extra strength, and attached the raft to one of the trees along the river. With their transportation secured, they set up camp and prepared food for the evening meal.  


     The forest had thickened and widened more with each passing mile as the three traversed further along the river. The place they camped was overgrown with unfamiliar tall trees and brush, and although there had been no recent signs of mordants, Breanna was anxious in the darkness. She hurried to build a small cook fire, using the knowledge her mam had given her. Elida helped carry wood as Kit played at the child’s heels and got in her way. Giggling and running back and forth with the small animal, Elida appeared happier to Breanna than any time since her mam and poppa were killed. 


       


     In the middle of the darkest part of the night it came, pounding the land with huge, hammerlike fists. The sky darkened even more as all signs of light from the stars above disappeared. Yahmara had outdone herself with the making of this monster, but demons and spells depend upon the direction set for them by their maker, and evil in the world, gigantic though it may be, cannot smote its target if it can’t find it.  


     The small house the three lived in during the coldest part of winter was crushed, flattened, and exploded into miniscule pieces with one slam of the demon’s fist. But it was all for naught, for no one was there to be crushed or flattened by the furious assault. The witch was enraged to know her demon went awry, lost control, and broke the house without searching for the Qay girl. Because she knew she had been wrong in not taking ten-year-old Breanna’s memories when she had the child in her grasp, it galled her terribly, and made her more determined than ever to recapture and eventually destroy the girl. 


     At that moment in time, Yahmara wanted the Qay girl alive, not flattened as a bug underfoot! The four-dicant demon had been made by a spell cast in fire with the blood of two goats, and the wing feathers of a giant Phoebus stirred into an unholy pot. But when six of Yahmara’s strongest witches made the potion, a tiny, trembling mouse had run from the Phoebus, and mistakenly jumped into the pot instead of to freedom. It was disaster for the mouse, but the spell also went sideways and produced the flawed giant that could easily have destroyed the girl and, subsequently, Yahmara’s plans for revenge. 


     On the river’s edge where the three children stopped for the night, the shaking ground stirred the water and sloshed it against the banks. The ripples were high, with ridged edges, all the results of the witches’ spell, but they caused the children no harm. The huge demon disintegrated after destroying the house, its tasks done, but the aftershocks lasted for hours, reverberating up and down the river, causing distress to night creatures dependent upon the water. Hundreds of fish were deposited upon the shore, a boon to carnivores of all types. For the three sleeping snugly in their blankets under cover of a few branches, the fish meant fresh breakfast when the sun rose. 


       


     The morning after the demon’s failed mission, Breanna rose early, determined to wash the smells of fire smoke and the sweat from the long trek from her body. The Tribon was waiting peacefully in the day’s light, all signs of the night’s terrors gone with the blue that filled the sky above. Heavy sleep from physical exhaustion had cushioned the night’s sounds, the result being that none but Breanna had been aware of the demon’s presence in that region. Her guard had been up, but it was quickly obvious that the mordant had missed its true quarry. 


     Determined to get clean, Breanna searched the edge of the river for a proper pool to scrub her skin and wash her long hair. Grabbing a few soapwort plants from a damp spot near the trees, she first admired their pink flowers, which belied the utile cleaning qualities of the roots. She remembered Mathena bringing some of them home from near Everclear Lake when it was time for baths. 


     Jumping into a shallow section of the river made her remember jumping into the Tribon her first year with the Vales. It was her first experience with swimming, for the water on Nore Mountain came from springs flowing to the valley, and then away, into the larger lakes too deep for a small one to jump in and play. 


     Breanna stripped away her clothing, first the long britches with the hems now halfway up her calf. Their only good quality was their service against the brush of the forest. Next was the cloth shirt made by Alane Vale, a few days before she was killed by the mordant. The shirt’s long sleeves protected Breanna’s arms from the scratching vines. Her small clothes, one of two sets, were traditional farm clothing, made from homespun cloth. She had discarded the brown dress similar to Elida’s on the first day of their river travel. 


     All her clothing badly needed a wash, but she was reluctant to wear wet garments against her skin. Maybe my knowledge of how to make fire could be used to dry the clothing, Breanna considered as she stood in the water.  


     Looking at her reflection, she noticed her eyes were as deep blue as the river, and the lashes beneath and above them had darkened since she was younger. Her cheekbones were high and sharp, and a few freckles dotted the bridge of her small straight nose. The curve of her lips was generous, and, like her cheekbones, would soften more as she aged. The corkscrew curls of her childhood had become thick red-brown tresses she kept under control in a braid. Mathena had taught her to plait, and each day where possible, Breanna braided her and Elida’s hair. 


     Tall and thin, Breanna was like most young women her age, neither over- nor under-endowed, but with her critical eyes, she saw only a skinny girl, with no attractiveness whatsoever.  


     She ducked under the water for a moment, adding soapwort to her body and her long unbraided tresses, and she rose to watch the flow of the river pulling the suds and her hair downstream. Lying back floating, Breanna’s eyes followed the movement of the clouds over the sun, and she suddenly shivered from the cold and a feeling of being watched. From the corner of her eye she saw a figure standing, unhurriedly observing her movements. 


     Quickly covering herself with water, Breanna yelled, “Sean, what do you think you’re doing? Go away and let me get out of the water.” She was furious with him for spying on her. 


     He ran off, not looking back as she climbed from the water and put her wet clothing back on. The wind had grown even colder, and she was reminded it was still winter. Although the water had been chilled, it was warmer than the air, making bathing pleasant. Upset with the boy for watching her, she stormed to the shore, intending to tell him what she thought, but he wasn’t there. 


     “Elida, did you see Sean run past here?” she asked.  


     “No,” Elida replied absently, “he wasn’t here when I awoke. I think he had been in the forest. Last night he said he was going hunting early. He took your bow.”  


     “Oh, a’right. Maybe he’ll kill some grouse. I saw some when we first landed the raft.” Breanna was afraid she had made a mistake, and possibly Sean had wandered up looking for her and, not knowing she was bathing, went to the river to search for her. She really hoped that was what had happened. Living on the farm had taught them all about animals mating, so they were not ignorant of male-female attraction. Breanna had never considered the likelihood the subject would ever arise between Sean and her.  


     “Sean,” she called in a few minutes. “Sean, where are you?” 


     “Shush. I’m over here,” he replied in a whisper. 


     She found him behind a clump of trees, eyeing a flock of ptarmigan roosting under a giant oak, their bodies mostly white in their winter feathers.  


     “Can you shoot them?” he asked, without any embarrassment over the past incident. “I’m afraid I’ll miss and they’ll fly away.” 


     “I’ll try. Give me the bow and the quiver,” Breanna replied, her anger forgotten as she waited to take the fat birds.  


     During the winter they had both practiced with the bow, but she was always the better marksman, hitting her target almost all of the time. Killing a creature was different; it required patience and care. To wound a bird or an animal meant unnecessary pain for the prey. Sean knew there was less chance she would have one fly away and die in the forest. 


     After shooting, she said, “I got two of them. The others flew away, but maybe they left some eggs in their nest, making a nice breakfast with our fish. We haven’t had eggs for such a long time.” 


     “I’ll get them. You wait here,” Sean told her. He started to get up, but she pulled him back. 


     “Wait. I’m sorry for yelling at you. I thought you were watching me.” 


     “I was. I kept watch for a minute to get you to notice me. Didn’t want to miss the birds.” 


     “A’right. I understand. Just don’t watch next time.” 


     “Sure,” Sean said, headed for the birds, his face red. He had watched her, amazed she was pretty, and he never had thought about it. Watching her also answered some questions he had about the female body. He smiled to himself, thinking an extra sister wasn’t all bad, for someday he wanted a wife and needed to know how they were made. He hoped the girl for him was made like Breanna. 


       


     The fish on the bank of the river were still fresh as Elida pushed them into the water and washed away their scales and innards. She had become the cook—a natural selection, since she was too young to hunt. Cleaning the fish was part of her job, and she took it seriously, making sure they were scraped clean before she put the pieces on sticks above the fire. Little Kit stood aside waiting patiently for the scrap he knew was coming. Elida wondered why Breanna had seemed mad earlier when she was looking for Sean, but she didn’t think much of it. The two of them seemed to argue all the time.  


     She was sitting beside the fire when the big ugly bird reached down and locked its talons around her shoulders. Elida screamed and screamed, but no one heard; only the giant, smelly thing looking at her with red eyes knew she was in danger. Poor Kit began running in circles, searching for his mistress, but Elida was gone; all sign of her had disappeared into the blue of the day with the Phoebus. The little fox was bereft for a moment, but quickly began pulling fish off the sticks above the fire. 


      The hunters returned to the fire in a little while and searched for the younger girl. Both were concerned because Kit was there, eating the fish she had prepared. Something had gone terribly wrong, and both of them knew it didn’t bode well for any of them, especially Elida. 


     “Sean, did you see anything? She was here when I went searching for you. Maybe she wandered off looking for us and told Kit to stay here.” 


     “No, I didn’t see anything. What if she fell in the water? The river would wash her away.” 


     “Wait, Sean, before you believe she is lost in the river, remember she can swim.” 


     “But she couldn’t swim across if she fell in and got swept away.” Sean was growing louder by the minute, his yelling a way to keep from crying. 


     For hours they searched with the fox behind them wherever they went, but there was no sign of Elida. Sadly, they stopped looking when it grew too dark to see their own feet. The night brought no peace, and no small girl, but darkness made searching not only useless, but dangerous. They found no signs Elida had struggled, nor had she left any last-minute notes written in the dirt. She was gone.  


     The next morning, they rose, packed the camp, and moved downstream silently, with each lost in thought. Breanna considered the knowledge she had stored in her memory, and wondered if anything she knew might put them on the trail to Elida. She thought hard and called the little fox to her, determined to do something positive 


     Anola, you can help me. Let me speak to this small creature and know what it knows. Breanna remembered the beast, recalling its horrid bragging voice. She knew she could speak to demons, but what of living creatures? She could only try. 


     A fox’s bark is more of a yip, especially in the young, and without anyone to guide her, Breanna opened her mouth and made the fox sounds, asking the little one what had happened to her mistress. For a while Kit stared at her, but then the fox made the tiniest yips back to her and began to shudder. She petted Kit and made sure he wouldn’t fall off the raft before glancing over at Sean, who was deep in his misery. She knew the chance she was taking, but convincing Sean was more important than being fearful of the loss of her secrets. 


     “Sean, I know what happened to Elida,” Breanna said, pushing the raft off the side of the Tribon where it had drifted. 


     “What do you know?” He seemed unconcerned, as though her ideas were just that, ideas, and no better than his. 


     “A Phoebus took her.” 


     “A Phoebus? What is a Phoebus?” His irritation was also a sign of his distress.  


     “It’s a giant bird of prey, a great raven, smelly and awful. One took me when I was ten summers and carried me under its wing. It’s the witch’s bird. The witch took her, Sean.” 


     He turned from steering the raft to look at her, a glimmer of hope in his eyes. “How do you know?” 


     “I’m elven. I asked Kit. He told me. He was afraid of the bird. It scared him really badly.” 


     “You expect me to believe you can talk to Kit?” Sean was incredulous. “How can I believe something so strange?” 


     “How can you believe a demon spell killed your mam and poppa? It happened. The witch has her. The only reason she would have taken her was to get us to come to her. We have no choice, Sean. Elida is depending on us to save her. We must find Yahmara. I heard those at the cottage call her name. I hope we can cut her witch’s heart out,” she said under her breath, not knowing the Supreme Witch had already rid herself of the organ. 


     “Do you know where we’re going?” Sean asked distractedly. “Or how we’re going to get there?” 


     “Not yet, but we’ll know. She wants us; we’ll be shown the way.” 


     They guided the craft downriver through hills and valleys, the forest always beside the water. Some nights they slept on the raft when the overgrown shore was too thick to break through, but those were miserable times. The water beneath the logs made sleeping cold, and the night bugs bit them incessantly. They built fires where there was clearance, but neither of them wanted to begin a blaze that might rage on and on, destroying the tall trees, home to many creatures.  


     On one of their stops where the forest was clear enough for a shelter, the boy found a stand of yew trees, perfect for his needs, and cut one for making Breanna a larger bow.  Her pull had grown stronger with practice, and she needed a longer bow for hunting. He intended to take the smaller bow as his own when she was finished making the new one. It made him feel better to know he would have another weapon in addition to his knife. Sean was sure he was never going to be as good as Breanna with the bow, but he knew he could wield a knife as well as most experts. 


     After several days of travel, the two were weary of the river, and wished for the company of someone other than themselves and Kit. They both grieved for Elida, but kept it silent. Their days had settled into sleep, eat, clean their bodies and clothing, gather food from the water or the trees, practice with their pitifully small weaponry, break camp, and be back on the river while the day was still young. Little Kit stayed with them, growing daily. He hunted for his own food and sometimes brought back mice or voles he offered for the raft’s store. Sometimes when other foxes barked into the woods, Breanna would call on Anola to help her understand, hopeful the animal kingdom would know of the giant Phoebus’s savagery in taking little Elida, but nothing was ever gleaned from listening to the forest’s chatter. The headaches after passing through the language barrier were devastating, often taking her out of her job of poling downriver. She said little of it to Sean, hoping he wouldn’t ask more than she could tell him. 


     Small pieces of river flint that had washed ashore from rocky ledges far upriver were easy to find along the sandy banks. The travelers utilized the rocks for both fire starting and arrow making. The result was the arrows from Breanna’s new bow were excellent for hunting; the sharp, dark points dangerous in flight and deadly in the creature she had targeted. She never missed anymore. When she could get away from Sean, Breanna used Sheela’s memory to get closer to small game and the occasional deer. She took her shots from above, rather than below, to avoid losing arrows. Sean no longer asked about the kill shots in the upper body of the animals; he seemed more comfortable knowing less as the days progressed after Elida was taken. Breanna believed it was his grief numbing him from caring. She was also reminded the boy was only thirteen years old, and devastated by recent events. The tragedy of so much loss was enough to overwhelm a fully grown man. 


       


     On the tenth day after Elida had been taken, the forest cleared and signs of agriculture began to show. Fields with fences and small cottages set off in the distance became common; there was evidence of a road with true boundaries alongside the Tribon. The river widened and the speed of the water flow increased. The turbulence tore away two outside logs from the raft, making it harder to steer, leaving less space for them to stand with the poles. 


      A short time afterward, they saw a gathering of buildings, some large and some small, and the occasional man on the road pushing a cart. Those who saw the raft stared with malice, causing Sean to plead with Breanna to keep going and not stop anywhere nearby. The raft, however, came to its journey’s end when one morning it broke apart piece by piece before they could bank it. Some of their food supplies were lost, and Breanna was pitched into the swirling water. 


     Her struggles to overcome the current and swim to shore were hindered by her clothing and the quiver of arrows on her back, but she was determined to hold on to her weapons and fought the deep water until she touched the sandy bottom of the Tribon. The days on the river had been self-teaching days; she had improved the arc of her arrow’s flight by adjusting her stance, and had gathered premium wood for the shafts. She was not about to lose them in an accident.  


     Kit clung to the raft’s broken logs, and jumped along with Sean, all the while screeching the word danger. The fox searched the bank frantically for Breanna, but quickly found an unwary mouse that grabbed his attention. As his two-legged protector climbed onto the shore, Kit sat chewing, unconcerned that Breanna was soaked. 


     On the shore after they lost their transportation, she and Sean gathered as much of their traveling goods into packs as they could carry, but sadly, they had to leave some of their camp gear behind. Little Kit climbed into the quiver and lowered his red head. Sometimes he would peek out to see what was around him. At a distance, anyone who saw the fox thought he was the part of Breanna’s red braid, for their colors were still almost the same. She spoke strongly, warning the animal to stay hidden from strangers. 


     They still had the coins from the Vales’ house and from the neighbor, enough to buy a bed in an inn, and supper for them both with some left over. They found it in the middle of the township, surrounded by a market where men sold fish and turtle meat. Turnips and onions, milk, butter, and hard cheese were stacked on tables, sold by farmers to those with enough coin to buy. The goat cheese from the Vale farm had been soft and creamy, ripened with age, and eaten with hard bread. The memory made Sean’s mouth water as he eyed the tables. 


     “Sean, I don’t believe we should tell the people our troubles. If they think we bring danger, they won’t let us stay. No mention of witches or mordants. We’ll sleep well tonight, and then we’ll be on our way tomorrow. A’right?” 


     “Um, a’right,” Sean said, fascinated by the market and the people in wagons and carts crossing the roads, making their way from shop to shop. His mouth was open from disbelief that so many people could live and breathe in such a small place. 


     A group of women in black shawls entered a shop near the market, the sign on the door signifying it as an apothecary. Breanna shivered for a moment, unsure why, but she knew the women were not like those from Nore Mountain. Their auras felt unnatural. Miralda, is there evil in this place? What manner of woman enters the shop and peeks this way with eyebrows raised in question? Inside her, the ancient’s hatred for clever witches almost overpowered the mind of the girl.  


     “Sean! Quick, duck! Hide behind the cistern,” she said, moving out of sight of the apothecary’s door. She watched from her hiding spot and saw the curious eyes disappear; the woman shrugged as she entered the shop last in line. “We must take care to stay away from suspicious souls while we’re here. Elida is safe as long as they don’t have us. I know it, but I’m not sure how I know.” 


     Sean continued to be goggle-eyed over the trappings of the town. A poor country boy who knew everyone in his village, he was awed by the comings and goings of a large settlement. A man standing near the door of a butcher shop appeared amiable and unthreatening enough to answer a question or two, and Breanna approached him silently. She smiled, and the man checked his stance, always alert to a pretty girl, even one so young. 


     “Can you tell me, Mer, what is the name of this township?” 


     “Aye, it’s called Centre; was once named Rivers End, but souls here thought Centre sounded better.”   


     “And why was it named Rivers End?” 


     “Well, lass, the end of the Tribon, and the beginning of the Iree happens just downriver. Didn’t your mam and poppa tell you? What are you doing in a place you have no idea of the name?” 


     “Oh, I’m sure my mam and poppa know it, just asking for myself.” She was moving away from the man, hoping to avoid his curiosity. 


     “Come back here, lass. Didn’t mean to scare you none,” the man said, trying to follow her. 


     “It’s a’right, not scared, but I hear my mam calling. She’ll pop me a good one if she sees me talking to you. Sorry.”  


     The two travelers entered the inn called Bed and Ale, and Sean pulled their coins from his pocket. They found a charwoman clearing a long board table.  


     “Dam, we need a room with supper, is such possible?” Breanna asked in her most grown-up voice. 


     The woman looked at them and pointed to the far side of the room, where a tall, thin man with a long mustache stood counting coins. 


     “Him. He’ll take your money and then some,” the woman said under her breath. “Two pence, and no more. Remember.” She went back to cleaning, keeping her eyes away from the two young people. 


     “Pardon,” Breanna said, approaching the man at the table, “but I need a room and supper for me and my brother.” She stood straight with her head back, trying to look older than her fifteen years. 


     The man looked her over and said, “Three pence.” 


     “Three pence? But the man outside told me two pence, all my mam and poppa gave me.” 


     “And them, your folks, will they be sneaking into the room with you later?” 


     “Oh no, they’ll be here tomorrow. We came before them, in a boat. They’ll come later in a cart.” Breanna chided herself for a moment. Where are these untruths coming from? 


     “Two pence? Well, a’right,” he grumbled. “You’re lucky I don’t throw you out. Supper is one bowl each and no more.” 


     Sean handed over the coins, careful to keep the others out of sight. Kit was hidden deep in the arrow quiver, and shivered from the sound of the man’s voice. Breanna felt the brief movement against her shoulder.  


     The charwoman showed them to the room, and Breanna thanked her for the kindness. “Watch yourself well. Bad things happen to young, pretty girls like you. Carry anything you cherish on your back, or ’twill be gone when you return, and eat your supper fast. Bar the door well behind you. Him is not to be trusted.” 


     “You are kind, dam. My thanks again,” Breanna said as the woman hesitated at the door.  


     “Cover your ears, girl. They hate your kind,” the charwoman whispered as she eased the door closed behind her. 


     Breanna put Kit down and told him to hide behind the clothing trunk in the corner of the room. The little fox was frightened, and the spot was just where he wanted to be. “If someone comes in here while we’re gone,” Breanna yipped, “stay hidden. They’ll hurt you if you don’t.  


     “Sean,” Breanna said, getting the boy’s attention. “I’ll be glad when Elida comes back to us and takes care of Kit. He really needs her.” 


     “If she comes back,” the boy said sadly. Changing the subject, he added, “I don’t like that man, Bree. He’s up to no good.” 


     “Yes.” She sighed. “I know he is.” She thought about what the woman had said, and searched her pack for something to serve as a scarf, then settled on an old shirt once belonging to Elida. She folded it into a square and tied it, covering the braid and the points of her ears. “I want to leave here, Sean, as soon as we can, but I don’t know how we can go without travel goods.” 


     Back downstairs, they quickly sat down at the table with several kind-looking farmers and a few others who appeared unsavory. The beady eyes of a ne’er-do-well stared at Breanna as he smacked his lips from under a wide-brimmed straw hat. A woman in a tan dress smiled at the young people before ducking her head over her stew, hiding her eyes from the men at the table. 


     The food was tolerable, or so Sean said, but Breanna had such a reaction to the words of the charwoman, and the sight of their supper mates, that she gave up half her food to the boy. Her appetite was put aside in favor of watching every move the people around them made. After Elida was taken, Breanna felt an even greater responsibility toward Sean. His safety was crucial to her. She couldn’t bear to believe evil souls might hurt him in their attempts to capture her. It was truly unthinkable. 


     “Hurry, Sean, finish your food. We need to get out of here. There are staring eyes from each corner of this room,” she whispered. It was difficult to communicate, for the noise coming from the men at the table as they slurped their stew covered all other sounds. But the rest of the tables were filled with curious souls, concerned with the business of the two young people at the long table.  


     “Bring the bread. Get as much as you can from the plate,” she said, nudging Sean. 


     Up the stairs she went, with Sean behind her, his hand full of bread, their steps fast but cautious, as they tried to avoid attention. They slammed the door behind them and wedged a stool under the latch. From the looks of the room, it had been tossed about, the few possessions not on their back either stolen or left broken on the floor. Breanna silently thanked the charwoman for her warning.  


     Kit came out from behind the chamber pot where he had finally hidden. The fox had been wise in choosing a hiding place, for few men would attend to a chamber pot unless forced. The window in the room showed an overcast sky with darkness in the east, an evil omen in Breanna’s mind, for the hour was still early. She kept the shade down as she peeked outside, searching the streets for any help.  


     They no longer had transportation, but if necessary they could walk. The weather was warming, and the forest had thinned enough to maneuver through the trees and brush, and still stay close to the water. Breanna asked Sean to keep watch at the window for the black-shawled women they had seen earlier, and to bar the door behind her, for she hoped to find the charwoman and ask her some questions. The hallway was short, with rooms on either side, a sharp left turn, then another one back, until the top floor of the inn made a rectangle of boarding rooms. The door to one of the rooms was standing open with the charwoman in sight as she gathered the chamber pot and put a pitcher of clean water on the table. Breanna hailed her. 


     “Pardon, dam, could you answer a question or two for me?” 


     “Girl, what do you mean? Do you not listen?” the charwoman asked, grabbing Breanna by the shoulder, forcing her into the empty room. “Did you not hear me tell you this place is dangerous to a young girl like yourself?” 


     “Yes, I heard you. It’s why I came to you.” 


     “There are very bad people here,” the woman said, releasing Breanna. “They would cause you great harm if they caught you by yourself. You must leave here as soon as it’s light. Grab your biscuit and bacon then get on the way from this place.” 


     “I promise to go back to my room and stay. But can you tell me what is beyond this town?” 


     “Child, you’re asking questions when you should be leaving. Quickly now—there is Ice Mountain at the beginning of the two rivers. All sorts of things there, but the ones’ll get you are the Orbels, and they’ll bite your head off and spit out your boots. Watch well, girl; there’s terrors out there, but none bad as some you’ll meet in here. Go now while I can see you.” 


     The door to their room was cracked open, with Sean peeking outside, waiting for her, his expression fearful. 


     “I was afraid you left,” he said.  


     They closed the door behind them and barred it with a chair and Breanna’s bow, the only wood in the room.  


     “As soon as it’s light, we must go,” she said. “The charwoman warned me again to get out, but we need supplies for the road. I have no clothes except these britches, and they are ragged. And you, your elbows are sticking out of the cloth and your pockets are torn away. I hope to find a farm woman who will sell us clothing for a penny. We have so little coin, but it’s important we not look the part of beggars.” 


     “I saw nothing out of the way while you were gone,” Sean said. “I’m going to sleep.” 


     “Yes, you sleep. I’ll watch for a while.” She settled herself by the window, watching through the bottom slat of the shutters. With no idea what she expected to see, she was more at peace observing the comings and goings of Centre. Down below the window sat a cart with similar sides and doors, reminding her of the cart that carried her across the Emptiness with Tom Simpkin. A closer look in the half-light verified it was indeed the same cart, and it appeared to be parked on the way out of the city. She saw her old rescuer as he snoozed in the front of the wagon. 


     “Psst. Sean. We have to go downstairs. Tom Simpkin is here. I hope he’ll carry us away. I am going down to the street. Watch for me.” 


     The boy was asleep, but wakened when she called. He had learned to never argue with her when she sounded so determined.  


     “A’right. Go, but watch yourself.” 


     Out the window, beneath the slatted shutter, she crawled until she reached the building’s overhang. There she reached into her memories. Sheela, I must reach the street where the wagon is parked. Please help me. Stepping to the edge of the roof, Breanna looked all ways, and jumped from the second level, soaring to the cobblestones below, her feet landing lightly against the far side of the cart. Thank you, Sheela, she thought gratefully. She tapped on the door of the cart, watching the road for mischief workers. 


     “Tom Simpkin,” she whispered. She knocked again, more insistently. “Tom, Tom Simpkin.” 


     “Go away.” The call came from inside. “Go bother some other sleeping soul.” 


     “Tom, it’s the elven girl, the one you carried across the Emptiness. I need your help.” 


     “What? Who’s there?” The door came open slowly at first, then quickly as he motioned her inside. “It is you. What are you doing here? Oh my, you have grown.” 


     “Yes, I have grown, but I am still the same lost girl I was the day you left me at the Vales’ home in Weir.” 


     “Shush. Keep the noise down. We aren’t any safer here than you were outside.” Tom had heard the rumbling about an elven girl who was responsible for the destruction of homes and lives along the Tribon. He had never considered it to be Breanna, but surprises were what made his life more meaningful. “The folk here don’t want you. They’re afraid you’ll bring them misery.” 


     “But I… It’s not my fault. The wit—” 


     “Shush, don’t say the word. ’Twill bring nothing but heartache,” he said, clapping his hand over her mouth.  


     “But it was them,” she insisted. “They killed her parents and now they have taken Elida.” 


     “What? The parents are dead, and the baby gone. What happened?” Tom asked. 


     “It was terrible. They sent a demon and it killed Alane and Willum, and then came a Phoebus, and it stole Elida away. They want me to go to them. It is me they want and Elida suffers for it, Tom. Oh, but why do they want me?” She started to sniffle then stopped, remembering her age, and that she must act as a woman grown. “I’m sorry. I’m confused.” 


     “I don’t know why, but the reason isn’t important. If they’re willing to take the girl, they are determined.” Tom shook his head sadly. “I am heartsick over the Vales, and I wish I could help you.” 


     “You can, Tom. Get me away from here, downriver, and then we’ll be on our way.” 


     “We? Who else is here?” Tom was very upset. His plans were turning sour, and the cause was the same girl who’d given him such fits of guilt once before. “Who’s here with you?” 


     “The boy, Sean. All he has now is Elida. And me,” Breanna said, yawning. She was tired, after having gone without sleep for many hours. 


     “Oh my. Appears as though I might be going your way. No doubt,” he said after a moment, “tis the way I’m headed. Can you gather the boy quickly?” 


     “Yes, I’ll be back soon. Be ready.” 


     Tom settled in the cart, prepared to nap until the girl returned. His head was a little foggy from the ale he had consumed earlier. He was glad now he’d already bought supplies first. Of course, ’twas so he didn’t spend his coin on the drink and have nothing left for his living. Tom knew all about drinking ale until all the pennies were gone, and none was left to buy wheat, corn, and figs. He had done so too often for his own liking, but not that day. 


     He almost slept, but came alert when the window on the top level of the inn opened, and two bodies crawled to the overhang. The elven girl stood against the edge of the roofline and jumped. Tom cringed, prepared to see her and the boy splatter the cobblestones, but instead of a tragedy in the making, it was a miracle of flight. All the way to the far side of his wagon she soared, the boy in her arms. Tom shook his head and rubbed his eyes.  


     “Aye, the ale is confusing me,” he said, determined to slow his drinking. “You made a quick trip, lass—thought I would catch forty winks, but here you are.” 


     “We hurried,” Sean said. “I’m Sean. Remember me?” 


     “Aye, but ’tis a long time, and you’re most grown. Get in and seat yourself. You too, lass.” 


     “Tom, I can keep watch for you.” 


     “Lass, it’s a mite dark. Just be still and hide yourself.” 


     “Tom, I can keep watch,” she insisted. “My elven nature, you know.”  


     Mara, I need your memories. My life and Sean’s depend upon you. Breanna spoke to her mother’s friend as she had before. Help me see beyond the now and into danger. 


     “Tell me no more, child,” Tom said. “Watch if you may, but stay down.” He was intent on the cottages and shops between him and the outskirts of Centre, watching for figures on horseback or those walking.  


     “Tom, there ahead, at the wall beside the town gate, two men stand with drawn swords.” 


     “Hide, girl. You and the boy; they’ll look inside the wagon.”  


     Breanna motioned to Sean to leave the wagon through the back door and crawl underneath, across the axle. She was just behind him, reaching for the framework of the cart, her arms locking around the crossed poles underneath. She drew her legs up with knees against her chest and held on for her life. Sean was lying near her, away from the deadly wheels turning on the axles against the opposite pole.  


     “Pray he goes slowly and we don’t fall, Sean.” 


     “A’right, I will,” he whispered. 


     Breanna listened to the sounds coming from far away, the voices discussing the girl and the reward for her capture. They were coin-hungry men who would stoop to any level to have what was offered for her skin, never caring whether she lived through the ordeal or not. Fear had her trembling, and her arms were growing weary of holding on. When the cart pulled beside the men at the gate, she wondered how so much trouble had landed on her shoulders. 


     “What’s in yer wagon? Let’s have a look. Hmm. Nothing here. Where’re ye going, jester? Hiding someone, are ye?” The men had stepped back, finally, their eyes and attention already elsewhere. “Be along with ye now, jester, out of the way.”  


     A man on horseback entered the gate, headed toward the inn. The two guards stopped his travel and demanded to know if he had seen the girl on the road. “Smallish, eyes the color of water, auburn locks. Elf-like. Ye be seeing her?” The man mumbled a curse word and shook his head before heading toward the inn. 


     Several yards down the road away from Centre, the cart stopped and Tom got out. He peered beneath the wagon and saw both his passengers lying on the ground, stretching stiff muscles. 


     “I say, I’m proper impressed with the two of you. You’re strong, and smart, too. You just might get along in this world.” 


     Breanna crawled out from under the cart, her arms and fingertips stretching toward the heavens. Sean had fared better; lying atop the pole, he had support for his body. 


     “Tom, I need to sleep. I will be in your cart for a while if it’s a’right with you.” 


     “And me,” Sean said, yawning against his hand. 


     “We’ll all be sleeping soon. There’s a place I know down the road. I’ll park her for the night. You two get some rest.” Tom returned to his duties and the oxen after packing his pipe. He yearned for a firebrand to light it, but contented himself with waiting. 


     “Well, aye, didn’t we know we had not seen the last of her? Can’t say it makes me unhappy, to help the wee mite.” The oxen trudged onward, listening, but unconcerned with their master’s mumbling. 


       


     The next morning the sun rose hazily, for smoke was in the air from distant fires, blighting its brilliance. The three companions put their stores together for breakfast and Sean worked on his fish traps, hoping to catch their dinner. Breanna was guilt-ridden, wondering whether all the destruction behind them had been her fault, for after all, the witch wanted her, and had gone to great lengths to capture her. She asked Tom while they were traveling what he knew of witches, and though he hesitated to speak of them, he gave her some information. 


     “The stories I’ve heard all my life, including what my mam taught me, ’twas the most powerful witches once were elves who went wrong and learned black magic spells from the Spectre’s followers—you know, the one takes you to the lake fire when he catches you. They lost all the love they ever had for souls and started to hate as the magic ate into them, for it left no room to grow good feelings, only bad, deceitful roguishness. Couldn’t say they had hearts anymore, for love grows in hearts. Witches was said back then to have middles, middlings, centers—whatever you wanted to call them, they didn’t have true hearts as we do. If it’s still beating, they can be a lot of things, but they can’t be a born witch. Course, this is only old-lady tales, and could be wrong. 


