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Chapter One  


The Golden Gate  
Goblins are happiest when they're miserable.

Grizzlesnout's suit was drenched and the
horses' hooves flung flecks of mud onto his white shirt. The stagecoach rattled
over the pothole-riddled road and the driver's seat chafed his sore
buttocks.  The sun, now free from the veil of rain clouds, warmed the
humid air as horseflies came in search of flesh. Horseflies and humidity made
him miserable. He smiled. It was a good day.

Goblins are happiest when they're
miserable, but they have a threshold. Grizzlesnout's threshold was his
current passenger, a young elf woman headed for Equinox. She had spent the
entire trip talking to other passengers, which was annoying but at least she
wasn't talking to him. Fate was not on his side, however. To his
surprise, as well as chagrin, the last of the others had gotten off earlier
that morning in Elk's Crossway. It was unusual he didn't have more riders to
Equinox. The elf girl had fallen asleep during the rain, which bought a brief
respite, but now he could hear her moving inside the coach. He worried she
might decide to join him in the driver's seat. Perhaps, if he were still and
silent, she wouldn't pay him any mind.

His heart thumped as he heard the clack
of the window latch. He kept his head down and eyes forward. Maybe she just
wanted to enjoy the view. The thought of enduring her spirited chatter made him
miserable.

Goblins are happiest when they're
miserable, but too much misery can make even a goblin sick, as sure as eating
too much chocolate cake. Grizzlesnout wasn't usually religious but now pleaded
to any deity that might listen that she not decide to involve him in her banal
life.

Sure enough she couldn’t let him be. She
crawled out of the coach and sat next to him. She was short, for an elf, yet
still sat a few inches higher than himself. Her brown hair was cut short, which
was unusual for her kind. It was now matted and stuck out like spines on a
hedgehog. He tried to think of a believable reason to send her back inside, but
though his mind was usually sharp and quick, everyone has an off day. He
sighed.

“Hi! I’m Kyla.” She yawned and stretched
her arms. “I'm the only one left. I can't believe everyone else got off
already! At least I get a chance to talk to you now, huh?”

“How fortunate.” It was hard to sound
sincere through gritted teeth but Grizzlesnout tried his best. He was, after
all, a professional.

“So what's your name? I don't remember
if you told me when I got on.”

He hadn't. The old goblin hated
introducing himself to elves. They found his name humorous. He tried to ignore
her but she wouldn’t stop looking at him. He suspected she would stare at him
until he either told her or died. He prayed for the latter, and that it would
come quickly.

“Grizzlesnout,” he finally confessed.
Sure enough, she laughed. He had thought of changing his name for this reason,
but no respectable goblin name would fare better in the small minds of elves.

“Goblins have funny names! Don’t worry.
My brother’s name is Bitternut. We just call him Bit, though. I got lucky with
my name. Are we almost there?”

He tensed. The girl wouldn't shut up,
and there didn't seem to be much he could do about it. “About an hour. Why
don’t you get your bags together so you’ll be ready when we arrive?”

She grinned. “I’m already ready. You’re
just trying to get rid of me!”

So she wasn’t clueless. Merely
inconsiderate. This warmed him up to her a little. But not much.

“Did you go to Equinox?” she asked.

“Once a week for the last fifty years.”
He sighed. This was not how he had imagined his life when he was her age.

“Oh! Yeah. I mean as a student.”

“Don’t need to go to college to do this
job.”

“Oh! Do you think I could do this job?”

“Do you know much about driving horses?”

She looked the two horses over and
pulled a carrot out of her lunch bag. Grizzlesnout hoped eating would keep her quiet.
Unfortunately, she continued with her mouth full. “This is the first time I’ve
seen a horse. Do you ever ride on them, or do you always sit behind?
I've seen bears. They're big enough to ride but I doubt they'd let you. I
imagine you'd only get one try. Do you ever use bears to pull the coach?”

He didn’t catch that last question, as
he was fantasizing about having a heart attack, but gathered the gist was no,
she didn't know a thing about driving horses. “You need to know about horses to
drive horses. Maybe, in your case, you would need a degree.”

“You can get a degree in horses?”

He sighed. “I don’t know, but there is
one more important thing you need to do my job.”

“Oh?” She crunched on another carrot.

He slumped in his seat and stared ahead.
“Patience.”

***

By the time the gates of Equinox came to view, Grizzlesnout
knew more about Kyla than he knew about his own wife. He knew her father was a
shoemaker, as she had shoved a home-made sandal in his face to show off the
stitching. He knew she collected rocks, and had brought a bag of rather
unremarkable ones, each of which was accompanied by a tedious story. He knew
her favorite foods, favorite holiday, and family history. He might as well have
grown up in her village of Aspengrove, as she had described all her neighbors
in distressing detail. The one thing she never told him was why in Heaven and
Earth she felt the need to share it.

He sighed in relief as he reined the
horses to a stop in front of the Equinox Gate. It was borne by large golden
statues of King Oberon and Queen Titania. Their outstretched arms, joined at
the hands, served to support the gates which were now open over the walkway.
The walkway was made up of flagstones carved with the names and crests of past
Directors and important officials who had attended the school. The oddity was
that Equinox did not have a wall so the gate seemed unnecessary. Grizzlesnout
supposed there was some metaphorical meaning or other such nonsense.

As soon as the coach stopped Kyla
cheered, slid through the window of the stagecoach and opened the door from the
inside. He watched as she struggled with her belongings. It was part of his job
to help her, but she had gone and packed her bags full of rocks and he was
inclined to let her deal with her own foolishness. Also, watching her grunt and
strain was amusing.

She finally got her luggage out of the
coach and started dragging them along the grass. Grizzlesnout coughed and
extended his hand. She looked at him a moment, confused, before the light
turned on in her eyes.

“Oh! Right!” She let go of her bags and
fished through her pockets as she walked up to the carriage. She plopped a
bundle of leaves and mushrooms into his hand. Grizzlesnout sighed. Sage,
peppermint, and a mix of other herbs the elves found useful. Only the mushrooms
had any value. Elves were adept at finding morels, which usually fetched a good
price. He stuffed them into his purse. Few exchanges dealt in elf currency so
he usually sold it at the market. It was well out of his way, and a miserable ordeal
which he rather enjoyed. He tipped his hat and managed a weak smile before
reining his horses back into action. He pulled away from the gates sitting
taller, and a smile broke across his face as a horsefly found purchase on his
cheek.