     “Now there is such a thing as making a witch out of someone not born that way. Some say Yahmara Cromcraft was born with a true beating heart; she was made a witch later through a special gathering that chanted her in as one of them black sisters. Then she reached in, pulled out her own heart quick as a striking viper. Them what gathered together came from all over, and ’tis said the Spectre made her the most powerful one amongst ’em. From what I hear, if she’s the one after you, girl, you have some trouble coming.” 


     “What does she want with me, Tom? I have nothing, not even family anymore.” 


     “Not sure, but you have something she wants.” 


     “Do you think she’ll hurt Elida?” 


     “More like she’ll try to make her one of ’em. Yahmara is evil pure and through; to take a child and make her into one like herself would give her great satisfaction. Now enough talk of witches. We’re making good time, so let’s find a fishing spot. I’m getting hungry for breakfast.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     8. 


     “How much longer do you think we’ll be on the road, Mathena? You are the finder and I know you will lead us to Pentara Wood without fail, but do you have any thought of time? I am so weary of bread without butter and honey. What I would give for some vegetables from the garden. Umm.” After a disappointing breakfast, Mara had climbed into the seat beside her friend. The day was young, but they had been on the on the road for several weeks.  


     Mathena’s expression was tranquil; the peace within her had been revived after she found out Breanna was still alive. She had settled into positive thoughts, believing she would someday bring her family back together. After five summers of the Spectre’s fire in her belly tearing her apart with grief over the terrible death of her child, she could breathe again without hurting inside. Breanna had proven she was a survivor by using the memories given her by the other sisters, the memories that had come from the wise ones who ruled the elves thousands of years before. Sheela had related an incident in which Breanna was on a cliff, and had to jump to safety. Mathena smiled with gratitude for the bond she had with all the women. Though they were not blood sisters, they were drawn tighter together because of the gifts they carried. 


     There was also an echo in her mind of a voice asking for fire. Perhaps it was Breanna. She hoped to learn the truth if her child had called upon her for help. She turned to Mara and patted her arm.  


     “We’ll stop soon, Mara darling, and buy some good bread with butter and honey, and you may stuff yourself. I would enjoy it also. There is a village close to this road, just a short distance away. We shall find an inn and treat ourselves for one night. Does such sound good to you?” 


     “Yes,” Mara said, stretching her arms up high, yawning. “Then I shall have a nap until we arrive there.” 


     “Go to the back of the cart, sister, and sleep. Send Anola if you will.” 


     “A’right,” Mara said. “She can sit with you for a while.” 


     They had covered leagues since the day they left Nore Mountain. Sheela had given the Farqells speed greater than their natural pace; at times their big feet barely skimmed the surface of the hard road, easing their burdens as the wagons moved faster toward their destination and with less effort. Sheela had devised the words with help from Miralda; their heads together formed the enchantment using Sheela’s gift for movement. They had laughed with one another afterward, happy as they once were a thousand years before, using their memories for good, for a purpose.  


       


       


       


     When the first of the spewing mountains sent fire across Pentara Haven, all the elves moved into castles on the Darth of Qayborn, a large peninsula off the Qayborn Sea. They lived there for many centuries, and in those times, Wellanor, Eliandor’s father, died from fast-flowing lava from a mountain crater, leaving his son as the new councilor. Eliandor’s sons had been hunting with Wellanor, and they also were burned to ash, leaving the parents to grieve and seek comfort in their many grandchildren. 


     As the generations of children grew older, they yearned for mates, but the only elves nearby were kin. In rebellion against the councilor’s commands, some of the family, including his great granddaughter, Ulura, chose mates from the land of men, and bore children who were mixed kind. They named themselves Qays, for the place where they were born. One such child, Mathena, was born to Ulura.  


     Eliandor had known his future. Someday he would be forced to turn the Qays out to protect the purity of the elves. In his sorrow, he gave eight mixed-kind children the gifts from the old ones, the ancients of his world. One of the children was his granddaughter. 


     At the age of seven summers, little Mathena was chosen by the rest to be leader of the group, to direct them all in play. She had come late to the fullness of her gift (for they were gifts, those abilities), realizing the finger spark, theretofore thought to be her only ability, was actually the beginning of crooked lightning bolts and raging fires. Philema, one of the mothers, taught her own daughter and the other seven young females how to use their gifts, and, more importantly, how to keep them out of sight of others.  


     In addition to Mathena’s connections with fire, her sister Anola had a gift for crossing language barriers; she could hear and speak with any entity, living or dead. Winona battled demons, while Miralda could overcome witches’ spells. Mara could see through darkness of all types, and Sheela could jump from bad situations. Willow had the White, a cover that made anyone or anything under it disappear, but the eighth, Yahmara, would not divulge her true gift, and chose to stand apart from the others. Their education lasted for five years, until the dark blue-gray Phoebus flew over the barricades of the city and took the teacher, Yahmara’s mother, away in its beak. 


     The seven used their gifts several times to bring evil to task, but the councilor insisted the children withhold practice of their special abilities until they were old enough to manage human emotions; that was, until they had their fifteen-year maturing.  


     Time passed and the children grew, and most obeyed Eliandor’s command. 


     But after her mother’s passing, Yahmara had become bitter. She refused to share her secret with her sisters, and turned toward evil and the world of the Spectre, the nemesis of the Creator. A later fight with Mathena left Yahmara with an injury of the knee bone, a scar she would carry forever, along with a hatred that was greater than life. She began practicing black arts and witchery, and before long, Eliandor discovered Yahmara’s evil ways. He discarded her in a fashion that was both cruel and damaging, but he left her alive, a fact that many, including Eliandor, later regretted.  


     On the day of the Qay children’s maturing, the councilor led his people home to rebuild Pentara Haven, but disallowed those who had chosen mates from the world of men, and borne children to them, from entering the elven forest. He insisted the Qays become a race of their own.  


       


     After Yahmara left to pursue her own magic, the seven worked tirelessly, keeping watch over their people, destroying monsters that land and sea continuously renewed. It was a dreadful time, for even Mathena’s mother, Uluru, was taken by the creatures. Sadly, there were too many land and sea monsters for even the seven sisters to conquer, thus, the Qays as a race finally left the seaside lands that had been their home for hundreds of years.  


     Nore Mountain, where they settled, was favored by gigantic red heart trees, and one in particular had been spelled by a hateful druid thousands of years before, causing the tree to fall and cover most of the topside of the mountain. The tree’s outer bark remained firm, but its insides became hollow, providing the perfect home for the new race of mixed-kind people. Cottages were built inside, but the seven gifted sisters who usually were called upon to use their special talents found their abilities were quashed by the druid’s old magic, and could offer little help to their family.  


     Centuries passed, and the Qays were grateful for the peace and safety they found on Nore Mountain. Even the seven gifted ones were content to put aside their former abilities for the greater good. The tree was the perfect home, for inside, all was peaceful, though crowded, and there was no need for magic, or gifts, or an abundance of children. In the hollow tree on Nore Mountain, when Breanna Ascroft was born, she was the only child in the village. 


       


     “Mathena, what are you thinking, dear? You are far away, ensconced in a fog of memory, I think.” 


     “Yes, Anola, I was taken back to the beginning, when we were children and the evil creature took my mother and our teacher, and of the work we did for our people. I have missed it much. When my mother left, I never dreamed my own child would be chosen as the Old One’s champion. There is much to do. We must find her, and destroy our old playmate, Yahmara.” 


     “My Petkin,” Anola said, “has long known my desire to use this gift again, to be certain I still had such ability. It was his thought that I should go with you. I miss him, and our lines, Mathena, but my fear for our world is greater than my sadness. Yahmara will try and destroy it all, for her bargain is with the loveless Spectre and his underworld demons.” 


     “I agree with you. I do wish I could be with Lyman, but my heart is torn to shreds by this news my enemy is on the heels of sweet Breanna. I must carry on to Pentara Wood, and beg Eliandor to interfere with the magic of those witches. I fear it runs very deep, even into the dark world, and my daughter is at much risk.” 


     “Have you seen those who follow us?” Anola asked,. 


     “Once—after they made a wrong turn, they returned for a short while, but then they were gone. This causes me greater fear for my child. Perhaps they have her already.” 


     “It’s possible. Such would be reason to withdraw from us. Even so, if they have our baby Breanna, Yahmara will know the danger she is in from the seven. She won’t long let us go unmolested. I expect to see her creatures soon. Are we prepared?” 


     “We are. You know what you must do?” Mathena asked off-handedly. She knew without asking that Anola would do her part. 


     Anola nodded, for no words needed saying. 


     As an afterthought, Mathena looked in Anola’s eyes and asked a question she had wanted answered for a long, long time. “Do you grow weary of hearing every voice, man, elf, or beast, as their chatter grows louder and louder in your thoughts?” 


     There was no time for Anola to answer, for out of the west, a winged creature came at them, the smell of it preceding the glimmer of its eyes. But the glance of despair Anola gave her friend spoke more than any words. 


     Mathena calmly lifted her right hand and shot a length of fire upward, catching the creature on the wing, flaming the tips of its feathers as it tried to gain height and leave the area. 


     “I don’t think you have permission to go,” she said to the huge bird as she readied her other hand to spread a layer of consuming fire around its body.  


     “Come down, evil bird, or we will take your life,” Anola squawked. 


     The blast had enveloped the entire back of the bird, and the creature was in agony. It settled on the ground near the wagons and rolled in the road’s loose soil, seeking relief. Anola spoke again to the creature and after listening to its long response, she appealed to Mathena, who extinguished the fire immediately. The smell of burning feathers and scorched meat drifted from the carrion eater into the cart, a thoroughly awful odor that continued on to the beasts hiding in the high grass.  


     Anola spoke again and the bird answered. Finally, it waddled away into the green grass on the side of the trail and lay still. 


     “What did it say, Anola?” Winona asked from the second cart. 


     “Sisters, prepare for good tidings, but also for sadness.” she said to her friends. “The witches do not have Breanna—she has eluded them several times—but they have taken a child who is dear to her. Mathena, our girl is on her way to Yahmara, but refuses to be captured even though they have sent many black spells for her. The Phoebus is a servant; it does not know reasons or small details, therefore I could not go deeper. The bird overheard that people in the villages are being turned against the girl and her two companions. But Mathena, she has friends: a young boy and a man grown. She is not alone.” 


     “Thank you, Anola,” Mathena replied. “You have done well. We must make haste to Pentara Wood. Breanna’s life may depend upon our quick arrival.” 
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     The room was really cold. Her feet felt like pieces of ice from the Tribon, and her nose was raw from the snot running each time she tilted her head. Her fingers had turned blue once or twice, and the Bad One had told the others to loosen the ropes that tied her hands. She was tired of crying all the time, being sad for her mam and poppa, missing her family.  


     She will come. Bree will come and get me. Elida was not yet nine summers old, but she knew true character—she knew her Bree. Sometimes when the really Bad One stared at her hard, Elida was scared so badly she wet her small clothes. The Bad One liked her then, and smiled a red smile that looked like bloodied lips Elida had once when she fell off the haymow at home. 


     “Scared, little human?” the Bad One asked. “Are you so frightened of me you wet yourself?” 


     Even though she was whimpering, Elida replied defiantly, “Yes. Why do you have to scare little girls? Can’t you hurt big people?” 


     That made the Bad One really mad, and they tied Elida’s hands and put a dirty rag over her mouth. She laughed to herself. Sean would have really liked what she said. 


     Elida was a smart person. Breanna had noticed that about her when she told her about the arrows. She listened in the dark cellar, heard the water dripping, the mice running across the floor, heard them all whispering secrets, the Bad One and the others. One time her mam had said to never mention the word w——, or your heart would stop. She called them the Bad Ones and the Not-So-Bad Ones. One of Not-So-Bad Ones gave her extra bread the night before. She said it was to keep her from getting too sick. 


     “Yahmara wants the Qay girl to see you still alive when she gets here.” They knew Breanna was coming. 


     When the big, smelly bird had carried her from the campground, she missed Kit real bad, and hated leaving him, but was glad the bird didn’t eat him. She was really glad the bird didn’t eat her. Her shoulders had hurt for a long time after it put her down on the rocks, but the pain went away later. Then they put her in the cold cellar, but left her untied. She maybe shouldn’t have said anything to the Bad One, but she had been tired of crying, and needed someone to know she was not just a scared little girl. She had some courage, maybe not as much as Bree, but still, she wasn’t going to just be quiet. She had said her prayers and felt a little better, just like her mam had always told her.  


     “Say your prayers, little Lida, always say your prayers.” 


     Elida cried again and the snot ran from her nose, but there was no way to wipe it. 
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     He stood alongside the great falls, watching the small faeries dip water from its foam. They believed the foam held the answers to all the questions ever asked, a notion Eliandor believed to be fatuous. There was often more than one answer to almost all questions, as there were surely more worlds than one. The faeries were a simple-minded lot that he had little patience with; however, just as there was more than one world, there was more to those worlds than Eliandor Pentara.  


     The river surged at the top, sending jets of clear water shooting upward off the boulders at the cliff’s edge, forming a thick mist. The plane below the mist, a wide, continuous rush of water, appeared as a bright path one might walk from the cliff to the deep pool down under. 


     An arc of color shone above the mist where light filtered through the tall trees. Some called such things rainbows, although Eliandor thought the name foolish, for the river’s water came from the ground, but the rain was from above. He loved those falls, had given them the name Illene’s Arc, in honor of his mate, the most beautiful of all creatures. She appeared more beautiful to him in that moment than ever before. He turned and stared into her eyes, seeing there the reflection of the halo from the falls. Illene sent him a question, forgoing the spoken word. 


     They are coming; you know this. They seek her; they wish your intervention. Will you leave this wood and go in search of all that we have abhorred these thousands of years? 


     He stood very still, allowing the timeless serenity of flowing water to settle into bones and blood; the peace that had sustained him throughout his long life had been called upon during the wrath and pestilence that struck mankind’s realm with running blood and dying children. They had come to him for safety because he was leader and councilor of elfkind, and he protected them from the scourge of the world, only to regret his decision later when his people began to mate with them. He had sought a deeper peace then, craving serenity in his very being to guide him down the path he knew he must follow. Turning them away from their homes in Pentara Wood had taken great fortitude, the peace he fought for finally claiming its home within the marrow of his bones as he and the other true elves marched away from the Darth of Qayborn, never to see his long line of grandchildren again.  


     “Illene, my heart, the decision was made long ago—I have little to say in this matter. What was begun by our departed fathers who dealt softly with evil has grown, and it is not given me to remake those times. Those who come have the power of the ancients, of Ziglianor, and their mission will cause destruction for all those who threaten this world. Our land is hanging by a thin thread dangling from the Creator’s fist. Will it break or will it hold? Such is not for me to say.  


     “Many eons ago I forced a departure from our lands. I sent the young witch into the wilds, to the far-most regions, and now we see the result of my decision. Yahmara should have been put out of existence, as chaff is burned after winnowing. She was defective, born into our world with heart and soul, yet they lay fallow. The day she plucked her heart from its rightful place was the day the world was set on this wrongful path. Yahmara must be stopped, yes, but it is the Spectre who rules her, who gives her strength. Can we destroy the Spectre? Illene, I do not know, but I must be with those who try.” 


     “And the girl, what will happen to her? Will she overcome?” 


     “She must, or all wrong within the land will shift, and right will suffer a loss greater than it has ever seen.” 


     “This girl, our grandchild, is she so important to our future?” 


     “Without her we have no future, even if Yahmara is taken away,” Eliandor said. “The survival of the world is at stake. The Old Ones have spoken.” His expression was pensive, his peace broken by horrible scenes his mind recalled from long, long ago. 


     “Then we wait, my love, until they come,” Illene whispered. “We shall love this life together until then.” 
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     The roaring sounds were louder all the time; it was obvious something big was coming up soon. Tom settled on a slow pace for his oxen, as it was better to go slower than to cause the animals to become lame. Sean grumbled about making another raft for the fast-moving water—they could make much better time even by stopping long enough to cut and build it. Breanna disagreed with him, for her instincts told her the river would consume them alive on a raft near the headwaters at Ice Mountain.  


     She had a bad feeling about the water, and was glad they weren’t forced to pole their way again. Up to then she had avoided using her memories, but Sean was determined to do something rash, and there was no way she could stop him. If he insisted on rafting the river, there would be harsh results, possibly calling for her to rescue him. 


     They stopped the wagon as the light was leaving for the day, with just enough in the west to see how to build a fire and prepare fish from Sean’s traps. Every day he placed them in the water for a short while, and then pulled out two or three nice perch for their dinner. Breanna always thanked him for his smart work, building the traps, but the boy refused her thanks by saying it was part of his contribution to the trip. 


     “She’s my sister, you know, and I want to find her, but we got to eat.” 


     Whatever his thoughts, Breanna was glad for the steady food supply, even though sometimes it was boring having fish again. 


     Trying to head off the boy’s desire to build a raft, Breanna woke him the next morning at the break of light. She suggested they take the bows and bring in fresh meat to last a day or two. Tom was in favor, but cautioned the two about being seen. 


     “If she’s watching for you, don’t make it too easy for her. Keep your heads down, and Breanna, cover your hair. It’s a surefire giveaway who you are.” 


     The forest was thicker across the river the further they traveled, leaving less coverage on their side, but even so, enough game lived in the thin trees to satisfy their needs. The first thing they spotted was a large rabbit, its fur still white after winter. Sean shot an arrow at the animal and missed, but it stayed in the same spot, giving him time to shoot another into its forequarters. The boy quickly ran to the animal and finished the job with his knife and held it up for Breanna to see. 


     “It would make a fine quiver for you, Sean,” she said. “The rabbit would be well served if first it fed you, and later its fur lived on your back.” 


     Sean nodded, thinking of the job he could do while sitting in the wagon, his mind distracted from Elida’s capture. 


     “I’m going to walk out a ways while you skin the rabbit. Maybe I can get another one,” Breanna said, taking a step behind some trees. “I’ll be back soon.” 


     Walking alone was a nice experience for her. It was seldom she got to be alone anymore. Except for the privacy she required for her feminine needs, there were just too many reasons to stay close to the others. Hunting had been a good idea and the meat would be good, but it also felt great to step lively and not worry if someone saw her soar into the air for a moment. 


     Around a small bend among the trees Breanna heard a squirrel chattering furiously, its fur standing high with the long, bushy tail in the air. Clearly something was wrong. She moved closer to the animal and peeked through some trees at a gathering of small creatures. On the ground was a pile of nuts, the kind she had always loved to eat while sitting around a fire with Willum and Alene. It was obvious the animals were fighting over the nuts, each hoping to get away with them. 


     She drew her bow and took two of the squirrels with the same arrow, then quickly loaded her bow again and picked off a fat rabbit. The others ran away and left the pile of nuts and their friends on the ground. Breanna pulled her bag from her waist and loaded the game plus most of the nuts, leaving a few for the other creatures that would return when she left. Her hunting trip had been a success, and they had meat again.  


     Tom was sitting on a stump fingering a thin wooden pipe, blowing through it, the sounds pleasant to Breanna’s ears. She was surprised he could produce such sounds from such a small instrument. 


     “What is it called?” she asked while emptying her game bag onto a tray from the wagon. 


     “’Tis a flute; made by my poppa when I was just a boy. I’m not very good with it, but my poppa could make some fine music. That’s what the sounds are called, music.” 


     “Sean could probably learn. He’s very quick with such things. Would you mind teaching him what you know?” 


     “Aye, I could, and is them primnuts? Oh, I do love them roasted over the fire. And we have meat. Bless you children. The day you learned to use the bow was a blessed day.” 


     The rest of the evening was almost free of ghosts, for Sean picked up the flute as though he were born with one in his hands, picking out sounds as Tom sang them. Breanna danced around the fire, her ragged clothing no less radiant in the firelight than if had she worn a beautiful cloak, and her heart was light for the first time since Elida was taken. She could almost feel the little girl dancing beside her. 


     “We’re going to get her, Sean, never you worry; we’ll get her back safely.” She hoped her voice was convincing, for her heart had suddenly taken a dive as she worried about her young friend.  


     Sleep was harsh and elusive, leaving her tired the next morning, and anxious to be on the road. They needed to find Yahmara’s sacrificial cairn, the place where she held Elida. 


     Tom was nervous, and his inner alarm was making sounds the next morning. Something was waiting ahead, and it didn’t bode well for any them. He thought hard about leaving the children; after all, he’d done his best to make amends for his part in the girl’s early life. Finding the Vales had done her a lot of good, although it hadn’t worked out well for Alane and Willum. He chewed his lip, urging the oxen on with one hand and scratching his head with the other. 


     Tom Simpkin can’t be blamed for witches’ work—that’s the truth of it. Still, would like to settle the score, them treating me as Tom Simpleton. Took me for fool those years ago and I never forgot. Maybe a ways longer down the road before I leave them, he decided, placing his pipe in his mouth. 


     Breanna moved to the front of the wagon and sat beside Tom, hearing his thoughts, wishing the knowledge would go away. It was part of her, etched in her memory. The voices would come if she was near someone. She’d discovered it only the day before, when Sean was sitting beside her at the fire and began feeling sad about Elida. She heard his anguish, and it near broke her heart. Quickly she had moved her seat from his elbow, and his voice receded. She was frightened for a moment, afraid it was all too much to contain. There was no forgetting; that was part of her memory. Once it was learned, the knowing was there inside, tucked away quietly.  


     She started talking to Tom, asking about his life so he might quit thinking of leaving them beside the river. He was a good man, even if it was not his wish to be. Such was the reason she had felt safe with him as they crossed the Emptiness. She had been frightened by the new surroundings, by the break from her home and the fear surrounding her future, but she had never been afraid of Tom Simpkin. 


     “Well, let’s us think about it,” Tom said. “There’s a little village a mighty long way from here where the Simpkins lived with lots of children. I was one of ten, and me mam and poppa was about run ragged by the time I got big where I could help out. We raised turnips and onions, carrots, and pigs in the sty. When the cold came, Poppa and me would take the biggest of the pigs, and put him down so we could have food for the winter, but ’twas never enough.  


     “When my next brother got to be my size, I took off, left the village and the family. I seen them now and then, but there’s the grans now, and ’tis more crowded than ever. Poppa is old, with old ways, stays on the steps more than anywhere else, watching the little ones. He don’t ever look pleasant, so I think maybe it was a good thing I never took a wife, if it makes a man that miserable. 


     “Many a day I starved on the road, with no chance for food then, or the next sunrise, but come morning, a friendly soul would offer me supper for gathering corn or turnips, or for fixing the bucket on the well, or catching a cow that run off. Once I got to a good-sized place, and the king was in town, needing someone to make funny stories to tell his supper guests. I come up with some, just telling about me family. Only once was I a king’s jester, but ’twas the best job I ever had. The silver lasted me for a fortnight.” 


     He stared off into the distance again, turning his eyes to the river every now and then. Breanna knew more was coming. 


     “Old Tom needs you to know he’s sorry for carrying you away when you was a wee lass. They played me for the fool I was, told me you was filled with a demon. I took the coin, but never looked at you till we crossed the Emptiness. Then my eyes cleared, and I saw I’d been swoggled by a nasty spell. At least we never went to Thrum. It would have been the end of you. Still, I’m sorry for my part in your unhappiness.” 


     Breanna saw the goodness in the man, and felt his pain, even though she wished she could be angry. She nodded slightly. 


     “I forgive you, Tom Simpkin.” 


     “A’right. Don’t change what happened, but makes me feel some better, lass.” 


     “There are some bad things waiting at Ice Mountain, Tom. I can feel it. I’m afraid for Sean, that he might get hurt.” 


     “Aye, I think the same thing, lass. You’ll have to keep your eye on him as we pass by.” 


     “Will you be continuing with us, Tom, or will you be leaving us there?” 


     “I’ve thought about it, girl, but for the life of me, I can’t go off and leave you. My days are more pleasant with you than without. As I told you, I never had no wee ones of me own. The Vales was good to me, took me in each time I had no supper. ’Tis time I paid them back some, and helped get their little one to safety. So, I’ll be staying with you for a while, if it’s a’right with you and the boy.” 


     Breanna smiled at the man, liking him for his simple honesty and the loneliness she heard in his voice. She hoped they were up to what lay on the road ahead. Her dreams had begun changing a fortnight earlier, first with only an inkling of danger, then each time they became more violent, frightening her out of sleep. This is my own, she thought, there is nothing my mam or my friends can do to make it go away. The dream is a warning, but I don’t know what it is about. 


     Tom felt something amiss in the girl as her conversation died. Her deep blue eyes stared into the field of early flowers near the Tribon, but he knew she didn’t see them. 


     “You seeing something out there, lass?” 


     “No, just thinking a little, wondering about Elida.” 


     “She’ll be a’right till we find her, mark my words. They may frighten the child half to death, but they won’t harm her none beyond healing.” Tom hoped his words were true. 


     “Tom, why are they dead set to get me? What is it they want?” Breanna was troubled, and carried a load of guilt over the damage done to her friends. “Maybe I should find the witch and let her take me, then the bad things would stop happening to the others. I wish my mam was here, to tell me what to do. She would know.” 


     “Aye, tell old Tom about your mam and quit thinking them thoughts.” 


     Breanna smiled, a memory of her mother gathering turnips bringing a moment’s happiness. 


     “My mam is pretty, with dark hair and dark eyes, the opposite of me. She is strong and wonderful, with a smile for most. She has white teeth and skin, her elfishness, I guess, for I believe she is very old. I was born to my parents long after their first mating. And my poppa is a big, kind Qay with a deep voice that can make sounds of birds singing. I miss them, Tom, every day, and I think about how it would be to see them.” 


     “Well now, lass, you must hold on to the good thoughts, ’cause when them witches get to going, they take all the light out of life, and might just make you forget how much you love your folk. Thing to remember is the meanest one don’t have no beating heart and can’t know no kindness, or love for any. You be ready, ’cause a witch has to be put down. Old Tom heard a story about Yahmara”—he reached and crossed himself after mentioning her name—“about how she was beaten once as a young girl, the breath taken from her by another lass her size. But, you see, mankind and elfkind have a like weakness: they feel things for others and show pity. Nobody should ever have felt pity for the witch, even back then. She should’ve been struck down, right into the fire.” 


     “What happened, Tom? What did the girl do?” 


     “Well, you know ’twas ages ago and all the stories is just that, stories, but what I heard was Yahmara”—he crossed himself again—“was practicing a black spell, and the lord councilor had forbidden her from ever doing such a thing. She built a fire in the woods, stirred up a potion, then called up the animals in the woods, got them all to fighting each other. There was blood and dead ones here and there, and the witch was laughing and hollering a lot of words while the creatures killed each other. About then, the other lass is there and hears it all, tells the witch to break the spell, but she won’t do it.” 


     He stopped for a moment to take a breath, remembering how his mam had told him the story. 


     “There was fighting as you never heard before: the forest and the villages along the way heard it, young girls going at each other. They said the ground was shaking. In the end, Yahmara was down, one of her legs burned to the bone. She called the spell back and put the witch-work aside because she was afraid of the other lass. Pity left the witch alive, a mistake we’re suffering for today. And that’s as I remember it being told.” 


     Quite a story, Breanna thought. I wonder how much of it is true. How can I ever stand up to someone so powerful? 


     Sean had been asleep in the wagon, one of the ways he passed time instead of worrying about his sister. Breanna was glad he had missed the story of Yahmara. 


     “Where are we?” he asked, rubbing his eyes, staring into the once-peaceful Tribon, now a raging force from two rivers about to meet. 


     “Well, lad, you’re looking at the Tribon you been tracking for a spell,” Tom said. “She’s mean at this stage, about to get meaner when the Iree joins up around several bends. That tall peak you see t’other side of the water is Ice Mountain, a wrongful place if ever there was one. We’ll be speeding up here, if it’s a’right with both of you children.” Tom clicked his tongue and popped the reins on the oxen, pushing them harder than before. 


     “Tom, we’ve seen hills and valleys, mountains and forests. What makes this place so dangerous?” Sean was curious and a little frightened by what he had heard. 


     “Lad, can you see that bridge on the water up ahead? It’s not made of wood, as the crossings a young one like you finds familiar. ’Tis made of ice, spun together by the Ice King, a giant that lays claim to the river at these parts and all the land around it. We must hurry by, and whatever you do, don’t look across the bridge when we get to it. Put your capes on now if you have one, for it will be getting colder.” 


     Breanna was in the back of the wagon, peeking out the small window that Tom used for light when he stayed alone. She could see a gathering of movements across the river, bodies low to the ground, pig-like. Kit was shivering badly, afraid of what Breanna saw. Taking the fox out of the quiver, Breanna told him to go and hide in the forest, to find food and travel through the trees alongside the road. She watched him scamper away, avoiding the wheels, his red tail in the air. 


     “Tom,” she whispered, “there’s Orbels gathering across the water.” 


     “Aye, lass, we’ll be hurrying by. Don’t look at them; they’ll see you through the walls. As long as the dirty things can’t see your eyes, they can’t see you at all.” 


     Sean was trying very hard to keep his eyes trained away from the other side of the river, but his curiosity overcame his good sense. Besides, he had a great desire to see the creatures that had frightened Breanna all the years after her arrival at the farm. Ignoring Tom’s warnings, Sean made a decision of his own. Just one look wouldn’t hurt a thing. Peeking out of his left eye, and turning his head only slightly, he could just see one of the Orbels lift on its hind feet and peer fixedly toward the wagon, its stare touching Sean’s when the creature was midway across the bridge. Sean jumped back, as he swore he felt a physical burn, and after that, all chaos broke out across the water. 


     “Sean, look at what you’ve caused, you curious boy. We must try and outrun them, but I have little hope of it. Whatever you do, don’t let them know who you are and what you’re running from. For now, you will be my young ones, Riff and Mary,” Tom said, urging the oxen onward, trying for speed. 


     From inside the wagon, Breanna knew the cart wouldn’t win the race against the Orbels. She remembered seeing them run behind a sure-footed Farqell and knock it down in an instant. Her concern now was how to keep from being eaten once they were caught. Searching her memories, she found nothing that told her how to fight Orbels. She’d barely had time to come to that conclusion when an awful knocking on the cart scared her badly. A large Orbel had jumped and landed upon the step at the rear door and was pounding with its tusks. Breanna quickly moved to the door and opened it wide, slinging the foul-smelling creature to the ground, where it rolled and toppled onto two of its mates.  


     Others ran beside the wagon toward the oxen, and Breanna knew slow, steady Sam and Paddy were about to be overtaken. There were too many of them to fight, and her ability to use fire would lose its surprise if she fired off lightning bolts without having some plan afterward. They would only attack them again and again from across the bridge. Better to wait and see their intentions. 


     Meanwhile, Tom was pushing the oxen to their limit, knowing anytime one of them might break a leg, and pull the whole wagon over. Off to his right, two lean Orbels, obviously runners, kept pace with the wagon and the two oxen, and began to herd them off the trail toward the river. Tom was helpless to control the direction of his cart; he could only keep control of the oxen and hope to keep the wheels away from large boulders in the overgrown grass and weeds.  


     This is a fine mess, Tom Simpkin. ’Tis your fault, for you know lads, and how they must see everything around them. You could have blindfolded the boy, then all the mess maybe wouldn’t have happened. His conscience beat a fast response to his thoughts, for he did know boys and should have had the lad sitting beside him. 


     The Orbels had crossed the bridge and were keeping up with the cart. They moved in front of the oxen and slowed them to a stop. The smell Breanna remembered came back as the odors rose from the roundish bodies and caused those in the wagon to gasp for air. The two porcine runners grabbed the oxen’s halters and pulled them toward the ice bridge, into the frozen world of the Ice King. 


     Tom couldn’t understand how the Orbels withstood the cold, unless the fat on their bodies kept them above freezing. If ’twas the truth, then the closer the stinkums were to the Ice King, the slower they would move.  


     The exposure to the creature’s sub-freezing temperatures might chill the Orbels into a state of lethargy. Of course, there was the obvious situation where the three travelers might freeze before the Orbels. 


     Sean was shivering. His head hung low and his face flamed with shame for his disobedience. He knew it was his fault the Orbels had attacked them. Tom had warned him more than once. It was his curiosity that got them into trouble. Sean looked at the Orbels leading the wagon across the ice bridge and wished he’d kept his eyes to himself, but it was too late to cry over spilled milk, as his mam used to say. Now they had to find a way to escape the horrible-smelling pig monsters.  


     Breanna was in her own state of shame, regretting she hadn’t tried to burn their way out of the attack, even though she knew her reasoning at the time had been sound. Still, it was obvious that the Ice King was in control of the Orbels, and if the three prisoners could get in his favor, they might appeal to him for mercy and be allowed to go on their way.  


     But she wasn’t prepared for the sight of the Ice King, a giant at least three times the height of a man or elf, the breadth of the thing at least as wide as Tom’s cart. He had a mashed-in face with two eyes, but no nose, and only a large hole for his mouthful of long canine teeth. A flat-topped, earless head with open, running facial sores made up the rest of the giant, but the repulsive sight of the king and the odor from the Orbels had to be ignored if they were going to escape. Breanna reached into her memories, searching for answers, but found nothing to help. 