***

Kyla had been to Equinox once before, when she came with her
father to explore the campus. The buildings jutted from the ground like great
square hills on the landscape. She preferred the elegant way the homes back in
Aspengrove blended into the trees, but knew enough about the world to
understand this blocky architecture was common. She had to admit the carved
facades had a certain appeal, and a few of the structures had vines crawling up
the walls. It wasn't natural, but it was different, which was a good part of the
excitement.

The Golden Gate loomed ahead in its
glittering majesty. She started for the walkway before noticing a large puddle
had flooded the path. She eyed the clean grass beside the gate and chose a
route around the statue of King Oberon.

It took several minutes, but she dragged
her heavy bags onto the campus grounds. She let go and looked around to get her
bearings. The first thing she saw was a stern-looking man, who looked much like
an elf but for his horns and blue skin. He grimaced and marched toward her.

“You! Girl! Are you Daft?” he shouted.

“No, I'm Kyla!”

“I mean are you stupid? I know
this is your first day, but that’s a gate. Gates are to be passed through, not
around. Take your bags and march them through the gate!”

Kyla took a small step back. “I’m
sorry-do you work here?”

The man’s lip trembled. “I am the Chief
Groundskeeper. You do a dishonor to the King and Queen by bypassing their gate.
It is meant to be gone through, not around! Now go through!”

The elves of Aspengrove had few dealings
with royalty and aristocracy, and that such a simple act would dishonor the
King and Queen seemed peculiar. Still, she was not keen on picking a fight with
the Chief Groundskeeper. She turned around to head back in through the gate.

The man coughed. “Your bags!”

Her excitement deflating, Kyla grabbed
her bags and started dragging them along the grass. She had expected to be
welcomed. Now she was getting yelled at and her luggage was soaked from the
damp ground.

“Oh, no,” Kyla muttered. Her stomach wanted
to drop into her shoes. Her bag of rocks was carving up the grass. She looked
up at the Groundskeeper, expecting a reprimand, but he simply glared at her to
keep moving. He stood and waited, with no offer of help, as she dragged her
bags back to the road, through the mud, onto the flagstone walkway, and up
through the Golden Gate. Finally, he nodded. “There. Now you see the importance
of the gates.”

She didn’t. But he left, and she felt
the importance of that.

The array of creatures in the campus square
and their unfamiliar clothing and manners made her feel like she was inside a
storybook. She had grown up knowing only elves. She had caught glimpses of some
of the local dryads, but they always ducked into their trees when anyone
approached. Until a moment ago her goblin driver was the most exotic person
with whom she had ever spoken. Now she saw centaurs, harpies, fairies, and a
host of others creatures she had never seen except in pictures, including many
she didn't recognize. It was exciting, yet overwhelming, and so she felt some
relief when she spotted an elf boy walking her way. She waved.

“Excuse me, do you know where new
students are supposed to—”

He shook his head and passed by at a
brisk pace.

“—where the new students are supposed to
go?” she trailed off hopelessly. He was not as helpful as the elves back home.

Kyla waved down a rushing minotaur and
asked the same question. He didn't stop, but at least pointed to a sign:

NEW
STUDENTS REPORT TO VICTORY HALL

Kyla dragged her bags several yards before
realizing she had no idea where to find Victory Hall.

It wasn't a long search. The flagstone walkway led straight to the front
doors, and signs clearly marked the path to the Orientation. Everyone was
friendlier here, likely as they were all new and eager to make friends. Kyla
applied her name tag and set her bags against a wall. She felt a rush of
nervous excitement. There were so many interesting people to meet. She wasn't
normally shy but wasn't used to such large crowds, so decided to start with a leprechaun
who stood alone at the beverage table. As he was shorter than her, he wasn't as
intimidating as some of the other new students.

She put on her friendliest smile. “Hi! My name's Kyla! Burburt, is it?”

“Hi.” The leprechaun appeared bewildered until he looked down at his name
tag. “Oh, right. Charmed.”

Kyla extended her arm so he could greet her in the Elvish fashion of
clasping wrists, but he didn't notice so she pretended to wipe something off
her shirt.  “I've never met a leprechaun before. Is it true you have to
give someone gold if they catch you?” She didn't think catching him would be
all that hard.

Burburt turned one leg outward and looked ready to bolt, as though he had
been grabbed many times before, but she had no interest in gold. She didn't
pounce, and Burburt relaxed. “A bit of a myth. Truth be told, I haven't a
ha'penny to my name.”

“Yeah. Me, neither.” She didn't know what a ha'penny was, but figured if
she did have one she'd know about it. “So what are you thinking about
studying?”

“I'm in the alchemy program. Learn to make my own gold, you know.”

“Oh! That sounds fun.” It didn't, but Kyla was no stranger to the
etiquette of chit-chat. “I'm thinking of taking geology. Or earth magic. I
collect rocks, you know, so I figure I'll take something that lines up with my
interests.”

“You aren't in any classes yet?”

“Yes. I think. What do you mean? I paid tuition already.”

“Have you registered for classes? I got my course schedule two weeks
ago.”

Kyla's stomach pitted. Had she missed something? “How do I find out?”

“Should be in your student packet. Over there.”

Burburt pointed to a troll sow on the opposite side of the room. The
troll sat next to a table stacked high with bundles of books and papers bound
haphazardly with rope. A harpy stopped by and the troll promptly handed her a
bundle.

Kyla felt the blood drain to her feet. “I'd better go check.” She and her
parents had spent months foraging for enough herbs to cover costs for school.
It was sickening to think she might be sent home because she missed out on a
little paperwork. She strode quickly to the troll's table, but only made it
halfway before she heard a shout and felt a smack across the back of her head.

“Watch it!” The voice bore a hollow echo, as though drifting up from an
abyss.

Kyla turned to see a demoness glaring at her with fiery eyes. Her teeth
were bared and uncomfortably sharp.

She searched for words but wasn't sure what she had done wrong. “I'm
sorry” was all she could conjure. She turned away but the demoness shouted again.

“I don't care if you're sorry! Get off me!” The demoness' voice sparked
and sounded like the roar of a fire.