     Tom hoped he could talk their way out of being eaten, but couldn’t think of any clever words to set them free. His hope was the Ice King didn’t intend to serve them up that night for his subjects’ dinner. Poor Sam and Paddy were headed to the giant’s supper table, Tom could see, for the big grumpkin was eyeing them, and salivating at his teeth hole. The thought made Tom terribly angry and sad, for the two oxen had been his friends for a long time. He was in a bad frame of thought when the giant picked him up, along with the boy and the girl, and threw them all into a dark, cold room with solid walls and ceiling. The Ice King quickly barred the opening with a large boulder bigger than the three captives combined.  


     Inside the room, the walls were coated with layer after layer of thick ice extending from floor to ceiling, making the interior a giant icehouse, such as Breanna’s family on Nore Mountain had built to store lake ice in winter for the hot days ahead. Neither extra doors nor windows gave hope for a way out of the room. The extreme cold, plus the frozen floor, made a dreadful combination that set their teeth chattering. Breanna came to the terrible conclusion that eventually their bodies would freeze and be thawed later for the giant’s future meals. She found it odd so many Orbels were subject to one giant, and refrained from chomping their long teeth on any of the five new captives. They appeared to be content to wait for the king to hand them morsels as he chose.  


     Her bow and quiver were in the cart, where the Orbels had pitched them. In their pig brains, they concluded she and the others were now defenseless without weapons. There was a long history of the creatures’ capture of females of all species, for there was little fight or resistance in the weaker, softer ones. Breanna felt her anger growing even larger than the fear that had almost paralyzed her from the beginning of their capture. They took my bow but they can’t take my memories. 


    

      


    


  




  

     12. 


     “Eliandor, my love, the king has our grandchild and her friends. They won’t long last with him,” Illene said softly, her worries carefully tucked behind the mask of serenity she wore. 


     “Yes, I saw this well ahead. The child has no training; she may not endure. She knows little of the power she possesses, nor does she know she has been chosen. What does your mirror tell you?”  


     “My mirror is silent; it awaits the girl’s choices. The child is strong, stronger than any before, but she does not know. She is unprepared to face such a strong adversary as the king, for her faith is small. Will she learn in the time she has left, Eliandor?” 


     The councilor was silent, grieving for lost loves, lost lives in his time. His three sons and their grandfather were casualties of an explosion of lava, a situation he had no control over, but he ached to change the course of history and recall the daughters and granddaughters he’d left behind. Mathena, the young one, so strong in her battle with Yahmara, had been barred from the protection of the wood. His sadness filled all the rooms in his mind where peace had once lived, and the grief over past choices stirred memories of children’s voices. He could only hope Mathena’s child had his fortitude and survival skills, for she would need them to confront the ills standing between her and her destiny.  


     “Illene, we must go inside, for the day has ended. If the impurity of mankind has tainted our line, the child will die in the struggle, and it will be finished. We can do nothing. The witches gather in less than a half-year for the sacrifice, preparing the Spectre to come to this world as a god, with Yahmara at his side to rule for all time. They will destroy us all then, and all the good in this world and the next will be erased before it can ever be. We must have faith in our line, faith that good can overcome this evil threatening our world daily. We must rally for our champion.” 


     “Yes, my love. Let us go in,” Illene said. “I shall pray that goodness will prevail.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     13. 


     Behind the dirty counter of the Inn of Feldbrook stood a suspicious-looking man whose countenance and body were both unwashed and untidy. With a nasty sneer, the man stared at the seven sisters before him and regarded with disdain their requests for rooms.  


     “Aye, we have rooms, but not for the likes of you. ’Tis well known your kind bring nothing but displeasure to good folk.” In the background, she heard others grumbling, agreeing with the man. 


     Mathena, as the chosen leader, took her job seriously, and was offended by the heathen behind the table. She was tall and off-putting to uncouth strangers, a fact that did not escape her. 


     “Yes, four rooms. I will be alone in one of them. See that it is done quickly,” she said to the amazed man before her. The coins she pulled from her small bag twinkled and shone, for they had been made recently from material she found along the roadway. Fire did amazing things to rocks. 


     The man’s eyes widened, and he salivated at the sight of the bright, shining coins. 


     “Aye, four rooms, missus. ’Tis my pleasure,” he said, as greed transformed him into the women’s lackey. 


     He showed them the stairs, and then their rooms quickly afterward, as his back bent with the weight of all their baggage. Inside the fourth room, the sisters gathered beside Mathena, laughing at the incident with the terrible man. 


     “When do you suppose the shine will wear off the coins and he’ll know they were made from the rock of his own road?” Sheela asked, tittering a bit at the fun. 


     “We will be long gone before he finds the truth was always there; it was his eyesight that was bad. Let us make sure we are long gone,” Mathena said, laughing with the rest. “Leave the proper amount of real coin on the table when we go. It is not our thought to cheat, but he did deserve a coming down.” 


     The rooms were adequate, and supper had biscuits and honey, along with a sturdy stew to fill the belly. The seven sisters were stared at all during the meal, the glances hostile and questioning. Too many witches had been on the roads before them, poisoning the townsfolk against good people. After careful consideration, Miralda whispered to the rest after the meal. 


     “I am for spelling these folk, to give them a laugh or two they haven’t had in a while. Will you join me in making their lives a happy time?” 


     “A’right, Miralda. It is a fine thing to leave happiness in the mind of people. If you will forgive me, I am going to bed,” Mathena said wearily. “I will expect you all up early in the morning hours.” 


     The rest of the sisters waited until Miralda cast her spell, a gentle reminder to all those entering the supper room of the inn that life held joy as well as fear. She found the fiddle player in the room, and gave a start to his old, stiff fingers, refreshing the life in them. Very soon the music could be heard across the streets of the town, and the people began to gather in groups, dancing with one another happily. The sisters smiled at each other and nodded, making their way to the rooms upstairs as Miralda lifted and twirled her fingers in the air, gracing the town with lighthearted goodness for at least the balance of the evening. 


     The next morning, at first light, the seven were on the road with a biscuit and bacon in one hand, and a jug of mash in the other to keep them awake. Mathena drove the first cart, after asking the Farqells to continue pulling the heavy wagon along the journey. They had been gone three fortnights, and still had a long journey, as Mathena calculated; the way had been quiet, with little beyond the Phoebus incident. To a soul familiar with Yahmara Cromcroft, it could mean only one of two things. She either did not see them as a threat, or felt she had the upper hand. Either of those assumptions had Mathena worried, for she knew the power behind the witch, and knew the seven were out of touch with their abilities.  


     Young Breanna had the memories, and the power of the Old Ones, but as yet she had not been trained to use them. All those facets of the whole made for a grim picture. Eliandor was the key; if he would help them, there was a chance they could still keep their world from the Spectre’s clutches. Harsh words had been spoken the day of their turning out, harsh words directed at the councilor. Mathena knew nothing of her grandfather’s heart, and much was risked if he refused to leave the Haven of Pentara Wood and travel to the forbidden land where Yahmara had built her worship cairns. Mathena bit her nails, a habit from childhood when uncertainty overcame her. Less than a half-year before our very existence may end, she thought. Pray we are all up to it. 


    

      


    


  




  

     14. 


     The sound of water dripping made Elida think of the Tribon, its wide banks and shallow edges near the farm where she and Sean played and she learned to swim in the middle, the deepest part of the river. For a few minutes Elida forgot the cold floor beneath her and the bucket smelling of her nightly toilet. She was young but her strength came from years of farm life and her mam’s teaching. She said her prayers more often now than before, and the cold chains at her feet reminded the girl everything about her life had changed because of the w—— Yahmara. Elida hated her as much as a girl so young could hate. The dark places in her dreams were filled with snippets about the w—— and her scarred chest, a reminder there was no heart inside to harbor mercy.  


     The night before, one of the not-so-bad ones had brought her pet viper inside the cellar and turned it loose, thinking the snake would frighten the girl into telling a secret, but Elida held her hands out, seeking the long, scaly creature of the grass. 


     “Come to me, little snake, for I won’t hurt you,” the girl said. The snake slithered to her and wrapped itself around her hand, laid its head on her neck, and became very still. The w---- screamed, grabbed her pet, and stomped it with her hard leather boots as it tried to strike her leg. Elida couldn’t imagine such cruelty, and was unaware her sweet attitude had dealt a large blow to one of Yahmara’s closest subjects.  


      Terribly lonely except for her friends the mice, Elida cried for her mam and poppa every day, but only when they couldn’t see. Her brother and Bree would come—she knew that, but hoped she could hold out long enough to see it happen. They gave her food and water, didn’t beat her any more after the first day, and were resigned that she knew nothing of Bree. She smiled at that, remembering the fire Bree made, and the way she could soar into the air, the White that came at her bidding. The night they went to the field and caught the fire bugs, Bree had seen across the long acres, counting the sheep in the pen. She was coming, but she was nothing more than a girl, as far as Elida ever told. Her secrets were comfort for the small, lonely prisoner. 


    

      


    


  




  

     15. 


     “Tom, can you still talk? I am near frozen, but my mind is still working.” Breanna’s jaw shook as she talked. She hugged her knees, wishing for warmth. 


     “Aye, l-lass,” he stuttered, his own teeth noisily clacking in the cold. “I can hear you, but my words may be shaky.” 


     “Tom, what do you think is under this ice cave?” 


     “Well, maybe just rocks, more ice caves.” 


     “Could it be the river? Tom, do you think this is above the water?” 


     “’Tis possible. Would explain how the demon makes ice for the bridge and all. Maybe he’s not so grand after all.” 


     “If I could melt the ice, do you think you could swim in the cold river?” 


     “If you could melt the ice? What do you mean, girl?” 


     “Don’t ask her,” Sean said sullenly from across the room. “She won’t tell you.” 


     “Shh. Keep it down,” Tom said, then looked back at Breanna. “Child, if there’s a way you can melt the ice in this cave, then old Tom can swim a river.” 


     “Then get ready, and don’t watch me,” she said quietly, rubbing her index finger across the vines holding her hands together. A thin twist of smoke issued near her wrists, and the smell of parched grapes whirled across the room.  


     “Lass, what are you doing?” 


     “Some flint rock behind me, Tom. See,” she said, showing her freed hands with two pieces of rock clutched between her fingers. “Let’s get you two untied before we do anything else.” 


     “Give me those rocks,” Tom said doubtfully. 


     Sean, who knew there was more, much more to his foster sister, sat quietly. Finally, he looked at Breanna and said, “I’ll wait until you get to me.” 


     Breanna stared into Sean’s eyes, the soft brown looking back at her with patience and acceptance. “Thank you, Sean. I’ll be there in a moment.” 


     After untying the other two in the old-fashioned way of knot working, she asked them to move to the outside of a circle she had drawn. Water began to flow as Breanna’s fingers drew lines across the thick ice layers, and fire from her fingers melted the old ice faster than it could be refrozen by the giant’s spell. A tiny hole opened in the floor, and the water flowed through it to a place they couldn’t see. She thought hard about her mam, pulling the secret of fire from her memory of seeing Mathena at the fire pit in their cottage.  


     Mam, I need your guidance, need you to direct me, show me how to use this memory. Use my hand, Mam; show me. The ancients had used fire to conquer their enemies many times in just such a way, melting pathways through rock and mountainside.  


     The hole in the ice grew larger until it was as big around as Tom, and the three could see beneath it a long spiral of boiling water melting its own pathway to whatever lay below the cavern. Steam rose, warming the three, who huddled together waiting for the tunnel of ice to grow wider and deeper. Tom’s mouth hadn’t closed after he first saw the slit in the ice circle; he could only watch Breanna, wondering what he was seeing, what she was causing. 


     “I won’t ask, lass. Would do my old ticker no good to know.” 


     “Told you,” Sean said, his eyes on the melt around him. 


     “We need to be ready soon. I hear the river below us. I pray I can swim it,” she said, listening to the sound of fish swimming in the deep, cold water. “The water has to cool enough for us to jump into it, but if it cools too much, the tunnel will refreeze and close. Be ready soon. Sean, you’re the best swimmer. Lead us out of here.”  


     The boy looked at her, grateful for her trust. Shortly afterward he jumped into the hole, and as he slid down the ice tube, the water warmed and comforted him in the eerie darkness surrounding him. He prayed some through his fear, wondering what lay below the ice, hoping he would survive. 


     Tom went after Sean, the fear of deep water almost overwhelming his fear of the small space in the ice tube. When he was a wee boy he’d almost drowned in the Tribon, and would have if his poppa hadn’t grabbed his suspenders and tied them tightly to the loop on his britches to haul him to shore. He could feel the smoothness of the ice, its cold, slick sides reminding him of what waited below, and he wondered if and when he should hold his breath. Finally he hit the cold water and Sean grabbed him. The river split below the ice cave, sending both of them into a deep eddy that kept them circling, unable to do anything except keep their heads above water. 


     Breanna was next, her hands above her head trailing fire behind her, closing off the hole in the ice, hoping it sufficient to block the way of the filthy Orbels that might follow them. The feel of warm melt followed her, the slickness of the ice tube projecting her even faster with the water from above. She found it hard to breathe inside the dark tube, covered in the warm water. Her body shot forth at a tremendous rate of speed. Suddenly everything went even blacker, and the extreme cold returned as the tube dumped her head over feet into the river, where she plummeted to its sandy bottom. 


     Coughing and spitting, Breanna shot to the surface, gasping for air as she broke through and began searching for the shore. As far as she could see, there was nothing but water. Around a bend she saw icy banks with tall, slick edges, and a tumultuous current as the water slammed against the caves and broke away in green foam. She tried to find a foothold to jump from the river, but there was nothing to brace against. She was cold, as cold as she had been in the ice cave, and out of breath. Her head ached from using the memory of fire, and the pain shot through her, leaving her gasping.  


     Mara’s gift for sight in darkness allowed Breanna to see everything as though it was light, but she found no sign of Tom and Sean, nor any way out of the deep river. Then, miraculously, a branch hanging from a large tree appeared ahead, above the plane of the water. She was moving fast toward it, and prepared herself to lunge upward as she was carried quickly by the push of the river’s current. She jumped, but her right hand missed. Even so, she grabbed on with her left hand and held. Pain filled her body as her arm and shoulder were jerked backward from the momentum of the roaring water. Breanna panicked when one of the smaller branches cracked, but she quickly grabbed higher with her right hand. Hand over hand she worked her way across the roiling current until the edge of the river’s bank was finally in reach. She found a rocky outcropping for her feet and jumped from the water to the bank several feet above her head. 


     Silently thanking her benefactors for getting her out of the cave and onto dry land, Breanna took a moment to reflect on the situation around her. Somewhere near was the joining of the two rivers, where the Tribon and the Iree came together. Tom and Sean had to get out before then. The currents of the two water ways would surge even more and take them far away, probably drowning both. 


     It was then she saw them, Tom and Sean, treading water, trying to stay on the surface after they had broken free of the circling current. Off to the side of the bank, Breanna spied a long, heavy branch from one of the trees. She grabbed it and dragged it to the river’s edge, then dropped it into the water above her two friends. She held on tightly and yelled for Sean, hoping he would see her above the river.  


     “Sean,” she screamed over the roar of the river, “Sean, grab on.” Dragging the branch over the water, she neared the boy, giving him time to reach before planting herself firmly on the ground. “Tom,” she yelled. “Tom, take Sean’s hand.” 


     Her strength is slim, but her will mighty. The ancients invoked power to the memories and waited.  


     The two bodies at the end of the branch were each heavier than Breanna, and either should easily have pulled her back into the river. Walking backward, she dug one foot in, and then the other, as her slender arms pulled the branch with more than her own might. Finally, her two friends’ feet touched the river’s bottom and they climbed onto the bank, surprised to be alive. 


     They all lay exhausted for a moment but soon jumped up, knowing they weren’t safe.  


     “We need to get away before they come looking for us. Tom, where should we go?” Breanna pulled herself to stand, feeling the ache in her head even more than before. The pain overwhelmed her, but her fear of being caught again took control. 


     “I want me cart and Sam and Paddy back. That’s where I’m going,” he said tiredly. “The ugly grumpkin is not permitted to eat my friends. But before I go, I need to show you something, lass, if you’ll take a minute for old Tom.” 


     “A’right, Tom, but we should hurry before they know we’re missing.” 


     “I wouldn’t worry about it—they want us to freeze good and proper before the nasty creatures look at us again.” 


     “What is it, Tom? What do you want to show me?” Breanna asked quietly. 


     “Well, it’s here, child, where we come out of the water and where you were standing. Would you look there?” 


     She stared at the green grass, toward the footprints in the hard soil, each a foot deep where her steps had taken her backward, away from the water, pulling the branch. She looked up at Tom and gave him a helpless shrug. 


     “I’m elven. My step is deep,” she said, glancing away from his inquiring eyes. “And before you ask about the ice, my hands are very warm.” 


     “Told you. Don’t ask,” Sean said from behind Tom. “I’m just glad she was here to save us.” 


     “Aye,” Tom replied, his eyes on Breanna. “If you ever want to tell me how you do these things, I’ll be more than willing to listen, but for now, let’s go save Paddy and Sam.” 


       


     The two oxen stood grazing close to the opening into the ice caves, near where Tom’s cart was parked. Breanna looked at Tom, who pointed at the cart then at the oxen. She supposed he meant to reconnect them and drive it away—a feat of bravery, in her opinion. After she nodded her agreement, they all moved toward it with great stealth, closer and closer, all the while listening to the sound ahead. A quick discovery told them the noise emanated from the Ice King, whose snoring would have been famous no matter where he lived. It was louder than the roar of the Tribon River. 


     A series of other snores and snorts mixed with the giant’s sounds; the Orbels must have been napping also. Tom led Sam to the cart, and behind him Breanna and Sean led the still chewing Paddy. After what seemed half a lifetime, the cart was ready to depart, with the two oxen eager to leave. Breanna had whispered in their ears the giant’s intentions to have them for supper, and the animals were inspired to move quickly. 


     The trip across the ice bridge was noisy and slippery, with Paddy and Sam sliding on the water-slicked top. To make the surface of the bridge even more slippery, Breanna melted the ice behind them as they walked. Finally, after looking backward several times, Breanna saw one of the Orbels come out of the cave and stare without comprehending that their captives had escaped. She watched as the creature ran back inside, and a moment later was followed by the king, who roared at them to stop, just as they came to the end of the bridge.  


     “Sure, we’ll stop,” Tom yelled, nudging the oxen to move faster. 


     A large group of Orbels hit the bridge and slid this way and that on their cloven hooves. Some slipped and fell directly into the water, but the rest charged forward, determined to retrieve their supper.  


     “Breanna, you’d best finish your work, child. They’ll be here with us in bit,” Tom said softly, yet firmly, without hesitation. 


     She gave him a deep, searching look before extending her hand toward the bridge. Calling on her mother’s gift, she issued great streams of blue-green fire, the hottest kind. Posts and beams crumbled, and the bridge floor melted and broke in great chunks that dumped into the maw of the hungry river. The ice arc disappeared, taking all the charging, non-swimming Orbels along. Into the deep water they sank, and there they stayed.  


     Across the bridgeless river, the giant screamed as his army was decimated by two weak humans and one Qay girl. His anger knew no bounds, and his huge stomach growled. The last they saw of the Ice King, he was pounding his huge fists against the ice caves, demanding food. It appeared to the three travelers that without the Orbels to feed him, the king would neither spin ice bridges, nor capture travelers from the river road for a long, long time. 


     They looked at one another and laughed for the blessed relief of being alive.  


     “Enough time spent here, lad and lassie,” Tom said. “’Tis good we move on.” 


     “A’right, let’s go,” Sean said, more hopeful now of finding his sister after being so close to losing his own life. 


     Breanna lay in the back of the cart, the pain in her head taking away the pleasure of winning the battle against the giant and the Orbels. Each time she used the memories, it seemed to get worse. She fell asleep as the cart bounced along the roadway, her dreams centering on her home, as the ache finally receded. In her dreams, an old elf smoking a long-handled pipe spoke to her directly.  


     “You are a conduit of the gifts’ power, champion. When you take them as your own, there will be no more pain.”  


       


     “Tom, why do you suppose Bree won’t tell us how she does things like building a fire with her fingers, or jumping down off a rooftop and not getting hurt, or, you know, pulling us out of the water when maybe you or me couldn’t have done the same.” 


     “’Tis a mystery, lad. The elfish folk have strange ways, and even though our Breanna ain’t full elf, she’s a lot like them—gentler, though, than those folks, for elves are a harsher lot, caring not much for souls such as us. I suppose her being the councilor’s kin, she may have a touch of family loyalty, keeping her secrets. We’d be doing her a favor to not ask too much, just as you said.” 


     Sean nodded and looked down the road. He was hungry and tired, and missing his own family. The fox sat beside him, panting after running hard to catch up with the cart.  


     “Do you know what the day might be? I think it’s Elida’s birthday,” Sean said unenthusiastically. “Could we make our camp soon?” 


     “’Tis the third day, of the third month of spring, boy. Is that the day of her birth? How many years will she be, if ’tis?” 


     “Nine,” Sean answered. “Still a little girl.” 


     “Aye, then we’ll hope for a happy day for the child. We’ve reached a good place, and no enemy on our track. We’ll build a fire to keep the beasts away and celebrate.” 


     “Beasts? What kind of beasts?” Sean asked, scratching Kit’s ears. “I hoped we would be safe for a while.” 


     “Lad, I’d say from here to the end of this journey, there’s not much in the way of safe places. Practice that bow of yours. You might be needing it afore long.” 


     The place where the rivers merged was spectacular, a sight so terribly powerful that Sean woke Breanna so she wouldn’t miss it. She rose off the seat of the cart and sat behind the two in front, watching the rivers as Tom, in control of the two faithful oxen, sent the cart down the road. When he reminded her of Elida’s birthday and Sean’s sadness, she hugged the boy against her and reassured him they would find his sister. 


     The Iree was a giant river, three times the size of the Tribon, as it joined others in a path to the sea and finally emerged leagues away in a huge loop across the Qadra and around the southwestern territory where they now traveled. Large boats carrying silks, spices, and mutton and other foodstuffs traveled up and down the waterway, some stopping along the way, while others never slowed for a moment as they headed to a faraway port. A few bright red ships with black sails went one after the other the first day, getting far downriver, leaving the cart and other road travelers far behind.  


     “Tom, have you ever seen so many ships?” Breanna asked, trying to understand the size of the world around her. How could so many ships have a place of destination? The breadth of the river was amazing and wonderfully fearful. Surely they would never find Elida in such a wide world. She watched the ships without tiring as the cart moved along.  


     “Aye, there’s plenty there, child. Ahead is a great port, but we’ll camp on this side. If you children must go into the city, disguise yourselves as one of them what live there. Little Kit must stay in your pack or in the wagon, or someone will skin it for the fur, with no ‘by your leave’ or ‘sorry for it.’ And you, lass, cover your hair, and black yourself under the eyes as a char girl. Them what follows the witch will be in and about the city, checking the ships for anyone arriving. Won’t matter if you came by cart; they’ll see you and stop you, and unless you’re ready to fight the witch, act like you don’t talk. Point to your tongue and your ears. They might be fooled, though ’twon’t be easy. Some are smart. Others are just rotten stupid. Could roll a barrel over ’em and they wouldn’t see nothing wrong. Trouble being, you don’t know which’en will be stopping you. So be ready for both.” 


     It was a long speech for the cart man, and both Sean and Breanna listened closely to his warnings. He seemed to know the territory, and that was a great deal more than they knew. Sean had learned his lesson about listening to the old tinker, and made certain he got every word. 


     Tom set up their camp in the forest to avoid being seen by the ships and small boats on the river. The passengers of those vessels might have curious questions in their pockets, and pull them for speculations later when port was reached, speculations that could sink their plans to surprise the witch. Tom suggested they go east by ship and cross the Qadra Sea, heading for the part of the world where Yahmara laid her head at night and little Elida was being held. The journey was far, far ahead, and no task for oxen and cart.  


     Yes, a ship is necessary, but we have no money for transport across such a great stretch of water, Breanna thought. She heard Tom reminding her that the big celebration of witches was less than a half-year away, and a child was to be sacrificed unless they could stop it. There was little doubt the child was Elida. Breanna only hoped Sean knew nothing of the witch’s plan. 


       


     The opposite of Tom’s fears occurred the first night, for all was quiet, with little to disturb their sleep. The cart had two layers: one was a high bed where Breanna slept with little Kit, while the other was the floor with pallets where Tom and Sean laid their heads, one on each end. The chamber pot sat in a closet, its door curtained since the boy and girl had arrived. Breanna had sewed the curtain during their travels, and it afforded her a little privacy once it was hung. The cart was cold, for Tom refused to use the pot-bellied heater. He had a fear of setting his home afire.  


     For two days they traveled the road, stopping every now and again to speak to a stranger, to ask the news of the region. They learned very little, except several new ships had docked in the harbor of Lutz, the city by the sea. When asked the fare for passengers on the ships, they were given no information, for each price was different according to the time of year and the danger of pirates on the water. 


     On the third day of their journey, navigating the Lutz harbor road, they saw brilliantly colored ships ready to dock, with sails lowered and flags displayed under the ship’s name. Breanna admired one ship for its size, neither too large nor too small. Above the wheelhouse, it had a blue-lettered sign that read Mede Truheart. Its edges had peeled somewhat from exposure to salt and wind, but Breanna liked that about the ship.  


     “Tom, we have to find a way to get on the Mede Truheart. It has a friendly look about it. Do you suppose we can find the coin to pay our passage?” 


     “Lass, I don’t see a way to do it without trickery, or fighting our way aboard, for we have nothing of value. Course, there’s the cart, and Sam and Paddy. They might bring a few coins.” 


     “No,” she said, “you can’t sell your home and your friends. Even so, Tom, you can’t take them on a ship, so what will you do?” Breanna hadn’t considered the difficulties involved with sea travel. Not only must they purchase passage without currency, there were the arrangements to be made for their possessions. She felt truly ignorant for her assumptions all would be well when they found the right ship.  


     “Aye, ’tis considerations, and hard decisions. In the meanwhile, you two stay in the wagon whilst old Tom goes to the city to take care of a bit of business.”  


     “What if you don’t come back?” Breanna asked.  


     “Do you want us to wait for you beyond a day or two?” Sean asked, for he hated to idle time away while his sister was being held captive. 


     “Shh, Sean,” Breanna said. “We’ll be fine, Tom. Go and take care of your business. We can keep out of the way till you return.” 


     “But Bree, he can’t just leave us like this,” Sean insisted as Tom walked toward the busy port. “What will we do without him if he doesn’t come back?” 


     “The same as we did before, Sean. You and I will get by using our wits. Now let’s get the camp set up while Tom is gone.” 


     Two days came and went and still Tom hadn’t returned, causing Breanna and the boy to worry for the old man’s safety. They had become comfortable with Tom, and the three of them were almost like a family. Now he was missing, and they didn’t know what to do to get him back.  


       


     The third morning Breanna rose early and dressed in her most ragged clothing, tucked her hair under her shawl, and dug some of the charred wood from the cold fire pit. She painted under her eyes as Tom had suggested, disguising herself as a workingwoman from one of the inns. After waking Sean, she told him she was going to find Tom, and he must stay and take care of their possessions, else there would be naught left to trade for passage on the ship. He was resentful about staying, but understood the necessity, for Breanna was much more equipped to defend herself among strangers. 


     She walked slowly, as if tired already, looking over the crowded streets, hoping to see her friend. The only places she could think to look for Tom were in some of the taverns where he might have had several mugs of ale, and become too drunk to find his way back. She hated to consider someone might have hurt him, but that too was a possibility. 


     The first tavern she visited had been emptied of drinkers until such time as a woman could sweep the floor and mop vomit from the previous night’s drunken festivities. Breanna asked if anyone had seen an older, short fellow with brownish-gray hair, balding in the center, good-sized ears, and a terribly friendly smile. None had seen such a man, as they remembered. 


     The next tavern was still busy, feeding breakfast to some who had drunk too much the night before and needed sobering to get back to work. Breanna spoke to the man behind the dirty table and asked if he had seen Tom. 


     “You say he’s a short fellow, wears a green hat?” 


     “Yes, his name is Tom Simpkin, a court jester.” 


     “Aye, woman, he was here, but ’twas early, two days ago; guzzled two or three pints and left. Said he had some business at the Ships End. Place around the corner.” 


     “Thank you, but I’ll be on me way.” 


     “Why hurry? Have a pint. Clean your face a little and you might not be bad looking.” 


     “No, I must go,” she said, hurrying out the door, avoiding a man with a patch on his eye, lying on the floor near the bar, snoring. 


     The third place was the Ships End, a tavern built with the serving area in the shape of a boat, its bar and chairs resembling seats with oarlocks. Long oars were nailed to the walls, giving it the air of a fisherman’s lair, where the tavern’s patrons could come from the docked boats and sit, drinking ale and mash from tall pints. One of those tables was set up for games of chance played with stones, and in one of the chairs sat Tom Simpkin, drunk as the man Breanna had recently seen lying on the floor. 


     Her heart sank with seeing him in such a state. The stones were in front of him, and it appeared as though he had passed out while playing. The other three men seemed soberer. 


     “Please, I’ve come for my poppa. I must get him home. The crops are waiting for him,” she said, easing her arm under Tom’s. “He seems sickly, and maybe he is—was a powerful plague over to the west when we was there. Does he have a fever? Aye, he does,” she said, touching his forehead. “I hope he lasts until I get him home. Me mam would like that.” 


     “Plague, you say? He has it?” 


     “I don’t know, mer. Me poppa is a frightfully hale man most times and can hold his ale with the best. He must be sick to look this bad. If he owes coin for the ale, I can get it from his pocket,” Breanna said, reaching toward the “plague-infected” britches. 


     “Nay, hold off, no need for tainted coin, girl. Take him out of here. Quick now,” the tavern owner grumbled.  


     “Aye, mer, it’s off we are. He’s burning up. I’d best hurry.” 


     The streets parted as Breanna kept her arm under Tom’s, helping him walk the cobblestones toward the wagon. Finally, the people thinned out, until they were sharing the road with only one or two others, and then Tom straightened his head, removed Breanna’s arm, and sighed. 


     “Thank you, lass. Didn’t seem I was able to get out of there myself, and coin was needed to pay for the ale. You’re a quick one, you are. Those three at the table wouldn’t let me go, for we had long been at the game of chance, and they hoped I would stay on, if you get my meaning.” 


     “Tom, we were sick with worry over you. If you had said you were going to go drink for three days, I would have left you alone.” She glared at him for a moment, very disturbed by his behavior. “What do you have to say for yourself?” 


     “Aye, lass, I had a few pints, but my reasons were not only for ale-guzzling, they were for winning. Old Tom is the best at the game of chance with stones,” he said soberly, while reaching into his pocket and pulling out coin after coin, some copper, some silver, and even one made of gold. “You see why them three didn’t want to let me leave?” 


     “Tom, oh, I’m sorry for distrusting you, but I was very concerned,” Breanna said, her head lowered. 


     “Aye, and so was I,” Sean said as they neared the oxen cart. 


     “’Tis another concern now; we must find the captain of the Mede Truheart and book passage before they leave us behind. I asked around, and the captain ’tis a fair man who travels the Qadra ’thout cheating any. Poor Sam and Paddy will need a new home as well as the cart, so with what we get for them, ’tis possible we can pay our passage.”  


     Breanna and Sean looked at one another with hopeful expressions. Maybe they would reach Elida in time to save her from Yahmara’s clutches.  


     “Tom, what will you do if we cross the sea and, when you return, your friends’ new masters won’t sell them back to you?” She was feeling the pain of leaving Sam and Paddy behind. 


     “A problem, lass, not for me, but for those two faithful who have pulled me cart across this country, time and again. Getting old, they are, and the next ones to care for ’em might see them as best on the table. A sad thought, but the deed must be done. Hurry now, pack up the camp and climb on the cart. We are bound for crossing the Qadra Sea.” 


  




  

    

16. 


     I saw her today—she is free, and so are her friends. The king is furious, but without means to take revenge, for his army of monsters is at the bottom of the River Tribon. There is much strength to this girl, and she seems to have a good and kind heart. For all that, she did not look to elves, but can trace her compassion for others to the family of men. 


     Eliandor grieves, his heart wearied by this plight. Our granddaughter Ulura passed into Starnight because of him, the duty done as he saw necessary. And now Mathena is on the road to danger, so out of touch with her abilities that she is near helpless to perform. We are all holding our breath, waiting to see what young Breanna will do. Eliandor will fly to her, I have no doubt, but will it be in time? 


     New dangers grow closer every day. In the east, great windstorms are blowing and none are safe. Black skies carry the ashes from faraway fires as the bits of char in the wind choke the breath from small ones and old ones. Yahmara’s stirrings have created havoc, destroying the farmlands. There is little food to be had, and the people are dying of starvation. The plague has been felt in the innermost cities, taking lives every day, and the source of it all is witch-work.  


     Eliandor will leave soon, and I will be bereft without him. I fear for my sweet mate. He is weary and may become careless. I would not want to lose him, for he is my life. The days are beginning to lengthen with the onset of summer. I fear the heat, for it bears ill tidings, and brings back memories of old fires. 


     Illene studied her journal, the words she had written concerning her more as she saw them on papyrus. The world she knew was changing rapidly, bringing her family into dire situations. Were it not for her faith, she would have been devastated. 


    

      


    


  




  

     17. 


     Three dark spells attacked them, one from the south, one from the north, and one that came up from the dirt. The third was the worst—not that Miralda couldn’t control it, but it created such a mess with their clothing and food supplies that they lost an entire day cleaning. The Farqells, such good-natured beasts, grew angry with the wind as it swirled in great funnels, stirring the crust deep within the world, lifting long-dead skeletons to mix and mingle with other debris. Many ground creatures were displaced from their homes as layer after layer of the road was caught up in the swirling winds. With Winona’s assistance, Miralda caught the demon wind and discharged it into the heavens, its swirling tail spinning as it departed. 


     “Ah, for one of us to be gifted with mess removal,” Mara had said, her face blackened by the chaotic wind. Willow glanced her way and broke into hysterical laughter, pointing to her sister’s face. Within a moment, all were pointing at each other, falling to the ground, laughing with great merriment. Even the Farqells in their stoic stance hawed a few times before all was done. 


     “Yahmara would not have intended mirth by her actions. Perhaps we have doubly offended her,” Mara said with a twinkle in her eye. 


     The other two spells were meant to slow them by putting debris in their paths, and frightening the Farqells. One spell had tendrils that wrapped around the carts and pulled the sides away from its base. Barrels of water were dumped, and a wheel went spinning off into the vastness of the open land so far away that Miralda had to search for a bit to find it and draw it back. Because it was enchanted, it came at her call. 


     Lastly, a spoken spell evoked a minor demon that tried to frighten them by standing in the cart’s path, but Miralda blew it to bits with only a few words. 


     “Do you suppose she’s saving the worst for later, or is this the best she can do?” Sheela asked. 


     Mathena replied, “She is capable of so much worse, and I am concerned, for her inaction means she does not fear us and, therefore, has no great wish to scare us away. I suspect it is for me she withholds the worst of her wrath. She requires vengeance.” 


     “Dear one, we are with you. Whatever she does to one, she will do to seven. Keep heart, love; we will find our baby girl.” Anola could always be counted on for a cheering word; her mastery of languages included those of the heart. She knew what Mathena was suffering. 


     “The road to Pentara Wood is ahead. We shall see our parents’ old home soon,” Mathena replied, changing the subject quickly. “My grandfather will not be surprised by the visit, but he may surprise us with his response to our request. We are a half-fortnight away. Take cheer as I do at our nearness.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     18. 


     They gave her a pet, a kitten, one that would eat the mice in the cellar. She had made friends with one of the rodents, and hoped it could stay out of the kitten’s path. Once  she would have wondered what the purpose was in giving her a pet, but as time passed and she accepted imprisonment more and more, Elida was grateful for whatever the Not-So-Bad Ones gave her. A book would have been better, for it would have kept her mind sharper. 


     The walls closed in after the great light ebbed and night filled the dank cellar with softness. She didn’t fear the darkness anymore, for all her world was without light. Her bedding consisted of two ragged blankets and a small mat between her body and the damp ground. Elida knew the shelter where they kept her must be close to a pond, or creek bed, for moisture seeped through the walls. Her feet were no longer tied, for one of the w——es said she believed Elida would not try to run, but they kept her leather sandals Willum had made, and her feet stayed cold most of the time.  


     The first day without chains seemed strange, for she felt unsafe without the tether. Her thin legs were almost too weak to support her body, or she would have circled around and inspected her prison. By the third day she was more alert, and took a few steps as she peered into cracks and crannies, trying to find the source of the water. Her legs tired easily, but she remembered Bree saying she should exercise a broken bone as it healed, to make it stronger. Each morning after the third day she lay flat and lifted her skinny legs from the floor, hoping to make them thicker, more able to carry her weight when Bree came to get her. They thought she had forgotten her home, her people, and she almost had before the not-so-bad w—— unchained her. But it came back, the memory of her family, how they had died, and then how Bree and her brother protected her. 


     The Bad One still came sometimes, asking her questions. Most recently she had tried to entice with a different kind of fear. 


     “Elida, they don’t want you anymore, but we love you, child. Come and be one of us. We have roasted rabbit and turnips for you.” 


     She stared at the Bad One, unable to make conversation anymore. Her insides quivered, as always when the Bad One looked into her eyes, doubting her, yet convinced the girl had no wits about her. Elida knew her smartest move was to appear stupid as a rock. No one wanted a stupid rock. Besides, she hated turnips. 


     Finally, the Bad One left the cellar, and the others brought the kitten, and its soft, furry face nuzzled hers. Oh no, they will take him from me, to punish me. I can’t love him, she thought. Elida had learned the ways of w———, the measures of cruelty they used to get compliance. If only they let me live until Bree comes. 


     Her legs quickly grew stronger and she was able to run around the cellar, chasing Fluffy, the kitten. Her hunger had shrunk until she needed only a small amount to get by for the day, so there was enough to share with him. Each time they came to empty the chamber pot, they asked her if she wanted to talk, to tell them about her family, about the girl Breanna. But the stare she gave them said she didn’t even know who the Bad Ones were, so how could she know some other person who lived in another world where bright light shone around, and children laughed with each other? How could she know such people? 


     They came to take Fluffy, took him mewing for her, and held him aloft by his tail, their intentions clear. He was expendable. His presence in the cellar had been to further break her, but it didn’t work. She was already broken. 


    

      


    


  




  

     19. 


     The Mede Truheart was in port at Lutz being loaded with cloth and barrels of dried fruit, cases of ale, and rolls of woolen carpets. The loaders were shirtless, their tattooed muscles bulging with each movement, causing Sean to stare with envy. Breanna admired them also, but for other reasons. She had never seen a young man without cover, for her previous exposure to the naked male chest had been Willum at the end of the day, and Sean running bare in the summer except for small clothes. Tom was very circumspect, and had never let her see his torso unless he was fully dressed. Her curiosity was piqued by the workingmen, whose bare chests made her cheeks flame.  


     The captain’s office was in the wheelhouse, a small room hidden under the sign she had seen from the road. Behind the old desk, a young man sat, his dark hair tied back with a piece of red cloth. Green eyes focused on the sheets before him as he frowned over some figures in the account book. He raised his head and stared at the three strangers, his mouth set in an unsmiling line. His handsome face showed a day’s growth of beard and a disgusted expression. Dark eyebrows matching his hair and attitude rose in arches as he watched the three with a questioning look. Impatience sat just under the coolness of his greeting. 


     “Aye, and what do you three want? Mer, are these your children? If they are, you’ll make them behave properly while they’re on my ship.” It wasn’t a question. It was an order from a man accustomed to others obeying his words. 


     Tom spoke for them all: “Well, captain, I need passage on your ship for the three of us to cross the Qadra. We’ll get off at your first stop after you reach ’tother side. There’s a place we look for, but at present we don’t know where it is. What would be your fair passage?” 


     “We’re all full up. No bunks for any of you. Sorry,” the captain grumbled, looking back at his work. 


     “But captain,” Tom said, “we have come a long way and need to get across the sea in a hurry.” 


     The captain, no longer listening, was immersed in the figures on the sheet before him. 


     “Ye gods,” the young man exclaimed, “these blessed numbers run together, and I am sorely ready to throw it all in the fire!” 


     “Your numbers are not lined up properly. ’Tis your problem, mer,” Tom said with authority. “And the red line is meant to be a dividing line for the pluses, not the minuses. You’re terrible mixed up, there.” 


     “Wait, you understand the keeping of books?” the captain asked eagerly. 


     “Aye, some, enough to know when I see a mess of figures don’t match up.” 


     “Can you fix them?” the captain asked, sounding desperate. 


     “Aye, and maybe I could if you was to look again and see if you have some room for me family.” 


     “You get these straight, and you have part passage to Vadar across the sea. The rest you can pay. You and your two sons can stay in one cabin.” 


     Tom looked askance at Breanna, and she nodded.  


     “’Tis a fine bargain, my captain. Now move it over and let old Tom work some magic.” 


     “Remember now, only if you can fix the book.” 


     “Aye,” Tom said, already deep in the figures staring back at him. 


     “You young ’uns wait a minute on your poppa, and then we’ll get us a cabin,” Tom said to his charges. 


     “You seem sure of yourself, Mer… What was your name?” the captain asked. 


     “Tom Simpkin, and these young ones are Sean, the lad, and Breanna, the lass.” 


     “Girl? No, wait, I can’t have a girl on this ship,” the captain said, waving his arms frantically. 


     “Then, mer, you can fix your own books. Me lass goes where I go.” Tom moved to get up, to leave the ship. 


     “No, don’t go. I need the help. But you have to keep yourself covered. A’right?” he asked, speaking to Breanna. She was blushing, and she felt he could see it under the char on her cheeks. Part of her wanted to say something mean and unkind to the captain for his words, but another part could only turn redder. 


     “A’right,” she agreed. “I will keep me covers on.” Her gift from Anola with language made her accent match Tom’s, a necessity if the ship’s crew and passengers were to believe he was her poppa. She also had no reason to trust the captain, for his manner was no different from any of the other folk they had met on the road. Breanna wondered why so many of the souls looked at the way she was dressed and made the decision she was not worthy of a second look. She would be sixteen summers soon, but she felt old beyond those years. The captain was young, she could tell, for he wore his body as though not accustomed to the height of his head or the breadth of shoulders, more like he was not much older than her. He was a fair-looking man, accustomed to being regarded well and looked at seriously.  


     She was overwhelmed by the emotions the young captain stirred, and it made her wonder if her human ancestors were responsible for her new feelings. She was dizzy, and her heart skipped some beats standing close to the tall, handsome man. Breanna had a new feeling inside her and knew she couldn’t get it out even if she wished to remove it. She stepped away, fearful of what his thoughts might tell her. 


     Meanwhile, Tom, who had once been the keeper of accounts for a man who bought and sold turnips and potatoes, was deeply involved in the problem of the captain’s book. The man had taught Tom the basics of book accounts, that what was bought for a halfpenny and sold for a penny gave coin to the pocket of the man who owned it all. 


     ’Tis no different with turnips and potatoes, or bales of cloth and barrels of oil. Figures have to match, and old Tom knows the trick to make them work. 


     After a few minutes, he got up from the desk and turned it back to the captain. 


     “Here you be, captain, your book is fixed on them lines.”
            “You did it? You fixed the book, got the numbers to match?” the captain asked, surprised. He had never expected the stranger in the little green hat to work out the accounts problem. 


     “Aye, and if you’re a man of your word, there’ll be a cabin, and my two can go and rest in it.” Tom was waiting, not working any more until he saw whether the captain was going to live up to his promise. 


     “And I am a man of my word, Tom Simpkin. If you want a job for the journey and your passage paid, you have it. Show me how much silver you can pay for your young ’uns and I’ll take what is fair.” 


     Tom removed all the coin he had, and the captain took half of it, leaving enough for a cart ride when they arrived at Vadar. And there was coin to be made on the game of  stones as the ship crossed the sea. It was all very exciting for the tinker, who had always wanted to visit the old lands before he died. He glanced at Sean, who was all agog over the trappings of the ship and ready to jump and climb the sails. And the lass, she seemed struck by something, her face all flushed. Must be the sea air working on both of ’em. 


     “Captain,” Tom said, looking up at the young man who would be his employer for the trip. “Captain, do you have a given name?” 


     “Aye,” said the captain, “it’s Rand Winter, but most call me Captain Rand. Do as you like. Now let me show you the cabin, though it’s small, as they all are on the ship, it has a few comforts.”  


     He led them down into the ship’s belly, past the galley and the mates’ cabins, toward the biggest room on the ship.  


     “Here it is, and if you’ll excuse me, I’ll get my things out of the room.” 


     “Captain Rand, you have given us your cabin,” Tom said in amazement. 


     “Aye, I’m a man of my word. My cabins are full—I didn’t tell you an untruth. I’ll sleep in the wheelhouse.” 


     “You can keep your goods in the room, captain—they’ll not be bothered. We’re poor, but honest folk,” Tom said quietly. 


     “Can I help on deck?” Sean asked the captain. “I’m strong and can carry heavy loads, and I’m quick-thinking.” 


     “Aye, you can. I’ll need some buckets carried after the lot gets seasick the first few times. There’ll be vomitus all over the deck. Think on your question when it’s time to wash down the slick boards.” 


     Breanna went quietly into the cabin and began searching for a bed for herself. Above the captain’s bed on the wall was a shelf the width of a man and longer. She saw there was room for her to sleep if she tied herself in at night. The ship would roll in high seas, she heard one of the mates say as they passed by. She thought of asking the captain for a piece of cloth to make a curtain for her privacy, but her question would wait for later. It was necessary she get Kit settled in the room, and explain he would be able to find mice aplenty in the lower part of the ship, but he must stay hidden away from the crew members. Before the ship sailed, she gave him a choice of remaining in the forested area, or going with his two-legged family. He chose to hide inside Breanna’s cape, and clung to her leg when she mentioned leaving him. 


     “Ah well, little Kit,” she yipped, “you will be traveling across a great sea and you may lose your life as we may lose ours. There’re storms, and other ships can wreck us. You don’t have to go. Fox families live near the city, and you might one day find a mate there. Tell me now, and I’ll take you back, else we will hide you in the room.”  


     Again, the fox hid itself in her clothing, and told her he would stay with her. His language was easy for her after so long, but sometimes she forgot Tom was unaware of her ability to communicate with all living things. He asked her why she made the yipping noises. She sighed and remembered her life before the memories, how much simpler it was back then.  


     At supper, the men from the ship gathered in the galley with the passengers. There were ten others besides Tom’s crew: nine merchants and one bricklayer, all hoping to improve their business in the lands across the sea. Breanna wore her ragged boy’s britches, and covered her hair, keeping as much of herself out of sight as possible. That night as they were leaving the galley, Breanna asked the captain about some fabric she might use to make a curtain for her shelf-bed, and he agreed to find something for her. True to his word, he returned to the cabin within the hour and handed over several yards of blue flowered silk. She rubbed her hands over it and marveled at its sheen. 


     “Captain, this is much too nice for a curtain. It is for dressmaking, and it would be such a waste to use it for anything else.” 


     “Aye, but that’s all there is, and I have plenty. You may have it to do as you will. Make yourself a dress if you’ve a mind to do it. It’s no skin off my nose if you do.”  


     He quickly turned and left before Breanna could thank him.  


     The next day she stayed inside the cabin as the rest of the load was put on the Mede Truheart and all was made ready to leave the harbor of Lutz. She hoped they would be at sea before any of the men from the tavern spied Tom on the deck of the ship. 


       


     The ship finally sailed, its decks loaded with stacks of trading goods piled high. The crew shouted to one another as they threw hemp ropes across the watertight covers and secured the cargo against storm waves. The belly of the ship was filled as well, causing it to float low in the water. Sean got busy immediately when they sailed, for the captain put him to sweeping water, and showed him how to turn on the bilge pump when the sea sloshed onto the decks.  


     The ten other passengers grew sick the first day out and began retching, but Sean and Breanna had grown accustomed to the unsteady raft, which was akin to the rolling of the ship on the sea. Neither of them was affected, but Tom couldn’t leave the cabin for the first three days. When he finally arose, his color was poor and he found food to be unappealing. As a result, he began to grow thin.  


     She wished there was a way to help him, but there was little she could do except tell him it would end soon. The ship tossed and rolled with the seas rough waves, but most of the passengers found their sea legs in a few days. Tom was the exception. Finally, Breanna went to the captain and offered to take over her poppa’s duties until he was back on his feet. He looked at her with suspicion, not believing she was capable, but the language of figures was no different from the language of a living thing. She found if the numbers were spoken aloud, she understood their meaning and how to manage the accounts book by pairing those sounding alike. It was a strange system, but it worked.  


     Finally, one morning Tom entered the captain’s office and took back his duties. He lasted until teatime, but the next day he worked longer, until one day he managed to stay for the full daylight hours. There was no one happier than Breanna, for she had discovered the accounts life was not for her, even with her abilities. 


     The third week at sea, Breanna made a dress for herself. The fact it matched her sleep curtain made it no less beautiful. She silently thanked Alane Vale for teaching her to sew. After supper, she bathed using seawater and rinsed her hair with fresh water from the barrel, drying it well before pulling the flowered silk over her head. The silken shine was even more beautiful in the light from candles. She looked into the captain’s mirror and saw that the dress fit, its darted front and scoop neck a complement to her smooth skin. The few freckles on her nose shone brighter against the blue of the cloth, and her hair’s red curls lay softly against her neck and shoulders. She was pleased with her work, and was about to remove the garment when the door burst open. 


     The captain stood speechless, staring with his mouth open and an apology stuck in his throat. As he continued to ogle her, the vision of the former raggedly dressed girl now appearing as a princess overwhelmed him, for it was all so unexpected.  


     “Who are you?” he asked when he could finally speak. “You are not Tom’s child.” 


     “No, I am not. My name is Breanna Ascroft. I am a Qay from Nore Mountain. Tom is my friend, and he has saved me many times from those who would hurt me.” She saw no reason to continue the lie, for the truth was harmless to the captain and his ship unless Yahmara found her there. 


     “Why did you lie to me?” he asked, his green eyes bright with emotion. 


     “What would you have had me do? Some think me a child, while others would have me become older, coarser. Tom protected me by calling me his daughter, for my mam and poppa are far, far away.” She told him the story, but only briefly, not wanting to give him too much to think about. She chose not to mention the witch, for there was nothing to be done about her. 


     “You say you are Qay. I know nothing of your people.” It was the part she had been dreading, the part of her life different from his. 


     “Qays took their name from the Darth of Qayborn centuries ago. My ancestors were elves, who were denied homes in the Haven of Pentara Wood after they took mates from the family of men. I am Lord Eliandor’s many times great-grandchild, and like my mother, I am of both elfkind and mankind. I am Qay.”  


     She stood perfectly still in the flowered silk dress, its beauty far from matching her own. The flush on her cheeks and lips made her look more innocent than before, as though she had come from another world.  


     Breanna’s heart was racing and her emotions were in chaos. He must think me a terrible soul, a liar, and a cheat, she thought. I wish I could fly from this room and never look back. 


       


     Rand Winter had lived an easy life in the home of his parents. His mam was from a wealthy family, and made their life better with her riches, but when he had become a man of eighteen years, he gave up the easy life and began work on the Mede Truheart, earning his bread and ale. That was almost two years earlier. Since then, his life had been difficult at times, with ship’s captains who didn’t pay his wages, and storms that drowned men of his crew. He had learned hardships, but he had suffered nothing compared to the girl standing before him, who told of being captured by a large bird and of losing her own family. 


     “What age are you?” he asked. She appeared young, yet in some ways older than him. 


     “I’ll have my sixteenth summer before we reach the shore,” Breanna said, no longer hesitant to answer any question asked. “I’m sorry, captain, for misleading you.” 


     “You lied to me before, but I should believe you now? How do I know you aren’t telling a wild story because it suits?” Rand stared into her eyes, the deep blue mesmerizing him. He shook his head and then his whole body, hoping to remove whatever spell held him. “I have work to do. I came in here to get my storm gear, for there is a gale blowing in. You should tell your…whatever relation Tom is to you to tie down his possessions.” 


     “Are you concerned with the storm?” Breanna asked. Her memory of the demons sent by Yahmara were still fresh and painful. “Can I help on deck?” 


     “You? What could you do?” He wasn’t trying to hurt her; he was mostly curious. 


     “I have some experience with boats, and I don’t get sick when the waves toss us about,” she said, wishing he would leave so she could change in her real clothing. “I also understand storms,” she added. “Sean and I have been through terrible winds.” 


     “No, stay inside,” the captain said distractedly. “I may send your…brother inside. It’s much safer in the cabin during a blowing storm.” 


     “Captain, please, I’m sorry for the deception. There was no malice intended.”  


     “Aye, it’s what all liars say.” He wasn’t about to forget what she had made him believe. Grabbing his rain gear from the hook, he closed the door behind him, feeling the warmth drain from his body, as though he had left a part of himself in the cabin with the girl. It was a physical thing, something he’d never felt before around women. After a moment outside on deck, the tossing of the waves and lightning in the northwest made him forget everything except making his ship safe against whatever was coming toward them. 


     Breanna quickly removed the dress and tore it into many pieces, for its shimmering presence had become offensive to her, reminding her of the captain’s disgust after learning the truth. She had known the lie would show itself but hadn’t been prepared when the weight of it doomed their relationship. Part of her ached for the loss, as his eyes dismissed her as unworthy. Maybe he could forgive her one day, and they could be friends again, but she wondered if he would ever really care. 


       


     Outside the cabin, the storm blew and the sails filled as the captain yelled to the crew, “Batten down the hatches and lower all sails except amidships.” 


     Lightning played in a solid line along the horizon, outlining ominous, dark clouds boiling upward on a course toward the Mede Truheart.  


     “Sean,” the captain yelled, “go to the cabin, or tether yourself to a mast. The wind will have no mercy and will toss you overboard.” 


     Heavy sheets of rain battered the ship and its crew, and each drop pushed by the strong wind was a dart against bare skin. Breanna stood on deck, staring into the clouds, searching for Yahmara’s work, but the wind appeared to be a natural storm untouched by demons. Its fury descended upon the crew and passengers of the Mede Truheart and almost washed two curious passengers overboard. The others disappeared below deck, sickened by the heaving of the ship. Tom had been in the wheelhouse working the book when the storm began, but he too was holding his stomach, headed for the cabin. 


     “Captain says to tie your possessions down; they’ll be thrown forth and back if you don’t,” Breanna said loudly to Tom. 


     “Come inside the cabin,” he yelled, darting toward the descending steps. “’Tis dangerous here with the boat tossing about.” He grabbed a loose bucket from the deck on his way down, the sounds of his retching fading as he left her sight. She sighed, dreading to be in the same cabin with him as long as he was vomiting. Thankfully, she and Sean were not ill. She vowed to find another safe place to spend the night, out of the cabin. 


     The captain was busy in the wheelhouse, his concentration on the ship and cargo. If the bales and his other cargo were lost or damaged, his job would be in jeopardy, and there would be no pay when he returned to port. Sure, it was a gamble on the sea, but being a captain meant he had some control over the way the goods were handled. When the deep hold was packed with bales, Rand made sure the ones on the bottom had legs to keep them dry if water sloshed onto the top deck. The streams would eventually run into the hold, ruining everything exposed to seawater. He was considering the storm and the potential for damage when he saw the girl with her hair wrapped in a shawl and the boys’ clothing covering her again. Unprepared for her appearance, he could only stare, remembering her young body in the silk dress. He called himself foolish and deliberately lifted his eyes to the burgeoning clouds, the storm’s worst still on the way.  


     Breanna spread her arms outward, feeling the wind and its power, enjoying the natural fury. She had seen so much magic and witch-work for the last half-year that it felt good to be in a place where the real storms of the world tossed things about without targeting her. She had always enjoyed the wind when it blew hard against her home, for the rain would come afterward, washing the dirt and dust away, nourishing the fields.  


     Her shawl blew away, and she claimed it before it was sent it into the sea. Her hair caught the wind, blinding her as the braid loosened and the long tresses flew with a mind of their own in the blowing rain. 


     “Are you daft? Do you have a foolish wish to be blown into the water?” The words came at her from her left side, as Captain Rand surprised her with his presence. “This is a dangerous place,” he said, taking her arm as he guided her to the wheelhouse. “If you must be here, tie yourself onboard, for it will be worse before it gets better.” 


     “I didn’t know you were watching me,” she said. “The storm is so strong. I wanted to feel its power.” 


     “Aye, you would have felt it soon as it picked you up and threw you into the brink,” he said, handing her an old rag to wipe the rain from her face. “Your hair’s a mess, by the way.” 


     She smiled at him, the wet hair around her face making her look even younger than her fifteen years. “At least you’re speaking to me,” she said, wiping away water. 


     He looked up from the ship’s wheel and grinned at her for a moment.  


     “A’right, it’s hard to stay mad at a foolish girl.” 


     “Do you think I am a foolish girl?” she asked, shivering from the cold rain. 


     “And why wouldn’t I? You were trying to fly with the storm.” The captain was back in charge, the ship being tossed by the wind his major concern. “You should return to the cabin. You’ll be safer.” 


     “Tom is seasick. Ugh. I don’t want to go back there for a while. Maybe never.” 


     “And what will you do with little red mouse catcher if you don’t go back?” he asked, his eyes on the water. 


     “Oh, you’ve seen Kit. I’m sorry, but he wanted to come with us,” she said, trying to apologize before he got angry again. 


     “And I suppose you can talk to animals, find out what they want to do, whether they’re catching any mice in the wheelhouse?” 


     She covered her mouth with her hand, staring at him incredulously. 


     “He wasn’t supposed to come up here,” she said apologetically. 


     Rand cut his eyes toward her, the grin still in place. “He’s keeping the mice down some. Never thought about keeping one in the hold before. Just hope one of my crew doesn’t step on him.” 


     “I’ll make sure he understands and is more careful about being seen,” she said, worried the little fox might come to harm. “Thank you.”  


     Storm winds began to blow stronger, throwing balls of ice at the ship and blowing into the wheelhouse. The ship was tossed hard, allowing giant waves to wash onto the deck. The crew minding the bilge pump was overworked from the onslaught of seawater. The first mate had gone to other duties, leaving the captain minding the wheel during the storm. Sean tied a rope around his waist and attached it to one of the masts. His job was to carry buckets of water from the pump back to the sea, but more spilled on deck faster than he could empty his containers overboard. 


     “Will he be a’right, getting so close to the edge?” Breanna asked, concerned about the boy even as she admired his stoutheartedness. “Sean is a worker for sure. I’ve known him since his mam and poppa took me in. Sometimes he whines a little, but I think we all do some now and then.”  


     “Aye, if he keeps the tether on, he should be fine—that is, if the ship doesn’t sink.” 


     “Is there a chance it might?” she asked, more curious than concerned. 


     “Some. Are you scared?” the captain asked, watching her face for telltale signs of panic. 


     “Maybe, as much a reasonable person ought to be, but no more. I trust you to keep us afloat,” she said, keeping eyes on Sean as he slipped on the watery deck. 


     “You seem older than fifteen summers,” Captain Rand said conversationally as the lightning strikes slowed. The rain still continued to beat on the deck and the wind blew, but the worst had blown over them. 


     “It’s the elven part of me. It doesn’t know time as you might. My seasons build one on another, not passing as fast as your sundials move. I’m told it’s impossible to tell an elf’s age. Young like I am now, I have memories from my ancestors. Maybe it’s the reason I appear older.” 


     “You’re serious aren’t you? This isn’t a story you’re making up?” he asked. 


     “No,” she whispered. “Sometimes I wish it was a story, and then I could make my own ending. I’d best go see about Tom.”  


     Wrapping the shawl again, Breanna stepped carefully onto the water-slick deck. After the intimate conversation with the captain, she felt shy and needed to think about the secrets she might have given away. He was a man grown, but seemed to draw words from her as easily as a childhood playmate sharing secrets, making her say too much. Telling the captain her story made her vulnerable to attack from others who might be listening. 


     Elida’s life depended upon Breanna’s ability to present herself as an innocent girl unaware of the powers she possessed. As long as the witch believed Mathena’s daughter was walking into a trap, there was still a chance Elida could be rescued, even though, as more days passed, there was less hope for good results.  


     Inside the cabin, Tom was abed, still retching into the bucket every so often, his face pale and drained. Breanna watched him for a moment, making certain it was only seasickness bothering his normal good health. Grabbing her bedding quickly, she headed for the hold, where a bale of cloth appeared more comfortable than her bed in the smelly room. The last thought on her mind before sleep took her was of the captain’s green eyes holding their own storm when he was angry. 


    

      


    


  




  

     20. 


     Far away from the Qadra Sea, beyond the Darth of Qayborn, a hamlet called Perce had grown up over many years. Several odd-sized buildings protected the cattle and goat herds and the harvested grain crops, and one tightly built smokehouse provided the community with a place for curing pork. Smoked pork was a standard for the hamlet, a staple that made meals of biscuits, turnips, and potatoes into tastier fare.  


     When the witch Yahmara and her followers moved in, they took over the township, and sent the souls who had previously lived there in search of other shelter. The witches hated the odor of smoked pork, for it was rumored in many places a burning witch and smoked pork smelled alike. When all of Yahmara’s followers arrived, they destroyed most of the buildings, but left the remaining residents unharmed because their labor was needed to construct a witches’ retreat.  


     It was there, beneath an old barn spared from the burning, where they kept young Elida. Her exposure to life and light were restricted to the Bad One and the Not-So-Bad Ones who had become her keepers. The little girl had managed to survive by thinking ahead to the time she would be released, when Bree and Sean would break through and kill all the w———, especially the Bad One who took her kitten back after the others gave it to her. Elida wanted to kill the w—— by pinching away tiny parts of her, leaving only the w——-’s small finger, then Elida would feed that finger to her pet mouse. She dreamed of other terrible ends for her captors, but the one with the mouse was her favorite. 


     Yahmara knew something about the yellow-haired snit. She had information hidden from the witches’ probing mind, and the child was above bribery and coercion. Fierce loyalty such as the girl possessed would make her an excellent follower, and Yahmara intended to keep her alive until the witches’ celebration. It would be the perfect time for indoctrination and taking revenge. 


     After she was through destroying the mind of the Qay brat, Yahmara’s planned to boil the useless girl in a large pot and serve her to the pork-hungry hamlet dwellers. Each would fill its own purpose. Eliandor had become too mighty, strutting himself, holding that he and his pure-strain elves were superior to all other beings. It was past time to bring him back to his roots. 


     Yahmara’s fury knew no bounds, for the girl Breanna was the progeny of her greatest enemy, Mathena Pentara Ascroft. When they were girls of the same season, Mathena had scarred Yahmara, damaging her knee bone with elfish magic that would not allow healing. The flesh seared over, but the bone was ruined for all eternity. 


     Her oldest enemy was en route to Haven Pentara, searching for her precious grandpoppa, the saintly Eliandor, who’d turned out his granddaughter because she chose a mate that conflicted with his principles. Yahmara’s mind picture of the starchy elf made her want to hurl the raven she had eaten at the midday meal. She could hardly wait to turn Eliandor into a mouse—yes, a mouse, forever to eat the garbage left by other beings. That would be a worthy comedown for him. 


       


     The Not-So-Bad W——-s, said to be born without hearts, had little emotion, or feeling, and were subject to their leader. Little Elida was wrong about the severity of their evil, for in truth, they were worse than their boss. They told the little girl they had never felt emotion, whereas Yahmara had pulled her own heart from its cage, and when the deed was done (her minions lied and said they ate it with onions and turnips), the witch followed a strict regimen to remove any feelings that might have remained within her now empty chest. This part of the indoctrination was a requirement set forth by the Spectre himself, and it was supposed to be adhered to without deviation. But secretly, the young, proud witch left the tiniest bit of emotion alive, and from that bit came her desires for revenge. She would have it her way or die trying. 


       


     Elida fought the w——-s’ presence by pretending she remembered nothing before the bird took her. “Yes,” she said to the Not-So-Bad Ones, “I remember Sean, Willum, and Alane, they were my neighbors, but who is Breanna Ascroft?” At this dark juncture of loneliness and fear, her mind games were all that stood between her and insanity.  


     Memories of her life before the cellar were dim; Elida knew she had been traveling somewhere, but she couldn’t remember where she was going. No one ever talked to her anymore—just the mice came and went in the cellar, looking for food, sometimes thinking she was food. They had bitten her feet and fingers many times.  


     When any of her captors entered the cellar, Elida slobbered at the mouth and let her spit hang from the bottom lip in a parody of a rabid animal. Sometimes she pretended her teeth had fallen from her mouth and gummed her words in the ways of infants. The w———es refused to look at her as Elida tried her hardest to entertain them. 


     Sometimes she cried at night, wishing she could go to sleep and not wake up in the same cellar, but then she would hear her mam’s voice. 


     “Lida, get out and enjoy the sunshine. It’s a good day to be alive.” Her mam wouldn’t want her go to sleep and not wake up.  


     She wished Kit would visit her; he was so soft and tiny. She thought for a minute maybe he had grown some, but she couldn’t be sure how long she had been in the cellar.  


     “Bree, if you can see me, talk to me.” One day she had said the words to herself so many times that she had to say them out loud. She even screamed them to the walls and the mice. It felt good to talk, even if only to herself. 


     The next time she woke from sleeping, she lay on her mat, wondering if it was morning or night, not sure anymore if she had become someone else or if she was still Elida. She didn’t get up, but continued lying on the mat, talking to Bree. And then she heard it. 


     Elida, we’re coming. 


     Still as one of her mice friends, the little girl refused to move for fear she would lose the voice in her head.  


     “It’s all in my head, isn’t it, Bree? You’re not here, are you?”  


     Elida, Breanna said, I can do this for only a minute; my head aches so badly I will have to stop soon. Did they hurt you?  


     “Yes, but no,” Elida said, her heart skipping with joy. 


     They don’t hurt you anymore? 


     “No,” she said, wanting to touch, holding out her thin arms. 


     Have…go…love…  


     Bree was gone, but she had been there!  


     “No, don’t leave me,” Elida screamed. “Take me with you.” She lay down on her dirty mat, and let rage take her as she filled the underground room with sounds only she understood.  