Kyla's heart pounded as she looked at her feet. Her shoes, designed by
her father to be comfortable over rocky ground, had prevented her from feeling
the tail under her foot. Kyla lifted it and the tail whipped back around the
demoness, almost striking a centaur walking behind.

“I'm so sorry!” Kyla was sincere this time. “It's my shoes! I mean, I
love my shoes. My dad made them and they're super comfortable but I didn't
feel—”

“Shut it before I cram my fist into it!”

Kyla assumed 'it' referred to her own mouth, which she promptly clamped
shut. She stared up at the looming demoness – 'Lili', by her name tag – who
stepped closer and stared down, rubbing a finger over the tip of one of her
horns. She looked over Kyla's matted hair, down to her sweaty clothes that
stuck to her skin, and to her shoes, which were caked in mud.

“I see. Just crawled out of the latrine to find yourself some dinner?”

Kyla stepped back. “No. I-uh-I spent the last three days in a stagecoach.
I haven't had a chance to clean up yet.”

“Oh, yeah. Too much trouble to change clothes before coming to meet
everyone?”

“No, it's just I don't know where—”

The demoness scowled. “I know your type. Never learned to take care of
yourself because mommy and daddy always did it for you. The biggest problem
you've ever dealt with is leaving home because now you have no one to wipe your
nose for you, and you're going to cry yourself to sleep tonight because you
miss them so much. Am I right?”

“No!” Kyla’s response came out as more of a whimper than she had
intended. In truth this demoness was the biggest problem she had ever faced. “I
haven't really been away long enough to start missing—”

“I said shut it!”

Her mouth clamped shut again.

Lili leaned low so Kyla could smell her breath, which carried the stench
of rotten eggs. “Now you're going to face some big girl problems. Get you ready
for that scary world, you—”

A voice, firm and gentle, approached from behind. “She has apologized,
and will be more careful in the future. There is no need for further trouble.”

The demoness scowled. “This is none of your business, you piece of
horse—” As soon as she looked up her eyes locked in place, and the taut muscles
in her face softened. Kyla turned to see what had caught her gaze. It was a
nymph, blond with green eyes and wearing a pale blue outfit and a name tag that
read 'Eunoe'. Her stare held the demoness in a trance.

“You have more important things to do than pick fights. No need to get
yourself expelled on your first day.”

“Of course not.” Lili turned away, her voice having lost its depth and
fire. She shook her ahead, puzzled, and then headed to the drink table.

“Thank you!” Kyla put her hand over her chest to feel her heart racing
before extending her arm to Eunoe, who clasped her wrist. “I'm Kyla. Thank you
so much...uh...You-know? Uno?”

“It's pronounced YOON-way. This is Aspen.”

Next to Eunoe stood a dryad with dark reddish-brown skin. She was dressed
in bark, leaves, and flowers, assembled in a way that was tidier than the
dryads back home. She bowed her head. “Nice to meet you.”

Kyla noticed something rather unusual about Aspen. “Wait-you don't look
like an aspen at all! We have dryads of aspens around Aspengrove and they're
all really pale with gray eyes.”

“I'm a—” Aspen began to speak but Eunoe cut in, earning a dirty look from
the dryad.

“She's the soul of a cherry tree. Was. She's attached to me now. My Charm
saved her from a fire. We named her Aspen because she seemed to have a fondness
for them.”

“Oh, I see.” Kyla nodded, though she didn't see how charm was much
protection from a fire. Then again, Eunoe had calmed the demoness.

Eunoe discerned her question. “Charm is what we alseids call our flocks.
Our group. Like a family.”

Kyla had never heard of alseids, but did know there were many sorts of
nymphs. “Oh. We just have dryads. Only aspen dryads, I guess. They don't talk
to us, though. Hey, how did you get that demoness to go away? Are you a
teacher?”

“No. It's part of my work with animals. I can relax them by looking into
their eyes. A useful skill if you need to tend to a wounded bird, for example.”

“You're an animal doctor?”

Eunoe shrugged. “Personally, I'm more of a designer.”

A rather handsome gentleman walked up to Eunoe from the side, though she
barely cast him a glance before looking away. “ 'ello,
fair maiden! Name's Amhlaoibh. Call me Amh, if it pleases—”

“Beat it.” Eunoe's voice was cold, and felt more so compared to her
gentle tone with Kyla. Aspen said nothing but gave the young man a look of
pity.

His lip quivered but he remained composed. “Very well. Perhaps another
time.”

As he walked away, Eunoe's voice softened again. “I hope that didn't seem
rude. I haven't gone five minutes without some lecher trying to pick up on me
since I arrived.”

Aspen frowned. “He wasn't a lecher. He was very polite.”

“They're all polite at first, aren't they?”

Kyla had little experience with boys her age, but agreed that Eunoe had
been overly harsh. She didn't want to jeopardize her new friendship, however,
so kept her criticism to herself. Before she could reconvene the conversation,
she let out a tremendous sneeze.

“Ew! Nasty!” cackled the demoness from across the room.

Aspen pulled a few leaves from her dress and held them up to Kyla's nose.
“Blow,” she ordered.

Kyla, embarrassed, obeyed.

The demoness cackled again. “Aw! Looks like you found a new mommy!”

 Aspen scrunched up the used leaves and tossed them into a nearby
canister. For the first time in Kyla's life, she had nothing to say.

***

“What do you
mean I'm not enrolled? I paid my tuition!”

Kyla's legs shook and her stomach twisted in place. The troll sow had no
packet for her.

“Sure, you paid. You were accepted. You never did any of the follow-up.”
The troll sow spoke with no sign of sympathy, which was a little irritating.

“So I have to go home?”

“That isn't up to me.”

Kyla could feel tears welling in her eyes. “I don't want to be a
shoemaker!” She supposed, with no formal education, she would have to
apprentice with her father and take over the family trade. That or become some
rich oaf's trophy wife, but she didn't know anyone with money. Of course if
Burburt was learning to make gold...

The troll sow coughed. Kyla thought it was meant to get her attention,
but it produced more phlegm than a courtesy cough should. “Go see the Dean of
Admissions.”

“Do you think he'll be able to—”

“I just hand out the packets. Offices are on the second floor.”

Kyla dragged her feet as she walked away from the mingling crowd, the
cackles of the demoness, and a well-meaning but condescending pat on the head
from Aspen.
















Chapter Two  


Haven Hall  
The Dean of
Admissions looked like a wealthy old dandy who had spent the last few nights
sleeping in a barn. A patch of grizzled white hair, once combed over the
balding portion of his head, now stuck out to the side. One lens in his
gold-rimmed spectacles was cracked so badly he couldn't possibly see through
it. Judging by the stains on his turquoise cravat it served as a napkin, and
his purple suit smelled faintly of old socks mixed with crushed mint.

He was vigorously scrubbing at a sheet of paper, and Kyla didn't want to
disturb him so she sat quietly and looked around the room. The Dean's name
plate was nearly two feet long and the name looked like it was made of spare
alphabet parts. Kyla couldn’t guess how to pronounce it as there didn’t seem to
be enough vowels and teetering stacks of papers obscured some of the letters.

The paperwork was not confined to the desk. Piles covered the floor and
lined the walls, leaving only narrow trails for walking. Some of the paper
looked so old it was starting to yellow and the ink was fading. Kyla tried to
read a few but couldn't make out the handwriting. It wasn't messy; rather, it
was drawn with such intricate loops she couldn't decipher the letters.

The walls and shelves were cluttered with knickknacks. There were carved
wooden masks which stared at Kyla with empty eyes. Behind the gnome's chair was
a pair of swords with gilt hilts crossed above a round shield which would look
very nice with a good polish. One shelf had an assortment of teeth of varying
shapes and sizes, and another displayed an interesting collection of rocks. She
immediately coveted a purple geode and wondered if the gnome would let her keep
it, though she didn't have the nerve to ask. The hollow stone was cut in a
cross-section to reveal the crystals inside. Most captivating of all was a
ghostly image that looked like a face peering out. Kyla peered closer. It
looked like its mouth was open in a scream. How curious.

The gnome, who hadn’t looked up since Kyla sat down, finally yelped and
broke her trance.

“OH! I’m sorry. I didn’t see you come in! Uh...normally I’d invite you to
have a seat but you seem to have...well, now...I’m sorry. What do you want?”

“I don’t know. I’m supposed to talk to you. The troll lady said she
didn’t have a packet for me.” She sat forward and tapped her heel nervously
against the leg of her chair. Her future was in this disorganized gnome’s tiny
hands.

“Do you have a name?” the gnome asked.

“Yes.” She fidgeted.

The gnome stared at her a moment. “And can you tell me what it is?”

“Kyla. Kyla Nim.”

Without looking, the gnome reached into the middle of a pile of papers
beside his chair and yanked out a page. He adjusted his spectacles and peered
it over.

“Yes, yes. I see you were accepted but never sent back your course
registration.”

Kyla shifted in her seat. “I-you aren’t going to send me home, are you?”

The gnome raised an eyebrow. “Oh, my, no! You did already pay, after all,
and we hate giving refunds. It’s not that big a deal. First week of school is a
free week, anyway. People try out classes, switch them around if they don’t
like them, that sort of thing. It’s just you’ll be a little more limited in
your choices as some classes will be full.”

She exhaled, feeling the nervous energy drain out. She slumped a bit in
her seat as her muscles relaxed.

“Of course,” the gnome continued, “there is a bit of work for you to do.
As you didn’t enroll properly, you will have to fill out some forms. And nobody
put together a student package for you.”

“That’s okay!” Kyla smiled. “I’m just happy I can stay!”

“Don’t be silly! As long as you have money, we’ll find a way to keep you
here. Now, here we go.”

The gnome started pulling forms from scattered piles and tossing them
onto Kyla’s lap as he spoke.

“Enrollment form...late form...dorm registration...cafeteria registration...insurance...and,
uh, medical history...personal essay...orientation forms...”

The pile grew as the gnome darted about, blindly pulling papers from the
towering stacks in an inspiring display of disarray management. She couldn’t
see any sort of organization, but the gnome knew exactly where to find
everything. Even more impressive was the amount of paperwork piling up on
Kyla's lap, though she was less excited by that end of things.

“...all in triplicate,” the gnome finished as he dumped a final pile of
papers on Kyla. “Most of that you can do during the week but I will need that
top one filled out before you go so I can get you assigned to a dorm.”

“Ok. Do you have a pen?”

The gnome’s eyes darted around the room. “Oddly, no.”

***

Kyla dragged her
bags to Haven Hall after getting directions from a cordial harpy. The stone
building looked fortified for battle. The roof was lined with battlements and
it looked like there had once been arrow slits in the walls that had now been
filled with cement. The front door was made of oak trimmed in metal, and large
enough for ogres or trolls. She grunted as she pulled the door open and tried
to lodge it with her foot, but she wasn’t strong enough to manage both her
heavy luggage and the door. She only just managed to roll clear before being
pinned against the jamb. Her paperwork scattered onto the grass and walkway. A
cackle revealed Lili walking on the opposite side of the yard.

“Oh, crab-apples,” Kyla muttered.

A gentle voice with a soft laugh approached from the side.

“Need a hand?” Eunoe asked. Aspen said nothing but reached for one of the
bags. Unfortunately, it was the bag filled with rocks, which she strained to
lift before deciding it was easier to drag.

Eunoe helped gather the papers. She took the second bag and entered the
building, holding the door for Kyla and her armload of paperwork. Aspen grunted
as she inched the heavier bag through the door. Kyla looked around in wonder at
the fine stonework and old paintings on the walls. A spiral oak staircase with
mahogany rails led to the upper floors. Kyla smiled as her footsteps echoed
through the large chamber. The ceilings were high and the hallway wide, giving
a further impression it had been built with larger creatures in mind, yet the
stairs were appropriate for normal-sized folk.

The door closed with a hollow boom which echoed off the stone walls. As
soon as it did Aspen let go of the bag she was dragging and peered inside to
see what was causing her all the trouble.

“Thank you so much!” Kyla told Eunoe. “Do you live here too?”

“Yes, we have a room on the second floor. What’s your room number?”

Kyla pulled the tag from her pocket.  “Uh...two-seventeen.”

Eunoe smiled. “Right across from us! Hear that, Aspen?”

Aspen gave an excited clap, but her perplexed eyes never left Kyla’s bag.
She drew out a smooth rock with a plain gray tone. She rotated it in her hand
and looked at it, puzzled.