       


  




  

    

21. 


     The Farqells had grown weary some time back, and Mathena, with the help of Sheela and Anola, convinced them to continue pulling the wagons for just a few more days. Those days came and went, and the large four-legged grass eaters left the seven sisters in a wide clearing with their carts stilled. Mathena suggested they find a farmer with oxen and buy them at any price. They were so close to their destination, and the trip could not be cut short by the lack of beasts in the traces.  


     Sheela searched the countryside and returned to the carts with four thin oxen, their years of toil showing in their weariness. Anola spoke to them and they told her the farmer didn’t feed them well, and at night they had no straw to lie on. Their lives had been nothing but work. 


     Anola gave the oxen a heavy meal of straw and grain, and told them they could rest, but their trip must begin the day after. She told them Mara would spell their feet and legs, making travel faster, with less effort on their part. The next morning, as they pulled the wagons the last leg of the journey to Pentara Haven, the oxen’s hooves barely touched dust and the wheels seemed to fly. Content with her work, Mara smiled as leagues of distance were put behind them.  


     As best she could, Mathena calculated their arrival at the opening in the wood to be within two days’ travel, giving them little time in between to remove road weariness from their bodies. She knew the elves would eye them closely, watching for signs of damage done to their race by the infusion of the blood of men. Pride was not something easily discarded, and the seven sisters had their share.  


     For two days, the carts traveled through unfamiliar forests where old, gnarly trees showed the advanced age of the enchanted woods. The trail was a lead-in to Pentara, the oldest of all forests, and the haven for elves in the western part of the world. The seven from Nore Mountain had never been children who played on those old trees. They’d never heard them groaning as their little feet stepped on knots and burls. Sadly, each knew regret that her life had taken such a turn. 


     Together, they saw the Mist River, a deep, narrow waterway that flowed into Illene’s Arc. Its nourishing waters fed Pentara Forest before traveling further west. Mathena remembered her grandfather speaking of the falls and of his desire to return to them. 


     She had known him as Mer Eliandor, never Grandpoppa, or even Grandfather. She thought later he had chosen the formality to distance her from him, to make the parting easier. Her mam had told and retold the story of the men who traveled to the Darth of Qayborn, weary men injured from war with the Orbels and other creatures farther south. The men stayed for healing, and then some returned to their village afterward, but others stayed. 


     Young elven females had admired the vibrant men, for much of the elfish blood had grown stale and stagnant, as there were no new marriages. At that time, there were no more havens in that part of the world where they might find mates; thus they turned to those mortals for love and companionship. The revived energy within the whole of tribe was remarkable, but Eliandor forbade the mating, putting his foot down, insisting that those who married into the family of men would be on their own. 


       


     Mathena reflected on the day that the elves left the darth for Pentara Haven, for it was not long after her battle with Yahmara. It was the saddest of times. Their family connections within the haven were eons old, but the Qay children and their parents were shut out and forbidden to enter through the portals. Now she was there, determined to ask Eliandor to take up arms and fight alongside the seven Qays to destroy the black witches. The task of convincing him seemed monumental, and had there been another way, she would have gladly chosen it.  


       


     Standing near the portals overlooking the falls, Eliandor waited for them, his traveling bags packed and ready, his bow strung as though it had been only a day since his last battle. He nodded, motioning them toward the portal, inviting them to enter the previously forbidden doors where all their elven relatives resided. Mathena could stand it no longer: she jumped from the cart, discarding the dignity of her age to the wind, and threw herself at Eliandor, wrapping her arms around him in the old way.  


     “We have waited for you these long days and now you are here. Little Mathena! My how you have grown!”  


     “Mer Eliandor…Grandfather, you know why we are here? Will you call the faeries and send them ahead of us? Yahmara is going to kill my daughter, and I can’t bear it,” she said with tears in her eyes.  


     “Rest yourselves and hear these words. No longer will the faeries come forth at my bidding. Their great numbers have dwindled to only a few, and those left are creatures without loyalty to us. These are times of calamities, Granddaughter, and one of our greatest losses was Mother Pinera of the wood sprites. She led the faeries until a dark force destroyed most of her kin with poisoned waterfalls. Afterward she retired into Starnight with many of the survivors. These are truly sad days, for much beauty diminished with their departure.” 


     “I am sorry, Grandfather, I did not know. Through our fears, we chose a place of sanctuary away from the news of the world,” Mathena replied bitterly. 


     “It is I who needs forgiveness for the dreadful thing I did. I turned you away those many years ago,” the lord of Pentara said. “Forgive me for my foolishness.” 


     “We are together now, Grandfather, and I suppose it’s enough,” Mathena replied. She wished she could be angry with him, but instead, she felt compassion. How terrible it must have been for him to make such a decision. 


     “Then we must fight to hold what is ours,” he replied. “We shall rescue your daughter, for she is the hope of all gentle people. Rest tonight, for tomorrow we gallop toward war.” 


       


     They left at daybreak the next morning on horses, creatures none of the Qays had seen in all their many years on Nore Mountain. Illene waved them off with an unwrinkled brow, hiding her fears. The way to reach the hamlet where Yahmara’s presence had last been reported was long and dangerous. But destiny called, and Eliandor was determined to obey the command. Illene had been a part of many such battles in her time, but her duty now was to keep Pentara Wood safe until her mate returned. 


     Eliandor lead the way, his stallion black and beautiful, taking old trails through the wood with great gallops. Much would be dangerous on their journey, but none were frightened. That would come later, but for the present, the quest to save the girl with the old memories was greater than any fears. 


  




  

    

22. 


     In the middle of the night, Breanna awakened with a picture in her mind of Elida in a very dark room, repeating “Bree” over and over. She sat up, searching the darkness. Who had awakened her? No one else was in the hold. She had hidden herself well under the White, concerned one of the crew members might enter the storage area and see her. But most of the sailors settled quickly after the storm. Only the mate in the wheelhouse and his helpers were still awake. Sean had been so tired that Tom’s retching didn’t bother him; the boy fell into bed and was asleep when his head hit the pillow. 


     The picture in Breanna’s head persisted, even after she was awake. Elida desperate, locked away from other people, suffering feelings of sadness, but alive! Sean had carried hope in his heart every day his sister would survive whatever the witches sent her way.  


     If I can see her in my thoughts, why can’t I go there in my mind? The dream picture was so real; surely Elida had been reaching across the distance, and there must be a way to speak with her. Breanna remembered Anola and her ability to understand all language, to hear the sound of someone’s thoughts and communicate with them. Perhaps there is a way to reach across the unknown. 


     Anola, she whispered in the recesses of her mind, I must help Elida. She’s scared and alone, punished by witches for her connection to me. Anola, let me speak to her, give her hope.  


     Child, you ask more than I can do alone. Reach inside, find the power. The soft voice of her mother’s friend sounded anxious, as though unaccustomed to such an idea as thought travel.  


     What kind of power? Where is it? Breanna asked, mystified. I am willing. She closed her mind to all other thoughts and sounds. “Power,” she said, “whatever you are, please help me speak to my scared friend.”  


       


     The ancients heard the pleading words, and Ziglianor, the oldest elf, frowned, unhappy that power was being invoked. It was not yet time, and the void was a dangerous place for the untrained. But the champion’s cry was just, and he could not turn away. To travel the unmarked pathways of the netherworld was only for those ready to risk their lives. But it must be done, for to refuse her request was to end her trust. 
       Ziglianor watched as ripples and waves of elven power traveled through time, like the sea when its water was ruffled by great winds. Trembling and humming, it rotated and created a door, black and swirling, connecting the source and the destination. The old wood sprite saw it was done, and retreated to his place of rest knowing his duty had only begun. 


       


     Breanna crossed the long, narrow chasm and was catapulted along the blind path. With a hopeful heart, she entered the mind of the girl in her underground prison. It was a small task for elves who traveled from world to world in their time, but the champion was young and untrained in such magic, and easily overwhelmed. 


     Lying on the bale, her head in her hands, Breanna thought of Elida: her smallness, her love for animals, her love for her family.  


     Child. Anola’s voice penetrated her thoughts. Thanks to our ancestors, you are there. Be cautious, for what you do is dangerous. Others can see you, if they too travel the dark pathway. 


     Enclosed in a small, tight place, Breanna spoke to Elida through the girl’s own lips, saw through her eyes the harshness of the room, its bleak atmosphere a terrible place for such an innocent. She called out, and Elida replied that the witches had hurt her at first but no more. She was alive, and if not well, she was coherent.  


     Too much! The pain was more than Breanna could stand. She spoke of her love, and then broke the connection with Elida begging her to stay. Breanna moaned from the ache in her head. The pain was sharp, piercing, and unbearable. Moaning again, she lay back, hoping the ache would ease. She fell into sleep and lost touch with time. A moment, an hour later, her forehead felt the cooling touch of fingers massaging above her brows. She opened burning eyes to see the captain sitting beside her, holding her head in one strong hand, whispering soft words of comfort. The pain eased, and she relaxed with his touch. He leaned down and wiped her brow with his kerchief, the feeling light, warm.  


     Jerking awake, Breanna saw she was alone in the hold, and the pain was gone. She was relaxed as though from long sleep. Searching the room, she saw no one else, but her bed of folded cloth had an imprint where someone else had sat. 


     “Was the captain here? Was it real or a dream?” she muttered as she climbed the steps and looked outside toward the east, where the morning light touched the line of the sea. Colors of red and yellow lay on the stilled waters. A beautiful day was at hand. She felt happy being alive, and tingled at the memory of the captain’s ministrations. Walking toward the wheelhouse, she searched for him inside but found the first mate there, tending the wheel. 


     “Is the captain here?” she asked in a voice she hoped sounded like Sean’s. 


     “Nay, lad,” Skimp said. “He went ashore last night after the storm. Picking up a few supplies. Why do you want to know?” 


     “It’s of no matter. About the storm,” she said, puzzled and somehow disappointed.  


     Sean arrived on deck, a biscuit in his hand. “Breakfast was good this morning—everyone sick from the storm last night, more for me. Are you a’right?” 


     “Yes,” she said. “I was looking for the captain. I wanted to ask him when we’ll get across the sea.” 


     “He said yesterday we would be there in seven days. I hope Elida is still alive,” he said dejectedly. 


     “Sean, Elida is alive, I…I saw her last night.” 


     “You mean you dreamed about her?” he asked. 


     “No, I saw her. She’s in a dark room, and they hurt her some when she first got there, but no more. I think she is in real trouble, Sean. She sounded so scared.” 


     “You saw her?” he whispered, and coughed as the biscuit choked his dry throat. “You saw Elida?” 


     “Yes, she was real. I told her we were coming for her.”  


     “I won’t ask how, you’ll not tell me anyway, but if you saw her, then thank you for telling me, Bree,” he said with tears in his eyes. “We have to hurry.” 


     “Yes, we must. I don’t know how much longer they will let her live,” she said under her breath. 


     Captain Rand returned later in a lifeboat filled with fruits, vegetables, and dried fish from one of the islands in the middle of the sea. He seemed happy, as though he had found everything he searched for. 


     Breanna saw him smile, and it hurt her to know what had happened had been a dream. She felt foolish, but full of insight. It appeared she had some feelings not under control for the young captain, and they came out during her sleep. She would have to remember, and be careful she did not talk during her dreaming. She left the deck, not wishing to make a bigger fool of herself than she already felt. 


     Tom was sitting on the edge of the bed, his shirt mussed, britches on though not fastened. He jumped up and began to close the snaps on his clothing when she entered the cabin. 


     “Tom, I saw Elida last night, spoke to her. She is so scared. The witches are holding her, though they no longer hurt her. I had hoped to give her comfort, but I may have given her false hope,” she said, using a cloth to cover the foul-smelling bucket beside Tom’s feet. “We have such a long way to go and a short time to get there.” 


     “Aye, sometimes false hope’s no good, can make a soul lose its way, but this girl is small, needs comforting up to the time they might break her into a thousand pieces,” he said wisely, putting his boots on. “No matter how it happened, ’twas the right thing to do, lass.” 


     “Thank you, Tom. Captain Rand knows about me and Sean, knows we are not your blood family. He was mad at me at first for lying to him. Now I think he’s over it, but he may be mad at you too,” she said, adding to his already poor mental attitude after the seasickness drained him. 


     “I’ll be up top, lass, working me passage. Let the stones fall where they may. ’Tis our life now.” With that, Tom departed the cabin, leaving Breanna alone with her thoughts and a rank chamber bucket. 


       


     The next several days were quiet, the weather still, and all storms to the south of them. Sometimes they could see the tall tops of a dark cloud easing off into the southern sky. The captain seemed grateful after each missed blow, and encouraged the men of his crew to sit on the deck at night, singing sailor songs and drinking ale. 


     Two nights later, Captain Rand called the three adventurers out of the cabin to tell them they would arrive at Vadar the next morning. He cautioned them to hold their coin tight on shore, and be suspicious of the cart drivers who wanted their pay in advance.  


     “You must find me if there’s trouble. The ship will be in the harbor for a fortnight, for repairs after the storm. I have naught to do for the time except visit the ale taverns, or go to chapel. Either is fine in small amounts.” 


     Tom laughed, hugging his coat under his arm. The bright green hat was placed far back on his head, covering the bald spot near the center back. 


     “’Tis a dangerous offer you make, young captain. This group be on a saving journey, to take a young girl from a coven of the meanest witches in this world or the next.” 


     “A’right, the offer is good, no matter if it’s dangerous or not,” the captain finished, his own cap sitting off-center. “I like a little danger every now and again.” 


     “If you’re sure of what you offer, your help would be more than liked,” Tom said. “If you need to hear the story, we can wait for you after the docking in the morn.” 


     “Aye, I mean what I say,” the captain said. “After the docking, then.” 


     Sean could stand it no longer, holding his breath until the captain had cleared the area. He gulped air and said loudly, “Do you think he will really go with us?” 


     Tom cut his eyes toward Breanna, who stood quietly, as though something had a hold on her tongue. 


     “He’ll go,” Tom said. “Question is, do you want him to go?” 


     Breanna looked at him and shrugged; her face reddened. 


     “If you wish,” she said. “He does appear strong, and is tolerable company.” 


     “Then go he does,” Tom replied. Sean gave a strong shout of agreement, relieved at having another member added to the group, ready to save his little sister. Breanna, on the other hand, could only wonder at the turn of events. The journey would indeed prove to be interesting.  


     Next morning, after the ship docked, true to his word, Captain Rand met the three, prepared to load his gear along with theirs. As they headed away from the harbor village, Breanna told Tom she needed some other clothing, for what she was wearing had been washed so many times it was ragged in the holes. They went to a shop displaying used clothing for both males and females, and he dropped her off to do her bit of buying. She was unaccustomed to having any coin in her hand, and was unsure of what to pay. Watching other females in the shop, she decided to follow their lead. 


     A girl about her size wore a long dress with apron and bib the color of the bow in her hair, but Breanna couldn’t imagine wearing such nonsense while running from mordants. She would be caught before she could say “scat.” Another soul entered the shop wearing a long robe of bright green, with flowing sleeves bunched broadly at the shoulder and tightened with buttons at the wrist. Images of huge red flowers were splashed across the bodice, as if growing in a green field. When the woman took a step, the hem of the garment swept the floor, revealing tiny-buttoned shoes with slender heels. Breanna shuddered, certain such a garment would mean nothing less than her capture. 


     After purchasing new small clothes, she looked over several other items deemed for females before finally choosing soft green britches that fit snugly and covered her from waist to ankles. Over them she wore a fitted long-sleeved blouse of bright blue linen ending below her hips. The result was interesting and efficient, for her legs were covered for running, and those studying her would be unsure if she was male or female. She could also carry her bow and quiver over it easily. 


       


     When Tom and the captain saw her clothing, they both did a short walk around and nodded, liking what they saw. 


     “’Twill be perfect for the journey,” Tom said. “Mind you keep that red hair covered while walking the cobblestones. ’Tis a giveaway to them searching.”  


     The captain nodded again, tongue-tied for a moment, then agreed with Tom.  


     “Aye, once you’ve seen her hair, it’s hard to forget.” 


     They found a cart man willing to sell them a farmer’s wagon for a reasonable price, but he demanded a fortune for two beasts to pull it. Tom’s sharp trader’s eyes spotted a man nearby holding reins on two thin oxen. When asked was his intent to sell them to the butcher, the man nodded, and explained he needed the coppers for the family. 


     “Can’t afford the feed, and their legs have grown spindly. Not much longer for the plow,” the farmer complained sorrowfully. “Been my mates for a great while, but a knave has to eat.”  


     Tom paid the farmer for the oxen and then returned to buy the cart. Rand brought the animals forward, and the two men hitched them side by side. Bess and Barley had worked all their lives in the fields around Vadar, plowing furrows in hard ground where corn and potatoes would later be planted. The oxen were solid animals, weakened by hard work and hunger. Tom knew a few good meals would fix them right up. The purchases took most of his silver coins, but the deals had been better than good.  


     Quietly, Breanna studied the animals and wondered if her memories might help Bess and Barley recover good health. No one knew how far the journey would be, but to lose one of the team would slow their progress considerably.  


     Sean insisted on sitting beside the captain in the back of the cart, allowing Breanna to sit up front with Tom, the driver. Their final destination had them passing alongside the Darth of Qayborn, and then onward toward the hamlet of Parth, where Yahmara and her consorts were rumored to be gathering in large groups every night. After traveling a short distance, Breanna asked Tom to stop the wagon, for she wanted to look closely at Bess and Barley and see how they were holding up. Tom pulled the reins without question and brought the animals to a stop. 


     Bess was the leader of the two, or so Breanna thought. She was reassured of her opinion after a short conversation with them both. Oxen are quick, and to the point, but as long as they understand, I don’t care how wordy they are. Please, let these creatures travel as fast as the wind, but keep them safe from harm, she thought, a mixture of a prayer and a spell pulled from her elven memory. After adding a few more soft words for the oxen’s benefit, she climbed into the cart, fully believing her requests would be granted. 


     The captain stared as the thin girl in boys’ clothing leaned into the two oxen and whispered in their large ears. He was even more amazed when the animals responded with several eloquent sounds, almost as though there was conversation among the three. 


     After she reseated herself, Rand asked the purpose of the stop and of her actions. 


     “We need more speed; I asked them to hurry.” 


     “Don’t bother asking her no more, you’ll get nothing for your troubles. Wait and see if she got what she wanted,” Sean interjected. He seldom got upset anymore when Breanna used magic, nor did he quiz her about her methods. He was content she had nothing to do with witchcraft, the thing they all feared. 


     She had known all along any connection with her and the black craft might make Sean suspicious she had helped kidnap Elida. His recent change of attitude and show of trust thrilled her, and lifted her spirits. It also lightened her load of worry. Now she had no need to expose the secrets of the seven Qays who loved and protected her.  


     When Tom touched the leads and clicked his tongue, the oxen began moving, first at their normal pace, then they wobbled a bit, stumbling over each other’s big hooves in the traces until the spell Breanna cast sent the large, normally slow animals speeding over the deserted road. Their feet barely touched the grassy trail, and the cart behind them rode on a film of air just beneath the wheels. Natural wind whistled and sprinkled a light coating of dust upon the traveling companions.  


     “’Tis a far better way to journey,” Tom said, grinding his teeth. He grasped the leads in fear they would fly away, and glanced at the girl beside him. “Much smoother. Someday, perhaps you will tell old Tom how you did it.” Breanna looked at him and smiled with affection, saying nothing, just as he had expected. 


       


     Parth was located northeast of the Darth of Qayborn, off the deep coast of the Qadra Sea, putting them in reach of some very fierce creatures along the way. Trolls still patrolled there even after many hundreds of years had passed since the Qays moved on to Nore Mountain. The population had long ago been a food source for the oversized monsters, and their tiny, instinctive brains still remembered, and they hungered for the taste of Qay meat. 


     Breanna had heard from her mam and poppa about Qayborn and other darths surrounded by seawater near the castle. Some of the stories they told were of wonderful times in the water before the creatures found them and began taking members of the tribe for food. Sean shivered when she spoke of the giant Phoebus and the land monsters that inhabited the darth coves beside the sea.  


     Rand reminded them the danger from predators would be greatest at night, for most slept during the day. They would be forced to sleep in shifts, keeping watch for roving giants looking for food as the cart sped forward during the sunlit hours.  


     They traveled till midafternoon, passing by the shallows quietly to avoid waking the beasts in the underground caverns near shoreline. Their camp the first night was a third of the way to the harbor at Tick, a settlement north of Parth. Bess and Barley had made such good time on the first day’s journey that it cheered them all and gave them hope they really could do what was needed.  


     Tom mentioned that one of the souls in Vadar had called the country along the roadway to Parth the Barren Lands, for nothing could be seen, not tree, nor leafy stem, only meter after meter of flat, unattractive sand. All lay open to view—the dunes rising high, and the flat land with deep holes where a foot or a wheel could get caught and take a traveler to his death. And inside, underground, lived the nasty Orbels.  


     The spell worked, Breanna thought after Tom stopped the wagon at the bottom of a low sand dune. Even though they still had a long way to go, she was grateful the oxen had not only survived, they were in better health than before. At times the memories were sufficient within themselves. Her head was clear, without aches. Breanna wondered why at times when she used the memories the pain was unbearable, yet at others, it was not so bad. She hoped one day someone would explain it to her. 


     Gathering elements for the fire was Rand and Sean’s duty. There was little wood to be found, and after walking a long distance and picking up a few pieces of sea driftwood, Sean hit upon gathering dried dung from the fields for fire materials. 


     “My pop was a man to try all sorts of new ways, and he burned dung a few times outside. Maybe we can keep the beasties away by using their own leavings for the fire.” 


     “Aye,” the captain said, “it’s a good thing to try.” 


     The smell of the fire was horrendous. Some of the dung had come from meat eaters, adding the stench of flesh and bone to the heat. The campers coughed a bit and pitched the odorous ones off to the side, keeping the vegetarians’ dung with its burning grass smell for their meal preparation and sleep time. The captain had brought along food supplies to add to the others’ fare, and cooked the simple meal himself. 


     Breanna tried very hard to keep her eyes averted as the captain worked, but it was difficult, for she admired Rand Winter tremendously.  


     Tom wasn’t long fooled by the obvious changes in his young friend’s personality. Concerned at first, he’d searched for a cause, thinking she was suffering from an elfish condition he had no knowledge of. But later, observing the girl’s flushes and occasional stammering, like a bolt of lightning that comes out of a cloud, he realized that Breanna was smitten by Captain Rand. 


     Poor child, he thought. Love is so difficult. There was little he could do to help her, other than to keep her secret, and thereby delay the painful embarrassment of being found out. He guessed the captain was unaware of his effect upon the lass, or the young man’s behavior would be different. Tom hoped Breanna could keep her mind on the challenge they faced. She would be sorely needed if they were to conquer the witch Yahmara and rescue the little girl.  


     Tom knew a great deal more about Breanna than he shared, for after dropping her with the Vales in Weir those many seasons ago, he’d found wise men who studied the black work of witches. They all told a similar story of a time of Spectral Chaos, a coming event of terrible hardships. 


     “The Spectre,” they said, “will use his power through the physical body of Yahmara the witch to destroy all things good the Creator has made. Innocent souls of the world will be at risk, including those not yet born. Still, there is hope, for a young warrior of flesh, bone, and soul will rise up and lead her people into battle. The ancient elves knew this, and we have since heard their words in our dreams.”  


     Tom believed Breanna could be the warrior, because he was alive, and it was only because of her. At times when she was unaware, he watched her young face and saw the otherworldliness of her concentration. The incident of their escape from the ice cave occurred because the frightened girl disappeared, and the warrior came forth to save them, melting their way out of death’s clutches. He had stood amazed, as a bright light of understanding came with the picture of her foot-deep heel prints on the banks of the Tribon, and he knew then she was not like the rest of her travel mates. Breanna carried within her the source of great power, but Tom knew she was as yet unaware of her true identity. He thought maybe Sean had an idea, but the boy was wise enough to keep it to himself.  


       


     Rand Winter had been captain of the Mede Truheart long enough to know the crew and which ones he could depend upon. His first mate was called Skimp, the name given to him by his wife, who said he was stingy with his money and his drink. Skimp was a one-eyed Heptaroon, a member of the twelve families who populated the Darth of Hepta, and fished the deep waters off the small portion of land in the Hepta Sea. Skimp had grown weary of fishing after a spear accidentally pierced his left eye. He wished to travel and see the rest of the world, but mostly he hankered to get away from his wife and their nine brats.  


     Without question, Rand trusted Skimp to care for the ship while it was in port, and to oversee the underbelly barnacle removal. What was needed for such a job was a strong worker who could swim like a big fish. Skimp fit both requirements. The rest of the crew had promised to be ready to leave in a fortnight when Rand returned. 


     He still couldn’t tell anyone why he’d agreed—no, not agreed, insisted upon making the trip across the Barren Lands, and then onward toward Parth, where his life might be cut short by harpies and other monsters.  


     His mam always said, “Boy, you’re too rash for your own good.” The words had stuck with him, and he’d learned from them. Still, there was something beyond bravery in a boy, a girl, and an old tinker who were determined to go against the worst witch in the world. Rand didn’t want to miss the fight.  


     While sitting at the campfire enjoying the last of his supper, the dim memory of their journey across the deserted land seemed a dream. The clearest recollection of the event was two undernourished oxen, a rocky cart road, and yellowed hooves barely touching the ground. The cart had sped away, stirring a gale of wind that blew red, yellow, and black hair strands behind them like sails unfurling in a freshening wind. Rand’s face still felt pinched and chafed. 


     The harder truth the young man didn’t want to face was his attraction to the girl. She touched him as no other had ever done, and it puzzled him, made him want to follow her, protect her if necessary. She was young in physical age, but older than him in spirit. Yes, the lie that had incensed him was told by Tom, but it was perpetuated by her, a must for her survival. He had behaved with less intelligence than the oxen pulling the cart. Of course, it was necessary for a female traveling across the kingdoms to have a story that helped to keep her safe. The ridiculous assumption Rand had made was that he above all other souls should have been told the truth. He, a stranger captaining a ship to who knew where, should have been Breanna’s confidant! Recalling the memory of his chastening words made him red-faced and ashamed. 


     A little later, he was ready to apologize, and turned to her, but his words were cut short. She spoke close to his ear, warning him and the others. 


     “Shh. Something is coming, and it’s very big. We need to hide. Quick, put out the fire and pull the oxen and cart beside that dune. Hurry!” 


     Not a moment too soon, the campsite was cleared and the fire dissipated by water from the barrel. The four of them stood watch behind the low sand hill with bows, arrows, and knives readied for whatever had tracked them across the Barren Lands. Breanna could feel her headache coming on, a sure sign some memory might soon be needed. 


     Across the flat land came the pounding feet of three giant Kruks. Each carried a club in hand as they chased a herd of antelope through the open fields. The four souls in the wagon watched as each Kruk scooped up an armful of horned prey. Very quietly, Breanna and her companions lay low and silently prayed the oxen would not choose that time to bellow. Breanna crawled to them and whispered a warning. 


     The Kruks height was that of three oxen standing one atop the other, the breadth of them half that. Small at the top and large-bottomed, the Kruks might have been comical except for their penchant for consuming huge quantities of raw flesh. They were an old race that for eons had lived in the wilds of seaside land, and fed off fish and sea mammals. Kruks were excellent swimmers whose big bottoms floated high in salt water. This allowed them to hunt and eat simultaneously. They were often taken as harmless, but their flabby faces and drooping lips belied the ravenous hunger within their huge stomachs. Both the captain and Tom had heard of the creatures, but neither had ever seen one. Breanna, of course, had never heard anyone speak the word, either in her real home or with the Vales. She had recently begun to realize the extent of her ignorance of the world. 


     The King of Ice Mountain was near the same size as a fully grown Kruk, although they hardly resembled each other in other ways. Kruks might be a bit larger, Tom thought. He had heard their very sensitive noses were able to smell prey from half a league away. The four travelers thought their good fortune had come to an end when one Kruk sat down near the dung campfire and sniffed mightily at the wet coals, beginning an investigation that bode the travelers no good at all. 


     Breanna and the rest knew they couldn’t outrun the huge creatures. Plus, after a while the oxen were sure to shuffle and move, giving away their position. It seemed a likely time to call on the White for coverage, allowing them all time to scurry away while the Kruks ate their supper. 


     Willow, she began, I need the White—we’re in desperate circumstances! Please help, dear friend. 


     Closing her eyes after she spoke, Breanna inhaled deeply—once, twice, three times—then held each gulp of air, as she’d been instructed. The ephemeral white cover dropped as gently as fog, hiding them all. On their own, the oxen headed northeast, pulling the cart away from the monsters gorging themselves on chunks of freshly killed antelope. With relief, Rand, Tom, and Sean discovered that while they slept, they had been removed from the smell and sight of the antelope chasers. Breanna thanked Willow, and asked to have the White removed, although her own ability had grown so strong that she alone could have called or discarded the magic covering. Expelling the air from her lungs with great gasps brought the intense pain behind her eyes, from ear to ear. Quickly, she wrapped a tight band around her head and fell into a deep sleep. 


     They were a far distance away from the campsite when Tom called a halt to Bess and Barley’s forward movement. 


     “What happened?” he asked. “Thought we be Kruk meat for sure. Now look at us.” 


     They were all weary and needed further rest. The oxen were tired as well, even though most of their travel had been covered by elven magic. Tom found a cloistered spot, out of the sight of creatures near the sea, and at once, the four of them lying in the close quarters of the cart fell asleep.  


     Breanna awoke soon afterward. She lay in the back of the cart, her mind racing. Elida’s safety was at the top of her thoughts. The night air was dry, but the heavens were filled with jagged blue lightning, as though the sky had been cut into servings with a dull knife.  


     “Not sky-made, but witch-made lightning,” her mam would have said. 


     Breanna was fearful at the thought of what they might have to face. As she lay restlessly, her senses were overwhelmed by the light patterns across the darkness. The stars and grandfather’s lamp had all disappeared. She heard light rustling, and knew it was Sean crawling across the cart floor. He took her hand, his fear written across his young face.  


     “Are we going to make it, Bree?” he asked. “How can we win against them who’re strong enough to make lightning? What about my sister?” 


     She clasped his hands within both hers, understanding his terror. 


     “Sean, don’t forget: the witch can’t win when we hold faith in our hearts. Be strong and think of your mam and poppa, what they would tell you.”  


     “I do,” he said. “I think of them all the time, and I remember being with Poppa, fishing and hunting. I learned my life from him. Do you think someday it won’t hurt anymore?”  


     “I don’t know,” she replied. “I think about my own kin, and miss them the same, just as if it was yesterday when I was taken from my home. This life has a cruel side, doesn’t it?” 


     “Aye, Bree, it does, but I don’t want to die either. I don’t want any of us to die,” he said with a weary heart. 


     Breanna’s headache pushed her toward sleep, leaving the boy alone with his fears. He lay down beside her and dozed, his feelings for her like those for Elida. She was his sister. 


  




  

    

23. 


     Breanna awoke after an hour and took the first watch. Her headache had moved to the back of her neck, making it bearable. She sat near the wagon on a rock and backed up against a sand hill, with her night vision trained toward the coastline caves. The lightning had passed, leaving a clear, star-filled sky. She reached for the door in her mind and felt it slam shut, barring her from Elida. A sharp sense of her mother came afterward, as though it had been Mathena who closed the portal. 


     She heard a noise and readied her bow and arrows, but it was the captain. He sat down beside her with a thin blanket in his hand, and wrapped the cover around her arms against the cool air. The Qadra Sea shone off in the distance, and in the grandfather’s light they could see the castles of the darth standing tall. Just for a moment the old elven city was exposed. Then a halo of mist arose from the water and hid the towering pillars with its arches and turrets, its chained doors, and the high rock walls and low, protecting parapets. In the dim light the two friends shivered and knew that magic was loose in the world. 


     “Are you a’right, Breanna?” the captain asked. He seemed genuinely concerned for her welfare, and it surprised her. 


     “Yes, I am, captain. The pain has moved to the back of my head where it is not so bad.” 


     “Breanna, will you consider a favor?” he asked, looking directly into her eyes. “Will you call me Rand, as my other friends do?” 


     “Yes, captain,” she said. “If you want me to be your friend.” 


     “Aye, Breanna, I do,” he said with a low chuckle. 


     “Then I will be,” she said with a smile. “And you must call me Bree.” It was pleasant having him so near. Her heart felt joyful and protected. When a snippet of his thoughts broke into her mind, she erected a barrier to keep them out, to avoid eavesdropping.  


     “Put your head on my shoulder,” Rand said. “I’m wide awake and you need more rest.” 


       


     Later, when Tom awoke for his turn at watch, he stepped out of the cart to relieve the girl, only to find her asleep, with her head against Rand.  


     “She was in pain. I hope it’s all gone,” the captain said. 


     “Aye, and I hope you’ll not add to it,” Tom said, eyeing him. “The lass has lost too much a’ready.” 


     After a bit, Rand replied in a serious tone, “She has. I’ll remember your words, Tom.” 