“That’s a rock I got from Lake Gimgal two years ago when I went fishing
with my dad and my brother. We used it to smack the fish on the head to kill
them. Sounds vicious, I know, but we love fish in my family, and the lake's
pretty far away so we don’t get it very often!”

“I use a stick,” Aspen said with no expression.

Eunoe spoke to Kyla in a loud whisper. “At least you probably cook them.
Aspen eats them raw!”

Kyla laughed. Aspen shrugged, returning the stone and pulling another
from the bag. “That’s how bears eat them,” she said flatly as she examined the
second stone. This one was elliptical and also gray but had a white stripe
around the center.

Kyla clapped. “Oh! My brother and I used that one to try and knock
crab-apples out of the tree behind my house. I think we maybe got three in the
whole afternoon. Then he ate a bunch and I started saying he was full of
crab-apples until my mom heard me and made me eat a handful of juniper
berries.”

Eunoe looked confused. “Why?”

“Oh, she was trying to get me to stop cursing. Anyway I kept the rock
because it was the first time in a while I hung out with my brother.”

“So you collect rocks for the memories.” Eunoe leaned over and started
sifting through the bag.

“I do like them,” Kyla began. “I mean, a lot of
people make fun of my collection because I don’t choose rocks because they’re
pretty or valuable. These all have meaning. That one is from my mom’s flower
garden. And you know, some people like to remember things with pictures or
stories. But pictures fade and stories change. My rocks will last forever!”

Eunoe nodded. “I like that, Kyla.” She returned the rocks to the bag and
helped Aspen heft it up the stairs.

***

Kyla’s room
was smaller than she expected. There were two beds. It hadn’t occurred to her
she might be sharing. It was clear which side was hers: the one with the empty
desk and a bed with no sheets. Eunoe tossed the smaller bag on the mattress
before helping Aspen heave the second bag onto the bed with a grunt, which
turned out to be a mistake as they heard a loud crack from the support boards
underneath.

“Don’t worry, we can—” Aspen started.

Eunoe interrupted. “We'll fix that for you later.”

“Do you know my roommate?” Kyla asked. The occupied side of the room was
simply but finely decorated. There were no blankets, but the mattress was
fitted with a finely embroidered sheet. Thick discs made of gold and an inscribing
tool sat on the desk. One of the discs bore writing in a language Kyla didn’t
recognize. An ornately carved box sat under the bed. There was a strange
crystalline sculpture, like a giant snowflake, held up on the wall.

Eunoe looked around briefly. “No idea,” she said. “I've never seen anyone
come in or out.”

“Oh. Well, I get along with pretty much everyone.” Kyla sat on her bed
and started sifting through a bag for a pen.

Eunoe clicked her tongue. “If not, you can sleep in Aspen’s bed.”

“I don't use it. I spend the night in an oak tree by the science
building,” Aspen added.

“Cool! Thanks, by the way. I’m really glad we’re neighbors! Anyway I
gotta do all this paperwork now.”

Eunoe stepped back out into the hall. “It was nice to meet you. There's a
bath downstairs if you'd like to clean up first. Come on over if you need
anything. Let's go, Aspen!”

Aspen looked annoyed by the order, but she waved goodbye and stepped out.
And Kyla began her labors.

***

After a
refreshing bath and a change of clothes, Kyla set to task on her mountain of
papers. It was several hours before she filled out the final blank on the final
page. She tossed the pen back over her shoulder and yawned. The papers were
stacked in neat piles on her desk, and the sun was visible as it set on the
horizon. She pulled out a candle and a firestick and lit the room to compensate
for the fading sunlight. Her hair was now frazzled and she slumped in her chair
as her fatigue and hunger competed for attention. She wiped her brow and opened
the window, enjoying the light breeze from outside.

A sudden gust of wind blew the candle out, and Kyla was sure something
had rushed through the window. She turned in a fright to see a wispy ghost-like
figure standing in the middle of the room, dress billowing as winds blasted
around her. The girl was nearly transparent and looked horrified to see Kyla's
papers flying out the window and over the school grounds.

“Oh, no!” Kyla shouted. “Look what you’ve done! I spent all afternoon on
that!”

“Oh, my deepest apologies!” The ghostly figure bowed her head. “I wasn't
informed I had been assigned a roommate! Allow me to help.”

“Help how? My stuff’s all over campus!”

“Don't worry. I can recover them.”

The girl evanesced into a gust of wind and swooped out the window. Kyla
watched as scattered papers lifted off the grass and out of tree branches,
swirling together in a small twister. Once all the papers outside had been
collected, the girl sailed back inside, collected the papers that now lay on
the bed and floor, and neatly stacked them. The air then coalesced back into
the regal but somber shape of the ghost-girl, now slightly more opaque than
when she first appeared.

“That was amazing!” Kyla whooped. “I’ve never seen anything like that!
What are you, anyway? Some kind of ghost?”

The girl held her head up proudly. “I am Aura, Daughter of the Air, ninth
child of Duke Ukko. My family has long borne the duty of carrying the winds and
clouds, from the freezing mistrals of the north to the heavy rains of the
tropical monsoons. We are wind, we are storm, we are thunder, we are
rain.  We are the hot winds that dry the desert sands, yet we are also the
gentle breeze that soothes the farmer’s brow. We carry both life and death, for
without air the living would not bear breath, yet our terrible storms bring
death on their wings.”

Kyla extended her arm. “I’m Kyla. My dad makes shoes.”
















Chapter
Three  


Try, Try Again  
Kyla wanted to
see the campus and her stomach recommended she start with the cafeteria. Eunoe and
Aspen agreed to join her. Aura was harder to convince. Air spirits don't need
to eat, she said, and besides, she wasn't keen on being around large groups of
people. She couldn't withstand Kyla's pleas for long, however, and the four
found themselves sitting in a booth. The food was plentiful if not plain. This
didn't bother Kyla, who piled her plate with potatoes, carrots, and fried fish.
Aspen asked for a fresh fish from the kitchen, which she was given, and ate raw
as Eunoe had warned. Kyla found seeing it more disturbing than hearing about
it, but Aspen again insisted that if it was acceptable for bears, why not
dryads?

Eunoe settled for a small salad and Aura took nothing at all, though she
did become more transparent as the room grew more crowded. There were people of
all types: fairies, sprites, elves, and many Kyla couldn't identify, but she
didn't stop talking long enough to appreciate any of them.

“...and so then I bit him. I bit Bit. That's my
brother's name, see. Anyway my mom...”

She paused as a satyr approached the table. He had his hands behind his
back and a peculiar grin. He glanced the girls over, but then rested his focus
on Eunoe, who stopped picking at her salad and looked at him under a cocked
eyebrow.

“Fairest nymph,” the satyr began, dropping to a knee and extending a hand
which was never received, “I was struck by your shining countenance from across
the room. I have spent my life among the nymphs but have never encountered one
with your beauty. Your golden hair shames the sun, and surely is the reason it
hides its face every evening!”

Aspen snickered. Eunoe took a sip of water with her mouth locked in
disgust. The satyr wasn't deterred.

“Your eyes sparkle with the depth and radiance of the pools in—”

“Her eyes are GREEN!” Kyla pointed out with a full mouth.

“The emerald pools of the enchanted meadow where I once frolicked
with...”

Eunoe put her water down. “You can stop now,” she interrupted. “I'm not
interested.”

The satyr stood but didn't appear fazed.

“Ah, but you are a nymph and I am a satyr! Our kinds are bonded, spirits
of nature ever destined to—”

“Yup. Lived around satyrs my whole life. Bunch of drunks. I came here to
get away from them. I'm honestly surprised to see one at a school.”

The satyr winced and Kyla felt sorry for him until he turned to Aspen and
opened his mouth again.

“No worries. I shall proceed in descending order of attractiveness. Fair
dryad, with verdant hair and skin of-uh-mahogany?”

“Cherry,” Aspen giggled.

“Cherry. A sweet fruit, but not as sweet as the nature of the gentle
dryad, strong and true as the tree you...oh shoot.”

The satyr paused a moment to collect his wording, reciting to himself as
though he had practiced his lines before coming to the table. He soon became
frustrated and turned to Aura.

“Daughter of the air, carrying the wind and rain. You give life to the
world as you do to my heart. Your gentle breeze eases the pain of the day and
your rain brings refreshment to arid lands as well as arid hearts.”

Kyla was rather fond of that one. Aura seemed unimpressed and said
nothing. Saul turned to Kyla now, who smiled. No one had ever made poetry about
her before! Except her dad, but he didn't count. Her smile faded as the satyr
looked her over and scratched his chin. Soon she was frowning. This was taking
too long. Finally, he just said “Nice shirt”. Kyla crossed her arms and cast
her iciest glare.

“Mind if I sit here?” he asked as he sidled next to Eunoe.

She didn't budge. “I do mind.”

The satyr would not be deterred. “Fine. I'll sit over here.” He stepped
over to Aura's side of the table. “Mind if I sit here?” he asked.

“I don't care what you do.” Kyla noted that Aura was turning opaque.

The satyr shrugged and sat next to her. She didn't leave him much room,
so he was only halfway seated on the cushion.

“So anyway I'm Saul.”

No one answered. Aspen started to, but a kick under the table from Eunoe
kept her quiet.

“Um...ok. I get it. Got a girl's club going on over here. Except, you
know, I lost my seat when I came over so I guess I'm committed now, right?”

There was an uneasy silence until Eunoe broke it.

“So, Kyla, did you decide what you want to study?”

Kyla did not let the fact her mouth was full slow down her speech. “No.
The Dean said I could try out some classes this week but earth magic and
geology were both full so I'm gonna try a bunch of other stuff. Maybe I could
take some classes with you guys! What are you taking anyway?”

Aspen put down her fish and clapped. “You could take tree singing with
me! We're doing Hymns of the Harvest this week.”

“That sounds fun!”

Saul leaned forward. “How about dancing? You could take tap with me!”

Kyla was quick to forgive Saul's recent offense on the account he seemed
rather dim. “I love dancing! You're a dancer?”

“Oh, I know a thing or two!” Saul stood and did a jig. His hooves
obviated the need for tap shoes, and he had a good rhythm.

Kyla applauded. “Very nice! That sounds like a lot of fun. I don't know
if I'd want to major in it, though. You know, might take the fun away.”

“Oh, that's not my major. Just a hobby. You couldn't handle MY major.”

Four sets of eyes drilled into Saul, and Kyla unforgave
him. “And why is that, exactly?”

Saul bowed apologetically. “Oh, it's just that I'm in engineering. And
you're a girl. And an elf.”

The satyr appeared not to notice the blood and fire that shot from the
eyes of Eunoe. Kyla was more surprised than upset. “Excuse me?”

“I mean, no offense. Elves make great artists and archers and farmers,
and I absolutely adore women, but engineering takes an intellectual mind.
You all have your heads too far up in the clouds for any real thinking.”

Kyla was pretty sure this was an insult. Should she be mad? She deferred
to Eunoe but the alseid said nothing so Kyla decided to step up.

“I could engineer circles around you!” she challenged.

Saul looked taken aback but not intimidated enough to refuse. “Really?
You? Don't make me laugh!”

“I... what? That wasn't a joke! What makes you think you're so smart?”

“Uh...highest score on the engineering exam, that's what. Do you know how
to calculate the speed and trajectory of a manticore in a Perseian
dive? I do.”

“No. Well, do you know how to calculate the speed and trajectory of my
foot kicking you in the coin purse?”

“Good one,” Aspen giggled. Eunoe smirked through her scowl.

“Thank you.” Kyla's anger sometimes made her wittier.

Saul ruminated on the coin purse comment before reflexively putting up
defenses. “Yes, I do actually. You know, physical threats are the sign of a
weak mind.”

“Well, you're the sign of someone who's...who...oh shoot.” Kyla turned to
Eunoe. “Sorry, I lost momentum.” She turned back to Saul. “I could outsmart you
any time, goat-boy!”

Eunoe interjected. “Kyla, goat-boy isn't an insult to a satyr. Call him a
nanny.”

Saul bleated and his voice rose to a shout. “A nanny, am I? Well, I'd be
more than happy to take any of you on in a battle of the brains! In fact, I'll
give a cask of wine to any of you who can even finish the first day's
assignment in my class!”

Kyla's volume and tone raised to match Saul's. “Tell me the time and
place and I'll be there, you sorry sack of
crab-apples!” A few elves at a nearby table gasped at her language. Good thing
her mom wasn't around.