       


     The watch changed and the rest of the night went as quietly as the first part, with the seaside creatures’ foraging confined to the water near the castles. At one point Tom saw the sea roiling near the shore, and heard the booming roars as huge water and land creatures fought over fish in that part of the sea. It reminded him of their own supplies after their hasty departure from the first campsite. Some of their food was left when the oxen headed the cart toward safety.  


     Sunrise broke, and the rest of their party woke, ready for the day. Breanna’s headache was gone, and she felt rested. The memory of falling asleep on Rand’s shoulder was sweet and made her smile. According to Tom, there had been no recent sightings of giant lizards, trolls, or Kruks near the camp, but he mentioned the fight in the water off the coast. The creatures were unaware of them thus far.  


     The oxen needed to be spelled again. Breanna’s first attempt was a short-lived experiment. She had used the memories, and made her own magic. If she had grown into maturity on Nore Mountain, she never would have known the secrets of the seven. It was up to her and her alone to learn survival magic. With each failed effort, she knew what to do or not do in the future. With each successful attempt, her elven memory locked it away, allowing her to call it forth again and improve it as she became more skilled. The new spell she conjured for Beth and Barley was for a smooth ride that would allow the people in the cart to observe the countryside. 


     As soon as they had breakfasted on dried fish, Tom motioned everyone to load up, as it was time to leave. As the Darth of Qayborn passed from her sight, Breanna took one last look at the large land mass, the namesake of her family. She was glad to have seen the ancient home of her relatives, but even gladder to leave it behind. 


     Tension in the four cart riders eased some as they left the seaside. After traveling a while, a little vegetation appeared along the roadway, and Sean asked Tom to stop the cart and allow him to search for small game in the brush. He hoped to use his arrows and secure meat for their supper.  


     The cart stopped, and they all stepped out on nature’s green carpet beside the roadway. Both Bess and Barley eagerly grazed on the sweet grass and asked for water. Breanna searched through their meager supplies and told Tom they needed to find a source of fresh water for themselves and the animals. She poured most of the liquid from the barrel into a bowl, and gave it to the thirsty oxen, for the animals were their means of transportation and had to be cared for first. Rand said the road they followed went through a settlement not far ahead, and they could get water and pick up a few other supplies.  


     Their speed was faster than it had been the day before. Breanna had honed her formula, making the oxen’s load easier to bear. None of the other travelers asked her how it was done; they were grateful she could do it. She knew once the strife was over, if it would ever be over, the questions would start and she would be forced to tell.  


     Within a short while, Rand spotted a huge object flying toward them, its destination the cart and the people in it. 


     “Look, it’s a giant blue bird and it looks mean and hungry,” he yelled. “What is that thing?” 


     “It’s a Phoebus. We have to hide. Their talons can grab us where we sit,” Tom warned. “A dangerous lot.”  


     The bird circled, coming closer. Tom turned the oxen into a brush-covered glade that offered the animals some protection from the flying carnivore, but there was no real concealment from the creature in the air. They moved out of the cart and slid beneath the framework, hoping to dissuade the Phoebus in its food search. 


     “We can take it out with our arrows,” Sean whispered. 


     “Not possible, lad. Wings are hard as iron; you’d never be able to get through. Heard once, top of the head’s the only place soft enough for an arrow or spear,” Tom said, eyeing the giant carrion eater from where he lay beside the boy. 


     “Sean,” Breanna said, crawling out from beneath the wagon, “give me my quiver and bow. Rand, can you help me? Let’s trap the thing before it gets one of us. You’ll have to distract it, make it try to attack you.” 


     “Aye, I’ll do it,” the captain said, swallowing hard, “but why do I want to be bird bait?”  


     “I’m going to kill it. Do you trust me?” she asked, fearful of his answer. 


     “A’right, yes, I do. Come on, Mer Birdy, try and get me,” Rand yelled as he stood in the cart waving his arms. 


     Breanna armed herself, her arrows ready, her feet poised on the threshold of a boulder near the cart. Sheela, I need you again. We are in great danger from this giant bird and I must rise above it. Please help me. Her thoughts were concentrated on the knowledge in her memory, of times when the ancient elves soared across great chasms of space. She saw images of Sheela rising to great heights, and called the ability to herself. Her legs and feet tingled as they readied for the task ahead.  


       


     The Phoebus saw Rand, and immediately targeted him for its next meal. The captain was steady, trusting Breanna as she had asked. His eyes remained glued to the huge extended talons of the bird. 


     “Whenever you’re ready, Bree,” he said as the creature swooped near him. “You might hurry.”  


     “Steady, Rand. I won’t fail you. I promise,” she said, her toes poised for lift. 


     The Phoebus dropped just above the captain as the girl sprang from the rock and lifted, higher and higher, over the bird. The bow was ready, the string taut. She breathed in and pulled the fletching near her right eye. The arrows flew, first one, and then another joined its mate in a straight shot down, into the vulnerable crest of the giant head. Both flinted points hit their mark and took the terrible creature to the ground. Breanna remembered the long-ago flight, and the smell of the high flyer that took her from her home. She wondered as she landed on her toes if the bird she had killed was the one that carried her away. 


     The three in the cart stared hard at the dead Phoebus. Its neck was bent and the hafts of two arrows protruded from the huge head. 


     “Tom, I guess what you heard was right,” Rand said. “Good shooting, Bree. Real good.” He sat down quickly as sweat beaded on his forehead.  


     “Thank you for trusting me,” she said. “I told you lies in the past. I’m glad you believed me today.” 


     Sean stared at the bird then whooped. “A’right, can we eat this thing?” 


     They all laughed, including Tom, who answered, “Tough, would be my thinking. Settle for a few biscuits and more dried fish?” 


     Breanna pulled her arrows from the bird, wiped the dark blood off, and scrubbed the tips with some of the road sand. When she was content that all signs of the gigantic scavenger were gone, she returned them to the quiver. Little Kit was much happier when the pouch where he slept was clean. The fox had been quiet since the beginning of the journey, for his natural fear of large predators made him hide. 


     On the road, she found Rand staring at her, his face set in a question. 


     “What?” she asked, hoping the time had not yet come. She wasn’t ready to betray the secrets she was entrusted with by her mother’s friends. 


     “I was thinking maybe you should be the one to go hunting for us. But keep your birds no larger than a chicken.” 


     She laughed hard, her giggles suddenly burbling up, taking her breath away. Rand and Sean slapped each other on the back in uncontrolled mirth, both relieved the danger had passed. Tom grinned as he drove the oxen, glad to hear the young people’s laughter after so much tension. It was good to be alive. 


       


     The rest of the day was tiring. An acrid wind blew, burning their faces; every now and again they would see a Kruk off in the distance, but each time it was running away from them, its big bottom bouncing across the sand hills through tall weeds. The Qadra Sea boundaries came and went, streams flowed from the feet of mountains, and still they traveled, searching for Parth and the evil residing there. They had no plan, for after all, what chances did a tinker, a ship’s captain, a girl, and a boy have against mordants, spells, witches, and even the Spectre himself?  


       


     Three rivers flowed near Parth: the ice-chunked Iree from north of Ice Mountain, the Spohn, a saltwater river with its beginnings at the Qadra Sea, and the Smoke, the large, flowing body of black water that began at Ebon Falls and snaked across the eastern prairies toward the North Sea. Each of the rivers was large and remarkable, but when the three merged near the hamlet of Parth, they became a gigantic shipping lane called the Beltick Seaway.  


     “Any and every language is spoken in the harbor towns,” said Captain Rand, who had been a first mate on one of the large ships that regularly sailed forth and back from the Beltick Seaway to the Great North Sea. “We can go to Tick, the town I remember, and make a plan with some fellows I know.” 


     “Think we’ll get any help?” Tom asked with his eyes on the roadway. He was still amazed by the oxen’s speed, and their light touch on the sandy soil. The journey was enough to fill the rest of his lifetime with the best storytelling material ever heard, and it stirred his blood to be a part of it, even should he lose his life for the cause. 


     “Aye, there will be a few that help. They’re sailors, and love a rough and rowdy fight. Carry a barrel of ale, and they’ll follow to their doom. With spear and harpoon to aid them, my mates have won many a battle. Their hearts are not pure, but as close as they need be.” 


     “Then let’s go there, Rand,” Breanna said. “Maybe your friends know something about the witches and what they’ve planned for us and Elida.”  


     “Why aren’t we going to get Elida first?” Sean asked, his fists clenched in anger at those who took his sister. “We can do it without any help.” 


     “And what will you do with her once you have her, young Sean?” Tom asked. “Don’t you think them were powerful enough to take her first might take her back? Would you lose all them you know for lack of planning? Aye, ’tis a fine thing you wanting to rescue your sister. But be wise, lad. Them witches won’t be easy to beat.” 


     The boy looked sullen for minute then nodded reluctantly. 


     “I suppose you’re right, Tom. A plan is needed, and a few more souls wouldn’t hurt.” 


       


     The road wound here and there and the smell of salt had long disappeared, replaced by the odor of burning trash piles and tree limbs in the fields they passed. The land was farmed with corn and grain, the staples of most people in the country. Small huts graced the open lands, finding their base under skimpy trees where shade was available. The road was busy with travelers on their way to the city, and their wheels and horses stirred swirling dust clouds over the cobblestoned cart road. Every part of Breanna’s body was covered with road grit, and the thought of a wash was heavenly. 


     The hamlet of Parth went south; an obscure and inelegant hand-carved sign pointed the way, and Breanna felt a chill, a premonition that things had been bad but would soon going get a great deal worse. The cart continued east, toward Tick, and she gathered her courage again. Shivering, she sent a quiet message to Elida, one she hoped carried encouragement to the young girl.  


     We’re almost there. Stay true. 


     Tick, unlike the small tree bugs with the same name, was thriving and seemed prosperous, with a large three-floored building in the center of town where the officials sat in horsehair chairs and reviewed citizen cases before them. The town square was surrounded by a series of cross streets with names the travelers had difficulty pronouncing. Although Breanna could read the words and understand their meanings, she felt it unnecessary to mention it to any in the cart, for what they had already witnessed from her was more than enough to consider. Quietly she read the signs on the buildings and the street posts, her eyes and ears attuned to conversation from the sidewalks where the town’s residents gathered in twos and threes. 


     As many different phrases reached her ears, she was overcome by the noises and set about sorting their meanings into usable information. At one point she heard the word “witches,” and then all was quiet as someone shushed the speaker and rushed her off the street, into the shadows. In the rooms they passed, she could see people through open windows huddled together eating their evening meal. The women wearing starched caps and stained aprons spoke at length to silent, weary men in homespun work britches and shirts. It was surely a city of prosperity. 


     “Psst. Bree, see that? See the tavern on the corner? It’s called the Ale Barn, and all my mates once drank there.”  


     “Then, Rand, you should go and find them,” she replied quickly. The use of his given name still tickled the edges of her lips and brought about the tiniest of smiles. “This is a big village,” she exclaimed as they drove by three different inns.  


     “More than a village,” Rand said, “it’s the center of their government. Once there was a king who came and went from the great house upon the hill there. Do you see it, the one with the many carvings of warriors on their mounts?” 


     “Yes, I see it. The king! How exciting. Did you ever see him?” she asked, her cheeks reddened by the idea of a poor farm girl near the home of a king. 


     “Aye, one time I did. He was a big fellow, with all kinds of jewels and shiny buttons on his britches. An old man, the last king. Older than Tom. The new king, the son, is not so well thought of by his people.” 


     “Careful, now,” Tom said from the front seat of the cart. “Old Tom’s not so old when there’s fighting to be done.” 


     “You can be at my side anytime, friend,” Rand said. “I meant no harm about your age.” 


     “What about your sailor friends, Rand? Can we find them?” Sean asked eagerly.  


     “I don’t think there’s harm in it,” Rand replied, as he adjusted his shirt and britches and smoothed his hair. “Keep silent, though, until I give you the sign you can speak freely.” 


     “A’right, let’s go,” the boy urged, in a hurry to get out of the confining cart. 


     After they left, Tom found a quiet corner of the street where the oxen could rest from their long trip. They weren’t terribly weary, for most of time the animals had skimmed over the road, but there was no need to push them and make them travel without reason. As an afterthought, Tom moved the cart further to the side to allow others to pass.  


     A surge of people in colorful clothing had been increasingly crowding the road into Tick, and their wide caps and brightly emblazed armor gave evidence of a festival nearby. The men walked fast, seeming impatient with those between them and their destination. 


     Tom lit his pipe, a luxury he allowed himself ever so often, and the smell of the tobacco reminded Breanna of the Vales’ cottage. She watched him smoke for a moment then reached out and touched his hand.  


     “You are so kind to us, Tom. I pray this goes well and you can get back to your life,” she said, smiling at him. 


     “Lass,” he replied through a smoke ring, “I’ve no life. From village to village I go, with none caring if I stay or leave. ’Tis only since being with you and the boy that my days have some meaning. Don’t thank me, girl; you have a terrible lot of trouble coming to you. Just pray old Tom can be a help to your cause. My ship never made it to harbor in my day, and the fortune I hoped to give to a lady sifted through my fingers one coin at a time, so I never had no young ’uns.” 


     He paused for a moment, drew on his pipe again, and stared at the oxen. “Them oxen now, they’re faithful and true as beasts are s’posed to be, but old Tom, well, he ain’t always been so true. The drink was waiting, a warm mistress when no other cared for me, but in the morn, when the light was bright again, all ’twas left was a pain in my head and empty pockets. That’s my life, lass. That’s my life.” 


     She patted his hand again, not denying anything he had said. “You’re my friend, Tom, and I treasure you,” she said. 


     Soon Rand and Sean returned to the cart, jumped in the back door, and sat, their faces glum.  


     “What happened?” Breanna asked.  


     “They’re all gone, to some meeting in a farmer’s field taken over by the king’s company, a tournament of the best archers and fighters of the countryside. My mates want to be part of the contests and they’re not interested in fighting witches,” Rand said disgustedly. “The champion will win silver, and a special prize from the king’s treasure chests. My own bow is on the ship, broken and no use to me, else I would enter the contests myself.” 


     “Rand,” Breanna said after a moment, “my bow is a not a special one, not shiny and new, nor made from lustrous wood, but it’s a good one and shoots true. You can use it if you want.” 


     He looked at her closely to see if she was serious, for the captain was accustomed to older girls who teased and then recalled what they’d said, playing word games with men. To offer him her weapon was to offer the only thing she owned of value. He was touched and ashamed of his own selfishness, for he wasn’t sure that if the situation were reversed, he’d be the one offering. 


     “Are you sure?” he asked. “You’d let me use your bow and forgo the contest yourself?” 


     “Yes, it’s yours to use,” she answered, and handed the bow over. “You’ll want a different quiver,” she said with a grin. “Sean made this for me, and it’s a bit girlish where I added shiny rocks.” 


     “Aye, you’re right,” Rand said, taking the bow. “I think I can borrow one from my mates at the field. Tom, we need to go,” the captain added hurriedly. “If we can find my mates, we’ll make it a contest to help us all. I’ll get their promise to go with us to Parth if I win.” 


     “Sounds good,” Tom replied, snapping the oxen’s leads. “Which way, captain?” 


     “Straight ahead; look for a farmer’s mill, with the king’s flags flying high.” 


       


     The road to the event was crowded with men on horseback, wagons the size of the one Tom drove, and small two-wheeled carts pulled by goats or ponies. Some men walked on the dung-covered road, careful with their steps, as they tried to avoid the squishy piles. They were all headed to the tournament, their bows, javelins, swords—long and short—battleaxes, and flails tied across horses, wagons, or goats. Alongside the beasts of burden, men wearing chain mail and chest plates hurried along, keeping eyes on their weapons. The sight of so many prepared for war made Breanna hopeful that some would follow to the witches’ cairn, where their weapons could be put to good use. 


     The four friends sat close together, watching the faces of the desperate men as Tom manipulated the oxen, not bothering to avoid the dung steaming on the road. 


     They reached the mill faster than most of those on the road, in time for Breanna to see the king’s three green flags with yellow tassels flying, and alongside them, his red and gold embroidered crest shining brightly in the afternoon sunlight. A crowd edged against the part of the field where seats built from barn lumber were filled by wealthy patrons and the king’s favorites. An unfortunate farmer who complained he had lost his hay and grain storage building to the tourney was escorted to the trees by one of the king’s guard. Pennies for seats were taken by soldiers in yellow and green waistcloths and red britches, and those without coin were pushed to the side to stand or sit as they might. 


     Sean stared at everything with the wonder of a lad who had never seen weapons more dangerous than a dagger and bow. Inside the tournament grounds, the fields of competition were marked off by different colored pennants flying, and long strands of cloth dividing the partitions for each type of joust. The boy was overcome with awe for the men in mail who sauntered forth and back with sweat pouring from their head coverings and animal dung clinging to their sandals. The smell was horrendous, but the farm boy wasn’t bothered by the odor. His senses were overcome by envy for the pomp and parade of the combatants.  


     Bess and Barley moved slowly on the mud road, and a group of the king’s men urged Tom to move the cart along, out of the way of his betters. One of the guards smirked and slammed him in the shoulder with a hard fist. 


     “Move on, old sod,” the soldier yelled, as five of them got behind the cart and pushed. The wheels were old and one gave to the pressure. Most of the spokes broke through, causing the wheel to turn inward, and the cart to become unsteady. The soldiers grew more impatient, and moved to the cart’s side. A few steady pushes and they tipped it over, dumping all the passengers onto the grass as the unwieldy wagon rolled. Bess bellowed as two of the men in green and yellow kicked her in the flanks, demanding the two oxen move faster, out of the roadway. The frightened beasts bellowed again and ran, pulling the cart on its side. The rest of the wheels came apart and the sideboards peeled the top layer of grass off the edge of the roadway.  


     The soldiers of the king’s guard guffawed at the sight of the ruined cart and the helpless oxen’s distress. Their hysterics encouraged a few bystanders to kick the defenseless animals for sport, and jump onto the cart as it lay wrecked and useless. Rand and Sean stayed down, staring with mouths agape at the unbearably cruel display before them.  


     Breanna watched from another place on the ground, not believing what she had just witnessed. The sad oxen bled from a multitude of injuries as people further abused them by poking their sides with sticks while the soldiers laughed. She felt an unfamiliar surge of anger at the inhumane behavior of the crowd, and toward the king’s men, who had begun the whole incident. Even the giant bird who’d carried her away as a ten-year-old hadn’t stirred the kind of wrath Breanna felt then.  


     Tom crawled from his position beneath the cart. His lower body was torn and broken where the framework had fallen on him as it overturned, but he ignored the pain as he made his way toward Bess and Barley.  


     When Breanna saw how badly Tom was hurt, she cried out, “Stop, Tom, they’ll kill you and rejoice in it.” 


     The soldiers saw the old man dragging his body toward them and laughed again, recognizing the greatest sport was still to come. Drawing his long sword, one of the soldiers approached Tom and dared him to continue his crawl. Tom ignored the danger, and spat on the man’s sandals. He refused to be deterred from his mission to stop the battering of the gentle work animals. 


     The soldier held the sword aloft as the crowd chanted, “Kill him, kill him.” 


     The sword went higher and higher and began a downward arc as Breanna called upon Willow to lower the White and cover her friend from sight. Under the White’s protection, Tom reached to touch the bleeding animals. His tears fell for poor Barley, lying unmoving, dead from the abuse.  


     “Get out of here, all of you, get out,” a frightened soldier screamed. “You people get along now—move, do you hear me?” The king’s man knew there was magic afoot when the old man went missing, and he was as frightened as poor Bess was after losing her mate. 


     The spectators moved as a single unit, fearful of the soldiers, but more afraid of the broken old man who had disappeared before their eyes. Some stared at the dead ox with shame and fear reddening their coarse faces as others ran quickly from the scene of their cruel acts. 


     The area cleared. The soldiers and onlookers quickly detoured, leaving the overturned wagon and bleeding oxen untended. Sean cried, not understanding what had just occurred. He demanded to know what had happened to Tom. 


     Breanna took a deep breath and let it out. “Tom has been under the White, Sean,” she said quietly in case some others were listening. “He needs healing. Rand, can you get him over to the cart? At least he will have some protection there. I need to look at his body and see if it is broken.” 


     The young captain nodded, stunned by all he had seen. He was disappointed in himself for doing nothing as the soldier raised the sword over their friend. 


     “I should have done something,” he said.  


     “No, they would have killed you without waiting,” Tom whispered. “It’s the witches so close caused this. They’ve poisoned the air with malice.” 


     “Lie still, Tom,” Breanna begged. “Let me see what I can do. I’m elven, remember?” she said with a smile, her eyes wet with love for her friend. 


     “Aye, lass, if it can be done, you can do it,” he whispered before falling into the deep sleep caused by great pain. 


     “Breanna, can he be fixed?” Rand asked anxiously. 


     “I don’t know. I will do my best,” she answered, looking the old man over. Tom not only had broken bones, he had bright red blood gushing from his stomach where a part of the cart’s seat had splintered and torn his flesh away, exposing vulnerable organs. With her eyes blinded by tears, Breanna dug into the broken cart for what supplies were still available. 


     A woman moved from across the roadway, bound for them. 


     “Stop, you can’t hurt him anymore,” Sean yelled. 


     “No, I…I have some balm that might help. Here,” she said, dropping the salve and running away, her face white from fear. 


     “Rand,” Breanna said, “hold him. No matter how hard he struggles, don’t let him go.” 


     “A’right, I can hold him,” he said, reaching around Tom, hugging his body close. “Done. I have him.” The sight of the old man shocked him, for he had all the signs of  someone about to die. In the captain’s experience, men didn’t long survive with such injuries. 


     Breanna looked past Rand and the crowd, back into time, back when she was a babe in the sleeping cradle, and someone who loved her whispered secrets in her tiny elven ears. Winona, you battle demons; you have taught me how to send them flying. Teach me to how to send this pain and brokenness flying, teach me how to heal my friend. 


     Child, he is dying, it is beyond me. You must heal him yourself. The ghostly words came from the past. 


     “No, Tom, don’t go,” Breanna begged when his labored breathing slowed. 


     Winona, help me, help me, she thought, her heart breaking, the love she had for the man filling her, expanding throughout her body and soul. 


     Child, life from death is not my gift. You have the power. Winona faded, her voice easing out of Breanna’s consciousness. 


     “Please, live, Tom, don’t die. Take my spirit and let it heal you. Hold, Tom, hold,” she pleaded.  


     You must heal him yourself. Winona’s words came back, true and strong.  


     Breanna moved into her center, into the place where the memories lived, where the source of the ancients’ power lay waiting. She rubbed her hands together and placed them upon Tom’s chest, projecting her spirit and energy into his being. Great heat from her fingers penetrated the old, broken man, and he arched his body upward, away from Rand’s arms. Words came to Breanna, old words, the whispered, healing words of ancient elves who lived in treetops and ruled their world. Power heard her call and sorted the reams of old wisdom. It found the arcs of healing and hummed, vibrating against bone and blood, surging through the hands of the chosen.  


     The bones inside Tom’s body began knitting, and old joints cracked as they came together renewed. Then came the sound Breanna had known since her fifteenth birthday—the sound of new skin growing, sliding across, and against, as healing began in Tom’s torn stomach and lower body. Bit by bit, his body repaired itself, covering the exposed organs as they had been before. Only this time it was better, because mortal Tom Simpkin had been elf-magicked, and stolen away from death’s door. 


       


     They sat on the grass for a while, using the cover of the ruined cart to protect their friend. For a while, no one spoke. Each waited to see if Tom survived. At best, they thought he would be alive, but broken, and unable to walk. 


     Breanna’s headache was worse than ever before. The pain behind her eyes was so deep that she felt as though her skull would split.  


     “Here, these are salts for your pain. Take them. They will help,” Rand said, reaching into his shirt with one hand and extracting a package. “I got them from the apothecary.” 


     “When did you get them?” she asked, surprised and pleased by the captain’s kindness.  


     “When Sean and I went searching for my mates,” he replied hesitantly. “I know you suffer some after doing whatever it is you do.” 


     She thanked him and swallowed part of the potion with water from the bottom of the broken barrel. 


     After a moment or two, they heard a faint voice, first whispering, and then growing louder: “Turn me loose, captain. Are you trying to kill me? I can’t draw a breath.” 


     Rand stared at Breanna, his face registering amazement and awe, unbelieving, but aware Tom was talking to him, where a brief time before he had been as good as dead. 


     “D’you hear me, captain? You’re squeezing me to death,” Tom said, his good humor back with his health.  


     “Aye, here you go, Tom, and are you a’right?” Rand asked. 


     “And why shouldn’t I be? An old man I am, but a little bruising I can take with the best of them.” 


     Breanna gazed at Rand with a deep stare that said, “Don’t ask.” She knew that all she felt for him was in her eyes. He looked back at her helplessly, for the world he had known had been changed by an emotion theretofore denied him. Trying to get control of his feelings, the captain put on the face of normalcy, of being just an ordinary ship’s captain, and not a witness to the revival of a dead man by the young woman who held his own heart in her hands. 


     “Are you two going to sit and stare at each other all the blessed day or will you help old Tom up and get this cart turned back over?” 


     Breanna shook herself, a movement that seemed to awaken her from a long sleep. She jumped up and lent a hand to Tom, who suddenly discovered he really didn’t need the help, for his legs were working better than they had in years. Sean was asleep on the grass. He had tried to stay awake after Breanna acknowledged that Tom would survive, but he was unable to keep his eyes open. 


     The dead ox was left where those who wanted the meat could butcher it. Bess was barely able to walk, but followed along behind the people who had saved her. They gathered their equipment and goods and distributed the load, giving Tom and Breanna the lightest packs. She walked with her quiver on her back. Kit peeked over the top, but his red ears blended with her hair and he was hard to see. Tom led the group with a lively step. The healing of his wounds had revived some of his youthful ways. 


     Rand was silent, casting glances at the innocent girl beside him. He could have easily mistaken her for a boy, as he did on the ship. Her britches were loose, and the head cover she wore disguised the luxury of her red curls. The young ship’s captain was overwhelmed by the experiences of the previous days, for he had seen more magic in the last hour than all his mates had ever dreamed about, magic that came from the girl walking quietly beside him on the dung-covered road.  


     He had moments of fear, for the deeds she performed were out of the known world, harkening back to another time and place, long before they were born. His feelings for her were a mix of admiration and awe, a combination that pushed him away, for how could he ever be good enough for her? 


     Breanna noticed Rand was careful to avoid brushing against her, making her believe he cared little for her, and possibly thought her odd and disgusting when she delved into elven magic. Her thoughts ran wild. 


     I have so few true friends; I couldn’t bear it if I lost Rand’s affection. 


       


     Sean no longer wondered about the source of magical happenings Brianna performed, but sometimes, as with Tom’s healing, the boy had to express himself.  


     “Bree, I don’t know what you did to Tom, but he’s walking faster than me. Will it last?” 


     She smiled at Sean and shrugged, her way of acknowledging the question, but at the same time explaining her own puzzlement.  


     “I don’t know, Sean. I never considered; I only wanted to keep him alive,” she said. “It is wonderful to see, isn’t it?”  


     “It is, and I hope it lasts,” he agreed.  


       


     The boy’s attention was suddenly diverted by three men holding war axes aloft as they danced toe to toe inside a circle. The grace of their movements was exciting to watch. The soldiers’ treatment of Tom, and their cruelty to the oxen, had spoiled Sean’s admiration for the king’s men, but he was awed by the sport, and the handling of the gleaming axes.  


     “I’ve never seen men dancing with other men.” 


     “It’s a battle dance,” Rand said, staring steadily at the axes held above the men’s heads. “When the dance is over, the battle begins, with only one leaving the circle. Brave or stupid, they’ll finish it, when it’s the real thing. The tourney will have them slicing each other to pieces, with the last winner taking home the silver.” 


     “I don’t think I want to see it,” the boy muttered, his admiration for the games disintegrating.  


     “Nay, such sport is not for me either, boy,” Tom said.  


       


     A small herd of cattle grazed in a section of the waiting area, and Bess edged her way toward the grass and the other bovines, turning once to stare at Tom. 


     “Go on with you, girl. You’ve been faithful and true,” he said to the injured ox. “I wish you a happier life than this day has promised. You’re in a sight better place than your partner, for sure.” 


       


     The archery field was near the farm’s outer boundaries, and tree trunks on the border made good target hangers for the final event. A few green-and-yellow-shirted soldiers had cordoned off the area, and set up entry gates for contestants. The area was maintained by a few men bullying bystanders who got too close to the gate.  


     Rand carried Breanna’s bow and Sean’s arrow quiver, and found a place at the end of the line. They were late to the event, causing the captain some distress as he looked at the men ahead of him. Archery was always the most popular event in tournaments, for many could enter and lose without suffering bloodshed, while the winner walked away with a sizable purse.  


     The king and his ladies sat on a traveling dais, higher than the field and surrounded by soldiers. King Arne Wallace, monarch of the North Sea Lands, was a bloody king who had conquered all the territories of the Qadra and the North Sea a decade before. He put his own father to the noose when the old man got in his way. A verified heartless bully, Arne ruled the sea lands with an iron fist, and claimed a large portion of gold from every trade ship sailing the Qadra and the North Seas, as well as the Beltick Seaway. In addition to being a despot, King Arne was exceedingly wealthy.  


     While they waited in line, Rand told his three friends of an incident in which he had had personal knowledge of King Arne’s murderous behavior. Beginning the tale quietly, the captain grew boisterous as he told the story of a man he had known well. 


       


     “Over a half-year before,” he began, “one of my mates, a youngish sort called Isak Olfare, was noticed by the princess. The girl had thought him comely when the king’s caravan came abreast of the ship in port, and she saw the crew disembarking from the Mede Truheart. Isak was a westerner, with flashing eyes and yellow hair. His smile was said to have thrilled many a heart, and most of the lasses in port took a shine to him.  


     “Young Princess Fielda was watched closely by her father, for he intended to sell her to King Jael of the Vladts, an old man who had piles of gold and silver in his castle, but no wife. King Arne was determined to make a profitable trade, and cared not what thoughts his daughter had about the match. 


     “Unbeknown to the king, Princess Fielda paid two of her father’s guards handsomely to escort Isak quietly to her rooms. The guards, however, were frightened their sire would hear of the deception, and make them pay with their lives. 


     “To keep from a too-long tale,” Rand said, “here is the way it went. When King Arne was told by his men about the girl’s plan, he made them find Isak and kill him. On his orders, they dumped the young man’s body into the waste channels running from the castle to the sea. Those soldiers of the guard who knew of the incident were first given silver for their betrayal of the princess, and then thrown into the king’s bear pit to assure their silence.  


     “It was the end of the sailor who had done nothing amiss except catch the eye of the king’s daughter. This is a vicious man who wears the crown. King Arne is not merciful, and he isn’t fair-minded. Watch him closely.” 


       


     While keeping an eye on the archers gathered in large groups, Breanna grew fearfully excited about the contest. She believed Captain Rand’s abilities with the bow must be excellent. He said his poppa had been an archer who believed in teaching his small son to love the art of shooting, and how to treat the wood as though it were an extension of his body. For years the boy practiced until he was the best in his village, even better at target shooting than his poppa.  


     The tourney would have many excellent bowmen with the best equipment available. Her bow, though made smaller than many of the true longbows, was tempered by the streams of blue fire from her fingers, and would resist breakage when stressed. Elven magic had filled the pores of the wood, creating a weapon of extreme balance, resistance, and flexibility. 


     The men in the contest were numbered in shooting order by the time of day they arrived. All of them, that is, except the favorites of the king, who were allowed to go first before their courage wilted. Rand was near the end of the shooting line, and his patience was worn thin after waiting for archers both good and bad before him.  


       


     “Bree, you’re staring at me. Is something wrong?” Rand asked worriedly as he caught her eye. “Are you afraid I will shame you?” 


     “I could never be ashamed of you for doing a noble thing,” she replied. He reminded her of her poppa. A nobler Qay than Lyman Ascroft could never be found. He would like the captain, even if he thought she was much too young to be infatuated with such an older man. Smiling a little, Breanna tucked her head, hiding her feelings. 


     “I hope you are given a fair chance,” Sean said. “Either they have some real strong archers out there, or someone is eyeing the targets wrong. There are three that have made almost the same score. All king’s men. Doesn’t sound like everything’s even up.”  


     “The king is known to stand by his men,” Tom interjected. His previous experience with the soldiers was not forgotten, but the tinker knew not all men were cut from the same cloth. Many were a decent sort. 


     “My task will be more difficult because the king has favorites,” Rand said, squaring his shoulders.  


     “You will do well,” Breanna said confidently. “But if you wish, I can use my magic to make you more accurate.” 


     “Nay, no magic. It’s on my own, or not at all.” 


     She nodded, acknowledging his wish would be granted. Rand Winter would win or lose by himself. 


     The sun was sinking with the evening upon them, and nothing had been done to secure Elida’s release. Breanna was worried, and wanted to speak to the girl, to assure her, to keep her believing all would be well, to tell her they were coming to release her from Yahmara’s clutches. She closed her eyes and searched her mind for the dark passage that led to her young friend. The doorway stood just next to the path leading to sleep; to pass it by was to begin dreaming, and miss the way to the frightened child. 


     She forgot the tournament, forgot her friends and the heat and discomfort of the day, and stepped through the door, onto the dark path. Her feet touched, then flew, and the land around her disappeared as she moved toward a tiny light far, far, away. The way was barren, and Breanna felt a change in her reactions. Her heart grew heavy with an overwhelming feeling of doom, hopelessness, and crippling despair. She saw mind pictures of Willum and Alane, their headless bodies lying on the grass, and then an early memory of the two filled her mind as they smiled at small Elida, smiled at her. Breanna was there, in the consciousness of the nine-year-old girl, and she felt the child’s sickness and her fear. For a moment Breanna was afraid, and her insides twisted with the horrid thoughts of the women in black and what they might do next. 


     “Elida, I’m here, Breanna said, her voice ringing in the dark tunnel of space. 


     The little girl was unresponsive. Terrible dreams racked her body as she slept restlessly, tossing on the hard bed. 


     “Elida, wake up. It’s Bree. I’m here. We love you; we’re coming to save you.” 


     “Bree,” the child said, awakening quickly. “Don’t leave me here. I’m not strong like you. Don’t go. They know I’m just a little girl. She wants me.” 


     “I know she is evil. Resist her, Elida. Be strong for a short time. We are coming.” 


     “Don’t leave me here,” Elida screamed. “Don’t leave me. I’ll hate you if you don’t take me with you.” 


     “Shh. I have to go, but I’ll be back. Please understand, I have no way to take you back. Be strong…” 


       


     “Bree, Bree, wake up. Bree, wake up. Rand shoots next,” Sean said, his hands on her shoulders. 


     She was jerked back to the present, to the fields beyond Tick, to the arena where Rand would either win the help they needed or lose the contest, and they would begin again. Thoughts of Elida filled her head, the last words she had screamed, the despair within the girl greater than all her fears. Yahmara wanted the child for one of her followers. Elida would be a prize to display, and the destruction of her innocence would be the witch’s bonus.  


    

      


    


  




  

     24. 


     Rand stood with his back against a tree to hide his nervousness. The short time he’d had to practice hadn’t helped his self-confidence. The man in front of him stood ready, the tip of his longbow taller than the man himself. Great strength was needed for such a weapon, Rand knew, for he had one himself, back on the ship. It was badly in need of restringing, for it had been his poppa’s, and it was passed on to Rand as the older man grew weaker in his arms. The young captain waited for his turn and saw the dozen men who had scored within the same point range standing together near the king’s box, and the appraising eyes of the princess followed their movements. 


     The longbow wasn’t enough to win the tourney, and the archer hung his head and left the field, his shame at losing palpable, larger than life. There were no good sports in the king’s guard. They jeered to a man as the bowman left the field, and their laughter added to the misery he already possessed.  


     Rand was overtaken by anger at the display of poor sportsmanship, and he shouted at the king’s men, “Stop. He is shamed already by losing. Have you no mercy?” 


     The guards turned, their eyes piercing Rand as he stood staring, his right behavior lost on the cowardly crew. He was now marked, and he knew there would be no good end to the contest for Rand Winter. Turning his mind away from all else, Rand stepped to the pad, placed his bow, and drew the first arrow. He nocked it determinedly and drew the sinew as far back as it would go, until the malleable wood bent almost double. As the arrow shot forth, it flew straight and true, and penetrated the tiny ring in the target’s center. The second followed, its path set by the first, the yew tree branches flying one after the other toward the same destination. The third and the fourth flew as well, their presence splitting the target as all four became one inside the smallest mark.  


     The crowd was hushed, with mouths agape, their concentration fully upon the young man with the short bow. His excellence with the weapon was greater than any they had ever seen. But five arrows were required for the tourney. Rand nocked the last one and eyed the rings. He loosed the arrow, and its tip penetrated the center of the previous four. The cheerful scarlet feather extended outward from the target as the point rested inside the others.  


     The watchers and those who had tried and failed to win the contest began cheering, throwing hats into the air, beating their fellows on the backs, for they had witnessed the best archer ever seen in the entire region of Tick. Rand’s euphoria was cut short by the sight of the soldiers whispering in the king’s ear, their fingers pointing down the field at him. He knew there was trouble brewing. 


     “Breanna, we have to go,” he said, moving toward the rest of his party. 


     “But Rand, you won!” she said, jumping and hugging him. 


     Tom and Sean clapped each other on the back, their joy at Rand’s control of the contest too great to notice the group of men who were scheming with the king. 


     “Look, see how they plot. This is not good for us. My mates will honor their agreement, but we must leave now.” 


     The three friends saw the group of soldiers gathered near the king, but it was Princess Fielda who got Breanna’s attention. The king’s daughter was staring downfield, frantically motioning them to leave. By her expressions, they knew the tourney was no longer safe for Rand Winter and his party. 


     Without further talk, the four gathered their belongings and cut across the forested area on the outskirts of the tournament grounds, where the trees were skimpy and provided little cover. Through the evergreens they saw soldiers impatiently mounting bannered horses, scattering the still-cheering crowd. The first of the king’s men kneed his large black steed and jumped ahead of the rest, intending to be the first to catch the runaways. 


     Tom was in front, barely huffing and puffing in his improved physical condition. His new ability delighted him as he led the race. Although they covered a far distance, there was small hope of running fast enough to stay ahead of the men on fast steeds. The chargers would be on them in minutes. From what they had already seen, there was little human kindness in the king’s guard, and even less in the king,  


     Breanna saw their dilemma unfold: they would be caught, Yahmara would win, and Elida would be sacrificed—or worse, turned into a witch. There was only one solution—the White. She called to her friends and signaled them to go down into the narrow gully that ran across the forest, and hide from the approaching horsemen. All agreed and ran as one, jumping and landing in the hillside’s breach. With three large breaths, Breanna called down the White just as the king’s men broached the top of the hill.  


     “Quiet,” Tom whispered. “Slow the noise of your breathing; they’ll hear your gasps.” 


     Muttered grumblings were lanced across the hillside: “You, you lost them.”  


     “It was you.” 


     “No, it was you. I’ll not be the one to tell the king we lost four souls on foot.” 


     “Go the other way, you idiots. Don’t follow me,” the first man said, walking his horse on the rim of the gulch. “They couldn’t have gone far. Find them.” 


     Under the White, Rand had Breanna’s bow with an arrow already nocked, ready to stop any soldier who stumbled across them as they lay hidden. But there was an unknown quality of the White that even Willow didn’t know, and Breanna discovered it by accident when a soldier’s horse stepped with full weight through her extended hand. She felt nothing. Not only were they invisible to the rest of the world, they were also without substance. When the ancient power was added to the memories, objects beneath the White became as vapor, showing no surface to watchers. The soldier could have sat his horse and ridden through their midst without knowing they were there. 


       


     The voices drifted away, leaving their troop of friends alone in the forest. Breanna lifted the White, and all gathered their knapsacks and hurried toward the road. Once again, she thanked Willow for the blessed cover; no doubt it had saved them from capture, and possibly it had saved their lives. The crippling headache came, but she swallowed more of the salts, and the pain subsided, leaving a dull ache.  


     “Hurry,” Tom said in a loud whisper, “they’ll be back soon. Losing us is not a thing they’ll be proud of. We must get on the road to Parth soon. I doubt we make it before night is half gone.” 


     Down the road they could see groups of travelers returning to the town of Tick, some losers and some winners at the tourneys. Rand’s mates would be waiting for him near the outskirts of the city, their gear packed, and weapons ready for battle. He hoped they would live up to their words, but he was prepared if some had rethought the wager and tossed it aside. The king hadn’t recognized the captain as the winning archer. If such a thing happened, and the men refused to fight, there was nothing to be done, for neither Tom nor Rand had silver enough to hire mercenaries to fight for pay. 


       


     Breanna replaced Kit inside the quiver. She had carried him under her shirt while the captain lined up with the archers. The fox lifted his head and placed his jaw on her shoulder. She spoke to him in his language, and told him there would be great danger where they were going, and he must stay in the forest if they went into battle. The fox licked her hand, yipping once that he chose to stay with her and the others. Breanna smiled and hugged his soft fluff, then tucked him out of sight. 


     Several carts were in the road ahead, stopped while the soldiers of the king searched for the runaways, but after a while, the mounted men rode off, back toward the tournament. Breanna wondered if the circulating gossip about the handsome champion of the king’s tournament would finally get back to them in the form of a fireside story.  


     Rand ran ahead, and strangers recognized him from the tournament and congratulated him as he passed their carts. Toward the front of the line, he found his mates and begged a ride for himself and his friends. 


       


     Back in Tick, there was little time for anything except to grab a bit of food and water on the run. They’d had little to eat all day, and Sean considered himself to be starving. The older ones contented themselves with a loaf of bread and a block of cheese, but the boy wanted milk. A kind woman, the mother of one of Rand’s shipmates, gave the boy a cup of milk and a piece of cake with it. She spoke to Sean about staying with them instead of going on the witch hunt, but he was having none of it. 


     “No, I can’t. My sister is waiting for us to find her,” he explained.  


     Breanna was lost in thought as they left the city loaded for battle. Parth was their next stop, and everything would become very dangerous for them all. There was nothing to be done except approach in darkness, the worst time for all of them—except Breanna, whose vision at night was sharp and clear.  


     She studied Rand’s friends, wondering what they would do in actual battle. Would they hold or falter, leaving the rest of them to fight alone? What could they hope for against witches and black magic? Freeing Elida was the most important part of the mission, but how could they do that and not get caught at the last? 


     We must locate our sweet friend and surprise the foul ones with our presence, she thought. Breanna was reluctant to travel through the door of the void. Besides being so close to witches who performed black magic, she would be subjected to horrible pain afterward when all her wits were needed. It would not do to lose the battle after coming so far to save the girl. Breanna thought it better to take her chances searching from building to building for the girl once they had sneaked into the small township.  


     The cart ride was slow, even though it was pulled by two strong draft horses. The four from the west had grown accustomed to the great speed of their spellbound oxen, and found traveling in the horse-drawn wagons to be rough and tedious. 


     “Bree,” Rand whispered, “given the chance, do you think you could speed the horses?” 


     “Yes, probably, but how would I explain it to your mates?” 


     “’Tis past the time of worry about that, lass,” Tom cut in, overhearing the two talking. “They’ll know soon enough you be more than you seem.” 


     “Then get them to stop the carts and I will speak to the animals.” Breanna had no doubt she could stir a spell for the horses, but she was concerned about the stares and questions she would get back from Rand’s friends. She sighed and waited for him to speak to the man with the reins. The wait was short, for the driver pulled up quickly and jumped down from the wagon. He needed a personal break in the tall weeds along the road. A few others took similar paths then returned to the carts, curious about the boy who had jumped out of the cart and was studying the ears of the trace horses. 


     Recalling the spell she had cast on Bess and Barley, Breanna used Anola’s gift for language as the medium, and spoke to the animals, warning them of what was about to happen, and of the lessened burden they would feel pulling the carts. The horses were slow-witted and reluctant to believe the voice in their ears until they felt a surge of energy lifting their hooves. Breanna jumped back inside with the others and waited for the drivers to click the leads. The quick move forward reassured her that her memory of the oxen’s spell was usable for other animals. 


     The spelled horses covered ground quickly, and stirred a cold wind as they sped along. The occupants of both carts were soon chilled in the night air, but they preferred to be cold if it meant reaching their destination faster. Soon they saw signs that only a short distance stood between them and the witch-run town of Parth. Breanna knew everything they had ever known or seen would be in question, and she feared for Sean and Elida, innocents in the witches’ game. 


    

      


    


  




  

     25. 


     Riding was both a remembered pleasure and a pain. His own sire had taught him to ride early, and much later the hoof beats of his Baldron stallion had stirred the still warm ground near the haven as he searched for his father amid the mountain’s melt. 


     When Eliandor was a young elf at Pentara Wood, Wellanor had taught him not only horsemanship, but how to communicate with living things. He had learned well and gained his father’s trust. Many years later, when Eliandor had his own family, he taught his sons and daughters the way of horses, and they rode along the wild beaches of the Qayborn Sea on salt grass fed native horses.  


     Then, several hundred years later, after the volcanic fires had cooled, and wild sweet grass grew upon the once-charred land, the wild Baldron horses began to gather and make their home again on the edge of newly grown Pentara Wood near the haven.  


     Eliandor, in his sadness over the loss of his family on the Darth of Qayborn, immersed himself in galloping across the land, once again searching for the graves of his sons and their grandfather. Finally, bereft but determined to go on, he settled into his life, and he and Illene had two more children: the one lost at birth, and the one who was lost at sea. Eliandor had swallowed his grief, and turned his eyes back to the wild horses that always gave him pleasure. The one he rode with the seven was of the same line, sleek and fast, and it responded to the councilor’s slightest touch.  


       


     They rode the first day alongside the Smoke River, one of two water ways near the haven, staying on old trails. Seven skirts flew in the wind as they rode, and each of the Qay women felt the exhilaration of their elven calling. They had been taught to use their gifts for good, and to keep them as secrets among themselves, but the one who chose to go against the family was Yahmara; stubborn and irascible from birth, she used her gift for witch-work. She hated Eliandor for turning her out, and she cursed all her kin as well. Soon afterward, she took her place with the covens of black magic across the Qadra Sea and beyond. Her hatred for all things good made her a fierce enemy, and Mathena, more than the rest, knew Yahmara’s capabilities. 


     Along the dark river they found caves that were once the homes of river bears, very large beasts that climbed trees with speed and swam the river currents as well as the fish they pursued for food. The bears had moved upward into the mountains, leaving the caves deserted. The deep depressions in the cliffs became homes for wild cats and sojourners passing through. In one of them, Mathena built a fire, using the wood from the trees beside the river. She sparked the kindling without worry that some was still wet from a recent rain.  


     Eliandor watched her work, approving of her use of the gift she had been given. He nodded at her as he stood by the water, the stillness of its deep flow soothing his apprehension over the upcoming battle against evil. 


     “We are at a crossroads, Mathena, and dire circumstances will follow. I did not call out our people to fight this battle, for it won’t be won with bows, nor with might, but with the power of good against evil. I do not hope to survive this conflict, for I have not seen a future for me beyond it, but you must return to the haven and take your rightful place as one who belongs. I was wrong to turn you and the others away. My sweet daughter would still be living her life if I had not been so stubborn.” 


     “Wait,” Mathena said, “you can’t give in to dreams showing no future for you. You must remake those visions, for we need you, Grandfather. Pentara Haven needs you.” Mathena was distraught at the thought of losing him after such a long time parted. 


     “Never mind, child. What will be will be. Perhaps I was wrong about what I saw. Even so, there is much to fear from this battle. Your child’s life is at stake, for the evil one is in place to enter this world and bind it to his own, destroying all in his path.” 


     “What have you seen for…her? Will she survive?” 


     “I am not privileged to see, nor would I tell you if I knew. Your deeds must be done without consideration for your child. You have a duty to your people, to all peoples. You must never forget she has the memories. The ancients will be with her.”  


     “What if all of us, and her memories, aren’t enough to displace the Spectre from this world, Grandfather? What then?”  


     “Mathena, sweet girl, as you reminded me, do not be concerned with uncertainties. Lives must be lived, and futures hoped for. We shall all do what we are able.” 


       


     The night was uneventful except for a few angry catcalls from the den dwellers the group had displaced. The next morning, and other mornings thereafter for a fortnight, they rose early and rode hard after spending their nights in caves, or in the trees. Eliandor hoped to avoid the villages, for all of them seen together would create great fears in the people. Most had heard tales of the councilor, but believed them to be stories told to satisfy the need for ghoulish dreams of ageless elves. He hadn’t ventured far from the Haven of Pentara in over a century, and none who had seen him could recall his face or name.  


     The seven sisters knew when Breanna called upon the memories of their gifts that she was in serious situations and needed their help. Anola once heard her voice, entreating for help in mind traveling. One morning after the warriors had gone a long ways, Anola called Mathena aside, and spoke to her quietly of what was on her heart. 


     “Mathena, your child has entered realms beyond my own ability. The memories have obeyed her wishes, allowing her to cross greater language barriers, but they placed her in jeopardous situations. She has traveled the void, into the mind of another, and I grow concerned she will lose herself if she continues.” 


     “What can we do? Can we advise her of the dangers?” 


     “We can do nothing more. The memory I placed has warned her, but her concern for the kidnapped child holds sway in her heart, deafening her ears to words of warning.” 


     “Thank you, Anola, for telling me. I will speak of it to the councilor. Perhaps he has also traveled the void, and can find Breanna and make her understand the perils of mind journeys.” 


     She found her grandfather riding behind the other sisters, unmindful of the dust stirred by the horses ahead of him. He seemed content with the ride, sitting tall in the ornate saddle. She slowed her horse until they were riding side by side, and then she began telling of the fears she had. 


     “Have you traveled the void, Grandfather?” Mathena still found it difficult not to address Eliandor as Mer Eliandor or the childish Grandpoppa. She was saddened for a moment, thinking of her great age and the centuries that had passed without seeing him. 


     “Why do you ask?” Eliandor seemed curious, as though no one had ever asked him such a question. 


     “My daughter Breanna has used the ancient power and entered the mind of another from a great distance.” She found it best to tell him the exact truth as it had been told her. 


     “Oh, I see. I thought perhaps you wished to learn. I speak often to Illene, but we two are as one. The answer is yes, I have so traveled. A fearful journey through the doors of time. I hesitate to go there more often than I must.” 


     “It is a danger to her? Will she lose her way?” Mathena was near breaking. Her daughter, whom she hadn’t seen for many years, and had feared dead, was in danger, and her mother could not help her. 


     “Your daughter is in danger, no matter what she does, Mathena, for she rushes now to a confrontation with your greatest enemy. If she travels through the void, there is no greater danger than what she faces in the real world. Steady yourself, dear grandchild. Your child is equipped as no other has ever been. All we can do it help her to learn to use what she has been given.” 


     “Thank you, Grandfather,” Mathena said tremulously. “Although my mind is still in unrest, you have eased the burden somewhat. Would it be possible to learn to travel the void? Would you teach me?” 


     Eliandor flicked the reins on his stallion, urging him to greater speed. “Yes, I can teach you, but it is more dangerous for you, having only the one gift. Without the power of the Old Ones’ magic, you would have little help in returning if you were lost.” 


     She mused over his words and then wiped the dust from her face, giving herself time to respond carefully. 


     “If I could see my child, it would be worth the danger. She must know we are coming to her, to fight this battle with her. I am willing to go, if you will show me.” 


     “Let me think on it, Mathena. I will tell you my decision by nightfall.” He galloped away from her then, obviously conflicted by her request. 


     The rest of the day passed quickly, with a light meal shared at midday by the group. All were quiet, reflecting upon their futures. That night as they made their camp in a portion of the skimpy forested area by the river, Eliandor called the seven women together to hear what he had to say. His voice was strong, as always. The words he spoke belied his age, giving them more confidence in his leadership. 


     “You must know Mathena’s request, to travel the void and approach the girl. She would do this knowing the danger of losing her way. The void is a terrible place full of twists and turns, with thin recesses leading to a deeper, darker netherworld. She is your family, and your thoughts should be considered. Once, I made a decision that affected all of you, possibly in the worst ways possible. I do not wish to repeat my error. You will decide if Mathena travels to find her daughter. You may not travel with her, but your presence here would be a lifeline for her to follow should she be lost. I ask now, sisters of Mathena, will you give permission for her to make this dangerous journey, or will you hold against it? Before you ask, I do not believe it would be wise for her to go.” 


     Mathena sat by herself on a flat rock, her dress falling between bent knees, head leaning toward the pebbled ground. She would abide by her sisters’ wishes, as she had for those many years whenever a vote was taken. The decision to let Yahmara live had been her sisters’ wish, not her own. She had wanted to destroy her forever and for all time, but the sympathetic vote was to let the witch live. Even so, with what they were now facing, Mathena was a loyal and loving friend, and would not go against her commitment to her sisters. 


     There was little time wasted in discussion. The vote was for aye: let her go into the void. They settled and waited while Eliandor spoke softly to Mathena, guiding her with his words to the depths of her consciousness, leading her for a while then standing back as she began the trip alone. Darkness filled her head, waving darkness as though rows of wheat blew in a black wind. Her footsteps were unsure, but did not falter as she moved forward toward an open door. The entry was small, lower than her head, and required crawling through as though it were a rabbit hole. She saw a trail that bloomed red in the darkness, with white lines leading forward. She called for Breanna and waited for her answer, but there was no sound except her own footsteps resounding in the empty tunnel.  


     Breanna, my child, I come to you. Show me the way. Strong emotions flew from Mathena into the void, but returned in painful waves. She felt sadness, and sobbed for the child who was taken from her. Yet all was empty and quiet in the tight-fitting tunnel. She scraped her mind against the soft sides of the narrow trail. Finally a light shone brightly in the distance, and Mathena grew anxious, eager to see and speak to her child. She was almost there. She was there at the door. But wait, no, not that. The way was barred by crossed green lances, the likes of which she had seen before in the house at Pentara Haven. 


     Mathena heard voices, first her grandfather’s, then her sisters’. They called for her to return, and guided her back, down the narrow trail, back through the space so small she had to squeeze through. The opening had shrunk in the time since she entered the void. An hour later, she awoke to see seven concerned faces staring at her. 


     Shaking her head, she affirmed the sad news: there was no entry, no way to see and talk to Breanna. She looked into Eliandor’s eyes and said, “The Old Ones barred my passage and pushed me out. She is protected by them against her mother.” 


     “I had not considered the way might be blocked. There is nothing to be done if the ancients won’t allow you into the spectral realm. We must be grateful, aye, thankful you found your way back, Mathena. You were gone for such a long time. It is past the midnight hour. Your journey was long. Was it arduous?” he asked gently, hoping to ease her from the disappointment she felt.  


     “No…it was…small and narrow, with a bright track to her. I…was saddened and angry, but now I understand. She is protected.” 


     “Then we should all sleep, for tomorrow we must cross the Beltick Seaway, a major undertaking for some, but we shall find a small ship to carry us over. Keep heart, Mathena—you will see your daughter before many days have passed. Each road we travel brings us closer to our destiny, to our rendezvous with evil. Be rested, for the time will come soon when rest is out of the question.” 


       


     Much later, a voice woke her. “Mathena…shush. Wake up, Mathena. It’s Willow.” 


     “Willow, what is it? Are you ill?”  


     “No, I wanted you to know she has used the White yet again. Our Breanna is alive and well.” 


     “Thank you, Willow,” Mathena replied. “I shall sleep better now.” She lay back down against the hard ground, her heart less heavy knowing her daughter was still alive.  


     The next morning brought signs the Smoke River was widening. The forested area was left behind, and the banks of the waterway grew ever steeper. Before long, the Smoke met with the Iree, and the Spohn, and formed the Beltick Seaway, a very wide section of water upon which sailed many gaily colored ships with huge masts and exotic names. They needed a strong ferryboat with two fast sails, able to carry eight horses and riders. Eliandor knew of such a person, Pilar Arbuckle, whose ancient kin had been friends with the elves of Haven Pentara. The name Eliandor Stronghold Pentara had passed through many lines of men before reaching the ferryman, but he knew it well. Bowing at the knee, the oarsman gazed in awe, and removed his cap. 


     “Aye,” he said, “I’ve been told tales, but thought they were tall, not real. It’s my pleasure to know the truth, to see for myself the one my fathers remarked about. Lord Eliandor, my ship is yours.”  


     He quickly put them on his ferry, but refused payment, for what was better currency than helping the beautiful ladies aboard? Not one could be a day older than my young daughter, he thought as they sailed across the seaway. 


       


     Off to the east, the blackness of the sky spoke to turmoil in the roiling clouds, causing the councilor concern for those transports waiting on the shore. He spoke to young Pilar of what was coming, and suggested that the ship be brought in to harbor, where she would suffer the least amount of damage from water, wind, and fire from the sky. 


     The ferryman was smart, like his ancient grandfather had been, and listened to Eliandor’s wisdom. After the elven group departed, Pilar closed his ferrying business for the day and sailed his boat to a safe harbor. Later, after all was wrecked, and his fellows lay dead in the water, he and his ship remained unharmed. He fell to his knees, and gave thanks for safety and for the wisdom of his ancestors. 


       


     Departing the ship, the seven and Eliandor braced themselves for the storms ahead. Along the road, the bleak morning light would have daunted a less-capable crowd, but none of the eight on horseback were concerned over mere storms. The fires would come soon, they knew—plenty of time to grow apprehensive. Several hundred yards down the road, they saw a carved sign directing their travel to Parth. It was unneeded, for the eastern sky was filled with swirling clouds spouting fire, and its message was clear: “This way are witches. Come if you dare.”  


     The riders girded their determination and galloped toward the hamlet. Down back trails they flew, avoiding the sharp eyes of the signal witches who were certainly watching. The light had passed, and night was upon them as the fire in the sky grew more terrible, yet the comrades rode on, finding faint animal trails that led them to the village center. Rough ground bounced them about as the tired horses found their way through overgrowth. For most of their journey, Miralda had spelled the horses, adding a lift to their hooves and legs, but now, at the end, the heavy animals and riders quickly felt the difference as the rocky ground of Parth came up to meet them. 


     At one point Eliandor pulled up, and motioned to the seven. “Look at the valley below. What do you see?” 


     Mara’s gift of vision let her see a long, dark building with secure outer walls, broken windows, and scattered shutters on the ground. Her senses picked up the odor of animals from the building. 


     “It is a slaughterhouse,” she said to the others, “and has recently been used as a holding area for pigs and cattle.” 


     “What better way to hide from a witch than under her nose?” Eliandor said, motioning for the others to change direction. Across the valley they moved quietly, carefully, eyes out for vole holes that would cripple the horses. To the left they saw the village center lit with bonfires, and tapers shooting flames into the already chaotic sky. Mara tried, but was unable to see around the hay-filled carts parked close to the village square. 


     Quickly, to the slaughterhouse—hurry now, before one of them senses us, the councilor sent to their thoughts. He remembered for a moment his conversation with Mathena. Traveling a short path to those who were familiar required little expertise, and it was easy for him to enter their thoughts. However, roaming the dark halls of space and distance in search of someone lost put a traveler’s footing on a dangerous path. He was grateful Mathena had been sent back before she became lost.  


     She led them now, her long black braid flowing as the sharp wind cut her face. She flew toward the long building with the other six and Eliandor trailing just behind. Within Mathena’s heart her greatest desire was to see her only child, but in the quiet part that seethed against injustice, the lonely mother ached to bring Yahmara to her knees. 


       


     Light from the fires filled the witches’ eyes as they danced round and round the largest of the bonfires with voices raised in praise of their father, the Spectre. At least a hundred and fifty had arrived for the celebration. It was to be a rare sight, an opportunity to see a young girl chosen by Yahmara enter the coven. The girl was human, and would pull out her own heart, just as her mentor once did. Screeches could be heard on the wind as the witches’ voices blended with the sounds of thunder and the roar of fire in the sky. Each of the faithful waited for their leader to bring the girl and challenge any who interfered. 


       


     The warriors gathered in the slaughterhouse, the eight of them weary, but charged by the purity of their deed. Eliandor had seen such obscenity before in his long life: the vagaries of dancing by black-clad worshippers whose mindless obeisance knew only cruelty. The coven sickened him as the members cried out to an evil entity for salvation from the world and its woes. He knew some witches who believed they were born without hearts. They were lost in a world of make-believe, for theirs beat as well as others. They had fooled themselves into a lifetime of denial, as though their bodies could survive without the most necessary component. He had been through such farces more than once. Each witch, whom he had shot through with an arrow, had believed there was no such organ within her chest until it bled and slowed. The atrocities always screeched and lamented, cursing the ground and the world, but when the hearts stopped, their bodies also stopped. 


     Yahmara, on the other hand, was a real made-witch, for her elven blood had found another path of circulation after she removed her own heart. She became stronger, fiercer, and totally without feeling, with only one objective: to destroy mankind and elfkind. It would kill the child if she tried to remove her heart, and Yahmara knew it. Eliandor knew it well also, for such a black deed had happened before. Yahmara’s human friend had been young, and, wanting to be like the other, had followed the same path. She cut her chest open and tried to pull out her own heart, but blood pumped from the open wound and she died. The girl being from the family of man had no elven alternatives to life. Eliandor blamed Yahmara for the loss of the child. And as for the witch, if at that time she had any good feelings left, they died along with her only friend. 


       


     Darkness covered them well, for with the exception of the Supreme Witch, none were listening for arrivals. Only she heard the clip-clop of the horses; only she knew those who came to take away her worldly kingdom. But they would soon lose their long lives. Yahmara took the child in hand. The underground room where they waited had been Elida’s prison for over half a year. The witch knew the little girl was weary and heartbroken, convinced none loved her anymore. They had seen to it, for each time Elida felt hopeful, they broke her again. The last time was when Breanna came and left quickly. Yahmara had been watching the child and seen her face as it moved with strange words.  


     “Aha, a traveler of the void has been here. Perhaps Mara has found the way to enter the netherworld and leave again, to see through time.” She showed her the scar on her chest, the place where she had removed the useless organ.  


     “You shall become as I, human girl. We will celebrate. You and I shall worship the divine Spectre until eternity.” 


     Elida was too tired and uncaring to argue. She quietly listened to the words from the Bad One’s lips, not believing them, but accepting them as more w—— words. She was, after all, a child, and children were not only a nuisance, but were put upon the world to be the servants of older, wiser ones. There was a part of her that still believed in Bree, but she kept it hidden so far down the Bad One could never see it. What she had said to her friend about hating her was not true. She could never hate Bree, for in Elida’s world, where softness lived, it was easy to fasten loyalty upon a hero and never let go. In the child’s mind, she knew Yahmara wanted that loyalty, but it was already promised and delivered. 


    

      


    


  




  

     26. 


     Riding in the cart soothed Breanna’s worries, for the beasts pulling in trace needed her attention ever so often. The road was a thirsty place for horses, and twice on the trip they had stopped to water them. She took the time to speak to the animals encouragingly, explaining reasons for hurrying, but even the equine kingdom knew Yahmara, for when Breanna mentioned her name, the poor draft horses neighed in fear. 


     Rand rode quietly beside her, his mind in turmoil over what he felt for her. She was young and from a different race of people. She deserved better than him. He pulled away from her, but each time she smiled, it tugged at his heart, and he found himself leaning toward her once more. The fear of the battle to come surprised him; it was for the girl, not for himself, that sweat broke out on his forehead. What if she took an arrow in the heart? Not once on the long trip had he seen her commit a selfish act, and yet she might die in her race to save another. The young captain was perplexed as he had never been before. 


     Breanna, on the other hand, was happy as she could be under the circumstances. She realized the possibility she might lose her life during the dark hours of night, but her happiness was in the moment, being next to Rand and holding the hope they would rescue Elida.  


     There was much to be frightened of in the night to come. The brave men who traveled with them put on stern faces, yet they stroked their chins with fear when caught off guard. A fair fight of human proportion was not out of the question for those men, but a fight against evil was new, and as all untried challenges, there was a concern for the unknown. Breanna remembered her prayers as a small child, and tried them again, speaking to her creator, asking for help against the darkness on the horizon.  


     Across the countryside toward the east, the clouds had built to tremendous sizes, some spinning in circles that would tear the cart from one end to the other if it were caught in the middle. A fiery line ran the length of the spinners, lighting up the heavens in reds and yellows as they spun upward, out of sight. The fight was there, where the clouds gathered, in the vortex above Parth. There Yahmara and her mindless followers waited for a sign from the evil one to begin a horrible ceremony in which someone must die to satisfy them. Breanna knew little of witches and witch-making, but she knew human and elven nature. Yahmara was both, and she, Breanna, was of the same two races. The real enemy was the Spectre, who would turn his back on Yahmara in a moment’s notice if convinced the witch was disloyal. Breanna hoped to remember that when the time came. 


     The cart and horses were getting closer, for one of the drivers knew a back road into the hamlet of Parth. Breanna removed the spell from the animals as they made ready to travel quietly into the village. She used her night eyes to see what lay ahead. Looking the village over, she saw a large building, set aside from the rest without light from taper or open fire.  


     They eased into the town center and saw bonfires burning, and women dancing feverishly around and around, spitting their own imitations of fire into the air around them. The heavens roiled with cloud spinners and fire spouts, which set the forests and houses in the village aflame. The noise of the thunder was overwhelming, at times drowning the screeches from the witches, adding to the roars of the blowing wind. The sounds were both loud and tearing, as though the world itself was ripping apart. 


     The building was a farmer’s barn, and its walls were piled high with hay. Breanna was pleased, for the horses would be happy there. They would leave the doors open, for the chance of fire spreading was too great to keep the animals locked away. 


     Climbing out of the wagon, Breanna spoke to Sean, and asked him to stay with Rand if there was fighting. The boy was no more fearful than the others, and his skill with the bow was very good, but she felt he would be much safer and more useful beside the captain in close combat. 


     “I’m going to find Elida,” she said. “When I do, I will find the witch. I may need everyone here to help me overpower her. I only hope we all survive tonight, and if the Creator is on our side, we will. Take care,” she said to those listening. “You have but this one life—make it count.”  