“Room one-seventeen in the Chiron Science Building! Six a.m.!”

“That's an awful lot earlier than I planned on waking up but fine! And
you'd better bring some humble pie for breakfast because you're going to be
eating a lot of it!”

“I don't like pie!”

Kyla had to stop shouting because Saul had broken the rhythm of her
insult by not recognizing it, so she sat down in a huff. He stormed off. Kyla
furrowed her brow and turned to Eunoe.

“What does an engineer do, exactly?”

***

It was as Saul
had told her. The engineering room was devoid of elves and females, though with
all the oddballs it was no wonder. The students were seated around circular
tables in groups of four, save one sheepish dwarf who sat alone and kept his
eyes on his shoes. Kyla sat next to Saul, and though he was in a friendly mood
she refused to acknowledge him. At her left sat a gnome, and across from her a
brownie who stared at her intently.

“Are you a boy or a girl?” the brownie pondered aloud.

“A GIRL!” Kyla barked. The brownie jumped in his seat.

“It's just – you know – hard to tell with elves,” he said. After that he
seemed embarrassed to look at her.

The professor, a stocky centaur with a pristine goatee, entered the room
pulling a wagon filled with odds and ends.

“Good morning!” he bellowed. His voice was deep and hollow. “I'm not one
for chit-chat. Chances are, neither are any of you. Let's get down to business.
Here—” His eyes ran over Kyla, and he paused a moment before picking back up.
“Here are sundry items that I have collected from the junkyard. We're going to
begin with a little warm-up. Using only items you find
in this cart, I want each of you to build a timepiece. Any style will do, as
long as it works. Begin.”

Kyla had a lot of fun sifting through the junk pile, pulling out anything
that looked interesting, including a metal gear and a wooden box with the word
'DANGER' engraved in Elvish script across the lid. So of course she opened it.
Inside was a folded up picture of a battle scene. The background started black
on the left side and gradually lightened in tone until the right side was
white, with the sketch in the foreground starting white on the left and getting
darker toward the right. The image was finely detailed and illustrated all
sorts of creatures in tense combat. Each face had a clear expression, some
marked with anger, some in fear, and some in determination. There were
creatures and weapons of all sort, and though Kyla knew many stories of ancient
battles this scene was unfamiliar.

She must have spent more time looking at the picture than she thought, as
the Professor called out for everyone to finish and she hadn't even started.
She grabbed an armful of leftover items and tried fitting them together,
refusing to admit to herself that she had no idea what she was doing.

The professor started making his rounds to examine everyone's work. Kyla
began to sweat and continued to fumble with her items as he approached her
table.

He stopped at the Brownie first. The Brownie had made a simple sundial. The
professor frowned. “Well – technically that does meet the requirement,” he said
before moving on. He did not seem impressed, but the Brownie beamed. The gnome
had built a mechanical timepiece with counterweights. It was crude but drew a
smile from the Professor. Kyla noticed Saul's work for the first time, and had
to admit it was quite remarkable. He had made a water clock and dropped a
goldfish into it (though where he found the fish Kyla couldn't say). At timed
intervals the device would drop a piece of food into the water and the fish
would swim to snatch it, which would disturb the surface and send a small drop
of water into a graduated cylinder. The Professor leaned in to admire it before
speaking.

“That is amazing!” the professor said with a smile. He addressed the
class. “Looks like we have here not just an engineer but an artist!” Saul gave
Kyla a smug smirk. She would have been angry had she not been so embarrassed
when the professor looked at the hastily-assembled pile of junk in front of
her, which then tumbled to the floor.

***

“I don't care
what everyone else said. I thought your work was brilliant!” Saul chided as
they left the classroom. “First-rate! Boy, you really showed me! Hey, wanna go
for breakfast?”

Kyla was too ashamed to feel angry at Saul, but not too ashamed to reject
his invitation. “Maybe I'll check out Aspen's singing class.”

***

Tree Singing
was taught by a winged woman with glowing white eyes and a voice like thunder.
She reminded Kyla of the destroying angels she had heard about in stories. Kyla
imagined such a terrifying personage would only scare the tree. Aspen, however,
hung on to her every word.

“Tree Singing is built on trust,” the angel boomed. “If the trees don't trust
you, they won't respond. Your voice should be even and gentle. Your volume is
important. Sing softly and watch your pitch! In the language of trees, your
pitch changes the meaning. Listen carefully!”

The angel turned to an apple tree and began to sing. Her singing voice
was more gentle and melodic than her speaking voice, and carried a hint of
tinkling bells.

“A-lo-lei-a si-nai-i-la!” the angel sang. The leaves on the tree grew
slightly. “Now watch what happens if I change the pitch!”

She sang the same words again only slightly higher. This time the roots
of the tree dug deeper into the ground.

“You see? The tree trusts me and does as I say. Yet the same words
provide entirely different instructions. There are enough trees here for
everyone. Pick one and sing. The second phrase is exactly one octave higher
than the first. Watch the difference it makes.”

The students milled about as they selected trees. Kyla staked one out
next to an orc, whom she was surprised to see in a music class, though it
turned out he had a lovely voice. Kyla turned to her own tree when he finished
and tried the song.

“A-lo-lei-a si-nai-i-la!” she sang. She felt she had followed the melody
beautifully, though her singing voice was a touch lower than the angel's.

Kyla heard a gasp. Aspen ran up and put her hands on her shoulders. “Olono-maia ala na-se!”
she sang. She turned Kyla to face her. “That was a terrible thing to say,” she
scolded. “You need to sing higher.”

Kyla tried again. She could tell by Aspen's pained expression it wasn't
going well. The leaves on the tree started turning brown, and Aspen put her
hand over Kyla's mouth before she could finish.

“Kyla? You-you-maybe this isn't for you.”

“I can do it!” Kyla insisted. “I sing all the time back home. I'm just
not used to all this pitch stuff.”

“Kyla...” Aspen paused and bit her lower lip. “You just said some awful
things. The trees are furious. I think it's best if you go.”

***

Eunoe's animal
design class felt comfortable. It was mostly women and there were plenty of
elves. It seemed to Kyla a good fit. Elves had invented the human and
the penguin, after all. The room was decorated with diagrams of animals and was
clean and organized. The professor was an elf who appeared about the same age
as Kyla's father, with slight streaks of gray in his black hair. He was well
dressed, had a bright smile, and spoke in a loud but gentle tone.