     Not long after the archery event, one of Rand’s mates had loaned both he and Tom longbows, and though they weren’t tempered by elven magic, they would serve them well. Breanna had her bow, the only weapon she intended to use. She sent Kit to the back of the cart and told him to stay.  


     “You know the smell of smoke. If it begins in the cart, leave this place and find shelter where there is water.” She hated to leave him, but taking a fox into battle was not only foolish, it was dangerous to the animal. She stripped her extra clothing down, for the evening air was cool, but not uncomfortable, and pulled her hair back in a braid for ease of travel. She looked the part of a young boy out to create mischief in the night. Easing toward the village square, she noticed the fires burning on the east side. The cottages were ablaze, sending families out in the night among the terrors on the streets and in the heavens. Children’s cries could be heard near the village as more and more were forced to leave their homes. Breanna’s anger toward the witch grew even stronger as she saw the calamities of innocent people.  


     Off to the right, she saw Tom led some of the men toward the village circle, and she asked herself why were the dancers madly circling the fires. Something was awry, for the people dancing behaved like puppets in a child’s play. Such things had happened once in Weir, and the picture had never left her mind. Quickly, and as quietly as possible, she called to Tom and pointed to the witches. He moved toward her and heard what she had to say. 


     “Aye, lass,” he agreed, “there’s much about them to make me question. Let me send my arrow amongst them.” Saying that, he drew back the bow and pulled, the arrow flying true to target into the dancer’s midst as they continued circling, uninterrupted. 


     “We’ve been fooled—those are not witches, they are spelled villagers,” Breanna said, halting the rest of the shooters. “Go. Search all the houses still standing in the village. Someone will know where they have gone. Remember, though, some of the villagers are loyal to the witches.” 


     From across the center, in another place, Sean yelled, “Bree, come with us. There’s something you need to see. Hurry, Bree.”  


     Darkness was full upon the land, but the cloud fires, pure witch-work, lit up the few remaining undamaged buildings with swirling red light. The eerie popping of cloud lightning carried across the way, frightening the villagers who ran away from their homes. The heavens above Parth were particularly affected, although the outer boundaries of the swirling masses seemed to be increasing and dropping lower to the ground, setting fires across the land toward the Beltick Seaway as the storms blew there in full force. 


     “What is it, Sean? Are you hurt?” Breanna asked. Concerned for the boy, she followed closely behind Rand and his mates.  


     “Bree, see that old chapel over there? There’s light inside it, like someone is there. Unless the people are praying, there’s others that might be using it, thinking we wouldn’t suspect them of being there in a place where people are supposed to be reverent.” 


     “You’re right,” Breanna said, stepping higher as she placed her feet to push off, to jump across the distance. “We should go there to see who prays tonight.” 


     Bounding from the place where she stood, Breanna used Sheela’s memory to lift and carry her toward the chapel that appeared to be no more than a stable with walls and doors. In the darkness her vision was flawless and the details of the building were clear. Making one last high jump, she landed noiselessly near the window in the back of the church, where beams of a taper’s light mixed with the unholy red light in the sky. Through the shutter Breanna could see a large group groveling before a post in the center of the room where little Elida was tied. Her head leaned to the side, as though she was unconscious.  


     With a sharp intake of breath, Breanna recognized the child was being readied for sacrifice. She is to be burned whole. Elida must have refused the witches’ offer. A great pile of wood had been laid on the ground surrounding the post and the child. Someone dressed in bright reds and purples cast a long shadow in the light as she spoke from atop a tree stump, giving instructions to the groveling witches. It had to be Yahmara! 


     Surely she knows we are here, Breanna thought, watching the witch to determine her next move. 


     The woman’s head turned sharply toward her, with eyes bright, pupils glowing red from the firelight reflections, the wicked mouth smiling as its lips touched the child’s forehead. Lifting her hand, Yahmara pointed to Breanna.  


     You’ve come, little Mathena. At last, I will eat your heart and destroy your mother and your kin. Soon all the memories will be mine and there will be no more sharing. 


     Breanna listened to the voice in her head and knew fear. She was, after all, only a young girl about to take on a woman grown. 


     Smiling again, Yahmara read the girl’s thoughts and saw her panic, just as Breanna planned. 


     Boastful to the end, the witch screamed, “I am glad to see Mathena’s pup has some ability, but it appears she also is bright enough to see the hopelessness of her plight. The game would have been much more interesting with resistance.” She turned again toward her followers, uncaring who was listening outside the chapel. 


     “Set the wood ablaze,” she screamed. “Burn the creature and destroy this offensive place hated by my master.” 


     Breanna breathed a sigh, happy with her own performance. She believed the witch had never intended to put Elida through a ritual and take her heart. It was a bluff, to bring Breanna to her. Now that Yahmara believed Breanna to be frightened and unsure, the child was no longer important. Burning Elida’s body along with the chapel would take less time and suit the witch’s needs.  


     One of the witches heard the command and lifted a blazing taper, headed toward the pile of kindling and wood. Breanna pulled her bow and ran to the locked entry door. She had to get in, but there was no way, short of breaking through. Leaning into it, she sent a wish to the old memories, to Sheela, who projected her in time and space. Power hummed and pulsed and increased her pressure against the wooden beams. Splinters shot forth, spearing the groveling witches. All their attention turned toward the intruder, and they ran at her, intent on destroying the enemy, but Breanna’s arrow was aimed toward the witch with the taper, and when it was loosed, it entered the evil chest, piercing where her heart should be.  


     Those watching screamed with rage and fear at their sister, insisting she get up and light the fire. The others pulled lances from nearby walls, their spear points sharp and ready for killing. Noises of others approaching told Breanna her friends had arrived in time to help, and she was grateful. The coven of screeching women poured outside the chapel with lances poised and drawn back, and they threw them with abandon toward the oncoming group. 


     Yahmara’s surprise and anger knew no bounds. She hated it when she had been fooled. Breaking the binding ropes, she plucked the girl from the post and disappeared from sight as Breanna fought against those brandishing lances. Quickly, the remaining witches armed themselves with firebrands and began inching forward, thrusting their weapons in one hand, and fiery sticks with another. Breanna was surrounded, and her clothing grew hotter by the minute. It was time to fight fire with fire, and destroy the cruel followers of the Spectre. 


     The confidence of the crowd of crones made them grow careless, and they came too close. Lifting her hands, Breanna shot streams of blue fire into the witches’ heavy clothing, and the fabric exploded, sending them outside screaming from the pain of their burns. The cloth burned faster as the wind whipped it against skin and hair. Some flamed like torches and ran at her, but Breanna jumped above them and landed softly on the far side of the chapel. She saw over her shoulder that men carrying hammers and axes made short work of the remaining witches both inside and on the grounds.  


       


     Turning again, Breanna searched the landscape for Elida, and finally spotted her on the roof of a cow stall, where the witch held her by her hair. Yahmara appeared to be taunting someone astride a black stallion on the ground below. Breanna looked deeper, separating the red sky from the sight below it, and saw Yahmara spin circles with her right hand, twisting the clouds above her head. She searched the sky, preparing for some magnificent feat. 


     The man on horseback was followed by several women whose skirts billowed in the wind. Some seemed familiar, especially the one in black near the front. She looked so much like the Mathena in her memory that Breanna gasped, wishing it were true. Now is not the time to gather dreams, she thought. 


     Dismissing the vision before her, Breanna armed her bow, and prepared to pull the fire-tempered arrow back as far as it would go. She loosed it and caught Yahmara in the right shoulder, making her drop Elida from her grasp. Quickly Breanna fired another red-fletched arrow, skewering the witch’s hand against the tall post.  


     Screeching like a trapped animal, the witch jerked the arrow from her flesh just as her eyes found the hateful girl standing on the windowsill, paying no attention to the fire behind her. The chapel was aflame, and Yahmara stood unbelieving as she saw the circle of fighters around her, readying their arrows to shoot her dead. 


     “How dare they come at me?” Once more the witch looked to her master, but he had turned his head away. Her agenda was different from his, for the Spectre shared power with no one. She was on her own. 


     The black arts had taught her well how to pull heat from the sky and direct it toward those she hoped to destroy. From the cloud above her Yahmara sought lightning, and threw it toward her closest enemy, but Breanna jumped above the fiery bolts. Yahmara wildly drew more fire and threw it at the girl’s position, but the jagged strikes missed again, setting fires in the stable below her. 


     Inside the other burning buildings, the flames quickly spread, forcing everyone outside. Rand and his fighters evacuated the chapel and surrounded the surviving witches and warlocks who had emerged from the trees when they saw their mistress on the roof of the stable. Few of Yahmara’s following survived as the men from Tick attacked with their crude weapons and fought hand to hand. A few of the coven’s faithful deserted the group and ran away, but the band of men chased the harridans down. Most were captured, but some died fighting as they spewed invectives against the volunteers and the villagers. Only two of the men from Tick were killed, although a few were injured by spears or knives.  


       


     Breanna stood ready to face Yahmara, but the man on the horse dismounted and climbed toward them both. Sword in hand, he moved quickly, lithely swinging his body from log to log until he reached the rooftop. 


     Eliandor knew Yahmara would try to escape, and he couldn’t give her any opportunity, for he knew the gift she carried; he had given it to her when she was young. Who could have dreamed that the small Qay girl would one day seek the black arts of the underworld, and face her kin in a duel that might end in death?  


     The witch laughed in the old elf’s face, taunting him even as her shoulder and hand ached from her injuries. There was no blood, but the councilor could see she was in pain. He entered her mind and read her thoughts, but quickly withdrew from the hatred there. 


     Filling her lungs with air, Yahmara roared at him, “You will never catch me, Eliandor of the elves. Look at me. I am beyond your rules.” She ripped her torn gown, exposing the long, ragged black scar. “You cannot hurt me, councilor, for I belong to the Spectre.”  


     Breanna heard the witch’s hubris and shouted, hoping to give the climber a greater advantage. “Yahmara, you’re nothing. The Spectre knows of your disloyalty, he knows you seek power for yourself, and that is why he has deserted you.”  


     A wreath of fire from Breanna’s hands encircled the witch, setting her hair and the shredded gown ablaze. Watching the frantic movements of the evil woman, she taunted her, hoping for an advantage. “Call down to your master and see if he comes to your aid. He knows you are prideful, and you only want power for yourself,” the Qay girl said. 


     Yahmara entreated the Spectre again, all the while hovering near Elida, staying between the girl and Eliandor. Calling for mordants to take vengeance upon the land, Yahmara sought relief, but the Spectre’s children were no longer hers to command. She had offended her master, and he refused to help her. No magical beast made of flies or locusts appeared to destroy her enemies.  


     “Do you want this miserable human?” Yahmara roared, changing her tactics. “Come and take her from me.” She knew Breanna’s affection for the girl, and was ready to destroy the human child with her black powers, but an arrow came straight from the bow of Eliandor. The point pierced the long black scar on her chest. Straight through it went, penetrating the empty cavern.  


     On the ground, fighting near the stable continued between the last of Yahmara’s followers and the women who had arrived on horseback. Jumping down from their mounts, the seven fought hand to hand with the ill-equipped witches. Without the Spectre’s interference, the battle on the west side came quickly to a close.  


       


     The thatch-covered roof of the stable caught fire, suddenly surrounding the witch and the child. Eliandor’s arrow had injured her terribly, but Yahmara had elven recuperative powers, and she quickly pulled the long stick from her chest and threw it with contempt. A strong thrust of her arm sent it back toward Eliandor with the power of a tightly strung bow. Surveying the land, she saw some of her followers lay upon the ground, most of them dead. The time had come to admit defeat. Her pride was seared, and she screamed obscenities toward all the elven people and the upstart who was her enemy’s child. 


     Yahmara prepared to use her gift and leave Elida, who had collapsed unconscious on the roof. All the while, the witch edged toward the burning eaves. She stepped from the rooftop and screamed, “We are not done. My time will come, and all of you will die. The gifts are mine!” She sent a withering glance toward Eliandor in one last defying movement. 


     “Give it up, Yahmara. The gift isn’t yours to keep. It never was, and you knew this from the start. Do the right thing for once in your life.” He was sure his time was wasted, but the councilor fostered a thin hope she might capitulate. 


     Laughing harshly, the witch lifted both hands into the wind and manipulated air currents, sending her body into flight above the stable. Her injuries took their toll, and slowed her movements, allowing Eliandor to send another arrow, catching and severing her left ear before the witch could turn away.  


     Breanna ran to Elida and pulled her from the roof of the building, then jumped with her to the ground, clearing the flames. The little girl was thin, her clothing ragged, and her bare feet bled from the rocks and briars on the pathways, but she was breathing. The sweet face Breanna remembered was swollen from insect bites, and her mind and eyes were closed to the terror of the night. 


     Sean ran to them with his eyes streaming tears and put his arms around his sister. He carried her to a safe place away from the flames and the bodies littering the grounds, and laid her down.  


     “Elida, wake up,” he begged. “We came, just as we said. Wake up, Elida. Sean and Bree are here for you.” The child didn’t move, nor did she wake from the place she had gone. Her life appeared to be in grave danger. 


     “Can you take her back to the cart?” Breanna questioned Sean. 


     “Aye, I can get her there.” 


     “Then go. It’s still not safe here. Stay and watch her, give her water if she will drink, food if she wakes and wants it. Take care of her, Sean.” 


     The boy nodded, and, lifting his little sister from the floor, he slipped out the door, into the swirling red lights that shone down on the village and countryside. 


       


     Breanna grabbed her bow and ran toward the east, where the battle was still raging. The witches and some of the spelled villagers on the east side of the village were fighting against the men from Tick. Their weapons were lances and bows, and most of the time they missed their targets in the smoky air. Grass and trees were afire and spreading across the town center, where most of Parth was already destroyed. 


     Rand was hidden behind an old fence, his bow aimed, the arrow poised, when Breanna found him. “Are there any less than when you began?” she asked him. 


     “Aye, but they are tricky,” he said as he loosed the arrow from his bow. “Got one.” He grimaced. 


     “Come with me, Rand. Let’s see what we can do to end this.”  


     Breanna used her own fire-throwing abilities, finding that when she concentrated, the distance of the flame’s projectile increased to almost twenty yards, much farther than she had ever thrown before. The battle slowed more and more as Yahmara’s followers threw down their weapons and raised hands in the air, searching the sky for their departed leader. They were sullen and grumbling, but they surrendered. 


       


     Afterward, Eliandor spoke words to the heavens and twirled his arms, unwinding the turning of the clouds. He was not without his own influence on the elements. Without the witches’ fire to reignite them, the flames disintegrated.  


     Breanna stood still, leaning against a post, staring at the seven women approaching from across the way. She saw them clearly, her vision flawless in the dark of night. 


     “Mam? Is it my mam?” she asked. She trembled as she reached for the woman with long black hair.  


     “Breanna? My child? My Breanna? You are a woman grown!” The girl was dumbfounded, unable to talk. She could only sob, refusing to let go of her mother.  


     “Where did you come from? How are you here?” They asked the other the same questions, all except for the person standing near the black stallion. He appeared to be the age of Tom, who stood nearby with his borrowed bow, staring at all the new faces.  


     Eliandor had seen it coming, but he had not been shown the end of the night’s battle, nor had he anticipated Yahmara’s escape. He shuddered for a moment as he realized her last words were prophecy. It had not ended. He knew the Old Ones had chosen the girl to interrupt destiny. What had been and would be were no longer true, for the ancients had far-seeing eyes, and knew what would come. The battle was temporarily won, but with the escape of Yahmara, he knew it was only a matter of time before it began again, for the next time she would be better prepared. They could only surprise her once. 


     The coven of Parth was destroyed that night as the followers lay dying or dead, their persons no longer a menace to the world. The Not-So-Bad Ones, as Elida had named them, were gone from that part of the world. Eliandor found wagons to tie the survivors for transport to the Cave of Burbary, a place where enemies of the Creator were held until rehabilitated. He knew the way well, for during his abundance of years, the councilor, as law enforcer, had taken many offenders there.  


    

      


    


  




  

     27. 


     They talked until the night was over, all of them, including Rand’s friends. They grieved for their lost companions, but they also celebrated the victory. Each person who’d fought the battle believed they had been justified. They were sad for their losses and angry because the witch had escaped, but each who had participated felt glad they had thwarted evil plans to sacrifice a human child. 


     Breanna told of her trip on the Phoebus, and of Tom and his ultimate kindness. She spoke of the Vale family with affection, and told how she, her adopted brother, and the girl Elida had run from the witches’ spells. She told of what they had seen and done, and how much her companions meant to her. She also remembered to tell her mother of faithful Willene and her mate, who died at the farmhouse. 


       


     Mathena was overjoyed to see the mature girl standing before her, her features older, but the same. Yet she was much more, for sadness and death had influenced her character and given her wisdom. Mathena said a prayer of thanks her daughter was alive and well. 


       


     Elida slept on. The potions given by Eliandor had not yet awakened her.  


       


     Rand was in awe of Eliandor, for he had never known anyone like him. The smooth skin and firm muscles belied his age, which was never told, but only assumed. The curse of the elves was their long life. Rand watched him and detected a certain amount of stiffness in his movements, a slowness that the passage of time had inflicted. 


     Knowing Breanna would live long after he was gone from the world saddened Rand, but he would take the life he had been given and continue his job as captain of the Mede Truheart. His free time had come to an end, and he was reluctant to tell her he was leaving. A ship docking in Tick at sunrise would take him by way of Vadar, where he would resume his job. Several of the men who fought in the battle were injured, and their wounds might make life more uncomfortable as they shinnied up the masts, repairing the ship’s sails, but he could imagine the stories that would be told aboard the ship, of the fighting with women in black.  


     Those who had not been there would scoff, “Women!”  


       


     Since Tom had nowhere important to go after the battle, when Breanna asked him to tag along with her and her family, he felt privileged, and agreed. With his considerable talents, he had no doubt he could make himself useful at Haven Pentara.  


     The seven sisters would return to Nore Mountain and their families, leaving Breanna with her grandfather. An invitation from Eliandor to rejoin their tribal family remained as a consideration, and there were other Qays in the hollow tree back home who would be interested.  


     The thought of other children was exciting to the seven, for at the haven, there was no limitation on births. The forest was huge and the living quarters spacious, presenting opportunities for family expansion. Mathena blushed, knowing she and Lyman would consider it well. 


       


     They left the hamlet at dawn after using their considerable abilities to clear the grounds of bodies before the villagers returned, ready to rebuild their cottages. The people seemed dazed, and had forgotten their dance around the fire the night before. Not remembering the horrors they had seen committed on others was a blessing. Miralda placed a happiness spell on the hamlet to get them through the days of cleanup and rebuilding. The night before her party left, she captured two errant mordants and squeezed the life from them, leaving them as hollow shells, their ashes blending with lye in the fire pits. She hoped the villagers couldn’t tell the difference. 


     While the others were readying themselves to leave, Breanna took a moment to speak to Rand, already seeing him as the ship’s captain again. She was heartbroken that he had to go, but she had known it was going to happen. He called to her and asked if she would walk with him for a moment and say goodbye. 


     “I’ll think of you as I sail the Qadra,” he said, as they walked along. 


     “And I’ll think of you. You’ll have such grand adventures. I liked the sea,” she added wistfully. 


     “What will you do now? Will you stay at Haven Pentara or return to your home?” 


     “If my grandfather allows it, I will stay with him and learn what he has to teach me. There are also many of my family I want to meet.” 


     “May I come and visit you when my ship is docked?” he asked hesitantly. 


     She looked at him with eyes shining. “Oh, I so hoped you would ask.” 


     “I will visit, then—of course, with your grandfather’s permission. If he says yes, I’ll come soon.” 


     He put his arm around her shoulders, and they walked back to the cart, each hoping they would cross one another’s path again. 


     Eliandor studied them from afar, his worry causing a frown. He had seen the young man in Breanna’s future, and what he saw was terrible and filled with despair. As yet there was no explanation, but the outcome was definite. Breanna would be devastated. He considered denying the visit, but that would be rude behavior without good reason. At least there, Eliandor could keep his eyes upon the young captain. 


     The councilor brooded a while, his heart troubled more than a little. The true battle had not come, for the Spectre deserted his abbess in the hour of her need, else the ending might have been quite different. We have respite now, he thought, and it is time to relax and enjoy our kin. We will fight again on the morrow, but today we celebrate. 


       


     The forest greeted Breanna with its swaying limbs, great canopied tops, and walkways filled with wildflowers of every genus in the world. Even Nore Mountain in the spring couldn’t match the glorious beauty of Haven Pentara. Her spirit was soothed watching Illene Falls and the arc of light above it. She wondered if the idyllic scene would ever seem commonplace.  


     Eliandor enjoyed observing his granddaughter as she saw her family home for the first time. The joy of being with his estranged kin brought the bitterness of his early decisions to mind, a taste in his mouth of regret and self-chastisement. For now, he thought, I will find a way to make things right. 


       


     The trip home was eventful as the seven questioned Breanna about her memories, and the knowledge she had pulled from them. Eliandor had cautioned them against mentioning the ancients’ power until he had ample time to devise a potion to fight against the pain it caused. He believed there might be harm if Breanna knew everything too early. As long as the memories were available to her, she would have no need for a further search for power. 


     The small girl they carried in the cart continued in her sleep trance, never waking, not even for a moment. Eliandor was not concerned, for those caring for the child fed her faithfully, and took great pains with her person. Her time to waken would be when her mind had healed.  


     His granddaughter, Mathena, lost lines from her face when she finally saw Breanna alive and well. After the tears were dried, she learned some of the girl’s history and the truth of her abduction.  


     Breanna was quick, her memory perfect, for she never forgot what she had learned. Eliandor was reminded of her grandmother, Illene. She too had perfect memory retention, as some elves did, and it had saved them heartbreak over their lifetimes.  


       


     When they rode into the forest, Eliandor’s beloved mate appeared before his eyes, her face as youthful as any in his party, and he recalled the great love they had shared their long lives. Of course they had disagreements. The poor decision he had made when the people of his race married into the family of men and he insisted the couples leave with their children almost broke Illene’s heart. His pride had made him stubborn, and he had gone against her wishes. She refused to speak to him for many seasons afterward, choosing rather to ignore his hurt looks and attempts at conversation.  


     Now he was bringing part of her family back, and he could hardly wait to touch her lovely face. The Mist River still flowed as though he had never left. The easy-rolling river brought peace to his troubled thoughts and soothed his weary frame. The years had been kind to Eliandor, as his body’s life renewed itself each century, but still, he felt the passage of time more and more in the joining of his bones. This trip in particular had taken its toll on him in many ways. He wished for the rejuvenation of the river’s current, and was impatient to recapture the flexibility of his youth in the spelled waters.  


       


     “Grandfather,” Breanna said, interrupting his thoughts, “are you sure my friends and I can stay in this beautiful place? We can be on our way as soon as Elida is well, if you would have us go.” 


     “Child,” Eliandor said, sighing with the weight of memory, “I want all of you to stay and live with us in the haven. Your friends can find a home here if they choose. Tom is a good man, and I look forward to having conversations with him for a long time. From what you have told me of the healing, he now has elven regenerative powers, and may be with us into the next century or much longer. Do you think your friends can adjust to our ways?” 


     “I don’t know, Grandfather,” she replied. “They must decide for themselves.”  


       


     Breanna was excited by the large groups of people waiting to meet them; some were family who might also become her friends. Sean rode alongside her, examining the new scenery.  


     “How are you, Sean?” she asked, giving him a smile. She hoped he was excited by the haven. 


     “I’m a’right. Wishing I could have gone with Rand.” 


     “Maybe when you’re older, he will take you on as helper.” 


     “Aye, that’s what I’m hoping. Guess I can get some growing done here, maybe get strong like him.” 


     She daydreamed a minute, thinking of the captain. “You’ve thought about it some, I see.”  


     Changing the subject, Breanna eyed the boy’s long legs in the saddle. “You sit a horse well, Sean.” 


     He blushed and nodded his thanks for the compliment. 


     “Have you seen Elida today?” she asked, knowing he’d spent hours with his sister, hoping she might awaken. 


     “Aye, she’s about the same. Your mam said these things take time, and it might be a while, or even tomorrow when she comes out of it.” 


     “Grandfather believes she is healing, and I trust him to say the truth,” Breanna replied. 


     “You like him a lot, don’t you, Bree?” 


     “Yes, I do. He risked his life to save me. I can’t forget that.” 


     “You like Rand a lot too. Don’t you?” 


     It was Breanna’s turn to blush. “Yes, I suppose I do.” 


     “That’s a’right. I like him too. Someday I hope to be ship’s captain like him. Maybe find a pretty girl like you,” Sean said, with a thoughtful expression. The long blond hair beneath his cap had darkened some since their departure from Weir. Breanna looked the boy over, surprised at how tall he’d grown. His talk of finding a pretty girl was to be expected at his age, as many young men had betrothals at his age.  


     “Sean! Do you really think I’m pretty?” she asked, wondering how anyone could think she was pretty, with red hair, and freckles on her nose. 


     “Uh-huh. But you’re like my sister, so I don’t think on it much.” 


     “That was nice to hear,” she said, and clicked her tongue to the horse, as she turned and pulled it back toward the cart. “I’m going to see Elida.” 


     “A’right. I hope she wakes up soon.” 


     “Me too, Sean. Me too,” Breanna said from behind him. She tied her horse to the side of the cart and jumped inside to see her young, sick friend. The driver’s seat of the cart was filled by Tom, who felt better about life when he was managing an oxcart. 


     “Tom,” Breanna said, “any change in Elida?” 


     “No, lass, none a’tall. She sleeps on,” her old friend said with a puff from his pipe. 


     “We should be near the center of the wood soon. Grandfather said it would take several hours to get to the haven after we first arrived in Pentara.” 


     “Aye, girl, there’s trees with creatures hiding. Long-legged hairy things, screeching at folks driving by. Won’t hurt me feelings when we get to where we’re going.” 


     “I saw those. Grandfather said they are harmless. He called them Fruit Babies. They will warn us if anyone appears behind us.” 


     “Well, that’s comforting to know,” Tom replied. 


     “I’m tired of riding too,” Breanna admitted. “I wish my mother had come with us. She expects to return in a short while, but I miss her.” 


     “Aye, I noticed when their horses took the other road, they were a sad lot. Time passes fast, lass. She’ll be back before you know it.” 


       


     They arrived at Pentara Haven the next day, weary of the road and ready to get into the pool beneath the falls. But first, Eliandor insisted on showing them his home. The portals of the haven hid the secrets of the elves, obscuring long, inclined hallways leading into large rooms. The staircases rose in layers, farther and farther from the ground, gently reclining as they went higher, belying the structure’s great distance above the Mist River. The trees of the forest there were larger, more luxurious, and canopied, shading all who entered the protected wood.  


     Beyond that section of the forest, the land was cleared, presenting the gardens where elves worked to sustain themselves with grains and vegetables. They didn’t eat fish or meat, except in those times when the ground refused to produce the crops they needed for food, or, on long journeys when their preferred food was scarce. Elves required very little except oxygen, pure water, and grains.  


     Breanna was given a tour of the gardens, and she found them to be much like Tribe Qay’s lush fields back home. For a while she was sad, missing her parents as she had when the Phoebus carried her away. Her comfort came from knowing they would soon return. 


     If only Elida would awaken. Sean is distraught that his sister sleeps on. And I can’t help but wonder if we arrived too late to save her. 


     It was easy to doubt after all that had happened. The what-ifs came every night before sleep.  


     Illene saw the worry on her granddaughter’s face, and wished she could remove the burden the girl carried. Living a long life had taught her that each person must go through his share of recrimination for bad judgment, and if Breanna believed herself to be in error, she would suffer for her decisions. 


       


     Two days later, after breakfast, Sean’s boot heels could be heard throughout the corridors and rooms of the haven.  


     “She’s awake, she’s awake! My sister is awake,” he screamed for all to hear. 


     “Oh, I’m so glad,” Breanna said, putting her slippers on. “What a joyful day! We must go to her.” 


     The sick room where Elida sat up in bed had windows opened to the early morning breeze. Her yellow hair was caught by the wind and blew across her pale cheeks, but she expressed no sign of recognition as Breanna squatted on the floor and looked upon her face. 


     “Elida, it is good to see you awake. We have been so worried about you,” Breanna said. 


     “Aye,” echoed Sean. “Every day we came in and talked to you, but you didn’t wake up. Are you hurting anywhere?” 


     By this time, Eliandor and Illene were standing in the doorway smiling. It was a wonderful occasion, for both of them had used their skills to bring the child back. 


     Elida’s brown eyes were opened wide, and she appeared afraid as they all talked. It was plain to Illene that the little girl was in distress. 


     “You don’t have to say anything. Just feel better. Soon you’ll be able to be with your brother and Breanna,” Illene said from across the room. 


       


     “Who…are you? All of you. I don’t remember any of you. Please go away,” Elida said, crying. “Leave me alone.” 


     “But Lida, it’s me, Sean,” the boy said, almost hysterically. “Don’t you remember me?” 


     She hid her face under the quilt and refused to reply. Sean frantically began to tell his sister about their lives together before the witches destroyed their family, but Eliandor stopped him with a motion of his hand. 


     “Let her be. Give her time to recall the past on her own. She suffered more than we can possibly know,” he said, placing his hand on Sean’s arm. 


     “Elida, here’s Kit. He’s been to see you every day and wants to play with you,” Breanna said, placing the little fox on the bed. “Won’t you come out and see him?” 


     The quilt moved aside and two thin arms reached for the red fox. Touching him carefully, the little girl whispered, “I never saw him before.”  


       


     The two young people walked softly out of the room, each of them not believing what they had just witnessed.  


     “Bree,” Sean said with a heavy heart, “was it all for nothing? Did they take Elida from us?” 


     Breanna shrugged, helpless to comfort him. “I don’t know,” she said. “We can only pray to the Creator that someday, she’ll look at us and remember. Until then, we must keep her safe, and let her know how much we love her. Every day we can try to make her remember, but I fear the witch has cursed her. It’s possible as long as Yahmara is alive, she will hold Elida’s memories from us. I can’t let that happen, Sean. I refuse to lose her.” 


     “Whatever you do, count me in,” Sean said hoarsely.  


     “And I,” Eliandor said from the doorway.  


     “Don’t think I’m not going,” Tom said quickly. 


     “But Tom,” Breanna said, “she’s no relation of yours. You have no need to go.” 


     “We are a family of sorts,” he replied. “And what hurts one of us hurts us all.  


       


     Eliandor frowned, knowing what was coming. He had seen it in his dreams, and Illene read it in the leaves. There would never be peace, nor would the world be right as long as Yahmara was free. He mused over the incidents that had brought them this far and knew it was not done. The witch had to be stopped. Sighing, he surveyed the haven and wondered if he would see it again after the next foray. With heavy heart he spoke to those listening, and to his ancestors. 


     “Dreadful though it may be, this reckoning will come. Pray we all live to see beyond it.” 


       


       


                                                  The End, The Memories, Book One, 


                                                                      The Gantlet 


       


       


                                                       ****************** 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


     If you liked this story, don’t miss: 


     The Memories, Book Two, The Reckoning, further adventures of Breanna, Sean, Elida, and Captain Rand. The first chapter is included below. I hope you enjoy it. 


     1. 


     If someone 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. 


     Long, long ago, Ziglianor Pentara, the ancient grandfather of Lord 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 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 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. Later, Breanna caught a glimpse of her elderly grandparents as they danced to the music of lutes by performed by musicians on the main balcony. She was curious, for a great deal was needed 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 with her arms extended. 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 it from the south, 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 on the Darth,” 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 to 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 believe such is true. The violence of the plague’s overshadowing would seem 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. “What? We are returning to battle?” 


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


     “Perhaps,” he 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 watch the villagers, waiting for them to die. They have no need to kill. 


     “The Spectre controls his minions in the above-world and they have no fear of 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 will try to use his demons 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 said. “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. Not only your life, child, but your soul is at risk.” 


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


     “Truly, Granddaughter, 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.” 


       


     Two fortnights 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 made from elven cloth. Blue seemed to be Breanna’s color, for the new garment was dyed in shades of cornflower and deep-water blue. 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 leaked from her eyes 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 her 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. “’Tis a sad day when you must leave those you love.” Tom spoke to himself as he found his footing along the slick rocks below the falls. “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 good. 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.” Tom thought about his time with the Pentaras and realized his words had become more cultured, more like the elves. For a moment he denied it, not wanting to put on airs, but truth was truth. Old Tom had changed. 


       


     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 who 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 blew down as 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 who 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.’ 


     “A large joint between two limbs was fashioned into a comfortable seat, and Orowill did as he was instructed. He sat down and partook of the refreshments. Very soon he found his eyes closing 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 about 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 he 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. I gave the fruit to the eight I had chosen and they found it to be pleasing and fresh. When it had been consumed, certain abilities came to each of the eight recipients. The Old Ones who made this plan knew without a doubt what child would receive the memories, for 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.”  


     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 quieted 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. If not you Granddaughter, then who shall save us?”  


     ****************** 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Dear Reader, 


     Thank you or purchasing this book. For mature readers, please go to my website at www.booksiwrite.com, check out samples of my other books, and sign up for free books and advance reading copies. 


     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 
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