“Good morning!” he began. “Welcome to Basics of Animal Design. I'm
Professor Aegelis. I know some of you have more experience than others in this
field, but that shouldn't matter. We shall cover everything you need to know,
and move at a fast enough pace that those of you with more experience won't get
bored. Now, who can tell me what is the first thing we need to do before we
start creating new animals?”

A few students offered answers, each of which the professor cordially
addressed but none seemed to be what he was looking for. “An idea!” he finally
revealed. “You can be the most gifted person in the world at drafting designs
or knitting DNA, but unless you know what you want to make none of those skills
are going to get you anywhere. Now I assure you that throughout this course I
will teach you what you need to know about the process, but the ideas
are up to you. Everyone take out a paper and a pencil and sketch something
for me. Create a new animal, or modify a current one! Don't worry about the
technical aspects yet. Just show me what innovative ideas your minds can
produce!”

Kyla, somewhat lost in the professor's golden voice, took a moment to
gather herself and get her materials together. She looked around. The other
students were already busy drawing. Some were more skilled than others. Eunoe's
drawing looked reasonable – it was some kind of winged snake – but some of the
other students were true artists. One elf girl was drawing an aquatic chicken. A
nearby fairy sketched a three-headed dog, which made Kyla roll her eyes because
she was pretty sure that was already a thing.

Kyla sat and thought, and drew a circle, and then erased it and thought
some more. Soon she had a page full of eraser marks, but no drawing. The
professor announced the final minute and, in a panic, Kyla jotted down the
first thing that came to mind.

The other students' presentations went well. There were some interesting
ideas, though Kyla's favorite was the horned beaver because it was so adorable.
The professor had something nice to say about all of them. Until he got to her.

“Um...it's a human,” she explained. “But he's tall as a giant. See, this
tree only comes up to his knee.”

“So he's just a giant.”

“Oh. Basically, I guess. But I gave him an extra arm.”

“I see. And what's that coming out of his mouth?”

“Well, he breathes fire.”

The professor said nothing, and continued on. The lack of feedback was
crushing. Eunoe gave Kyla a weak smile which failed to make things better.

***

Aura was not
only a student but taught a beginner class on breezes as well. They met on a
hill not far from Haven Hall. It took some pleading but Aura opened an extra
seat so Kyla could attend, though this meant she had to use one of the old
oscillators. She held it in front of her as Aura drifted over the steep
hillside and turned to face the class, hovering high above the grassy meadow.
Kyla pressed the button on the side and wind shot from an opening at the front.
She pressed it again and it stopped. She pressed it again. And again. And then
she giggled.

Most of the other students were fairies, harpies, and other winged folk.
Kyla was excited to try her hand at flying as she had never done it before. She
didn't know if she wanted to be a bearer of the wind for the rest of her life,
but it certainly wasn't the worst job she could imagine.

“Now everyone,” Aura began. “Please pay attention.” A few chattering
students ignored the request, but a blast of wind from Aura's flowing skirt
silenced them. “Thank you. Those of you who can't create your own wind – which
appears to be all of you – should have an oscillator. You'll see a knob on the
left side. That controls the power settings. It should be set on 'Light
Breeze'. If it is not, please adjust it accordingly.
When I give the command, you shall switch them on. Find the button on the right
side and press it.”

Kyla felt confident as she had already mastered this part. She clicked it
on. One after another the other oscillators came to life, throwing a wind over
the ledge which slowly descended to the meadow at the base of the hill. She
watched as the grass bent to make way.

Once all the oscillators were activated Aura spoke again, though louder
so she could be heard over the hum of the machines.

“Now I want you to leap off the ledge and fly down together over the
meadow. You should stay close to those next to you but you don't need to be
precisely parallel. In fact, the wind is often loveliest when it's staggered.
Go ahead and jump. Stay about four or five feet above the ground, keep your
oscillators pointed forward, and land just at the tree line at the opposite
end. On three – one, two, three!”

The creatures flew off almost in unison. Kyla waited half a second to
stagger herself from the fairy next to her. She gave a leap and felt a fresh
exhilaration as she soared over the side of the steep hill. The exhilaration
faded as she tumbled head-over-heels to the bottom. She noted with dismay that
the oscillator had broken in two during the tumble down.

Aura flew down. “Are you hurt?”

Kyla groaned and looked up. She felt something on her upper lip and
brushed it away. Blood.

“Yeah, just cuts and bruises, I think.” She held up a piece of the
oscillator. “Your thingy doesn't work.”

“Clearly not anymore. Kyla, do you know how to fly?”

“Well – no. I thought that's what this was for.”

“No. That is only to make wind. You need to be able to fly to take this
class.”

“You never told me that!”

Aura paused. “I apologize. I am not accustomed to working with
groundlings. Sometimes I forget not everyone can do it. Do you need help
getting home?”

Kyla shook her head. Aura nodded and drifted off to the other end of the
meadow, where the other students had already landed and were laughing and
goofing around. Bruised and bleeding, Kyla lowered her head and trudged back to
Haven Hall.
















Chapter Four  


Journey to the Center of the Earth  
Kyla perused
the course board, her lips pursed and fingers drumming against the wall. There
weren't many options left. There were several seats in a class called History
of Bureaucracy and another in The Math of Discourse, but Kyla was pretty sure
quitting school and taking up an apprenticeship with her father would be
preferable to either. Below these postings were a few work-for-credit programs,
which intrigued Kyla as she felt that learning something by doing it was better
than sitting in a classroom and listening to someone talk about it. Not all of
these suited her either – Basilisk Training, Ecological Reparations, and Desert
Warfare were either too scary, unpleasant, or both.

One notice caught her eye.

Tucked in a corner, half-hidden under an advertisement for lyre lessons,
was a posting for something called Geomobility. She didn't know what it meant,
but recognized its similarity to the words geology and geometry. As she
couldn't imagine a work program that focused on geometry (or really any
practical application for geometry at all), she decided it logically had to
relate to rocks. Recent failures notwithstanding Kyla allowed herself a breath
of optimism and turned to the woman at the information desk, who was, Kyla
thought, the same troll from the student orientation.

“Where's room zero?” Kyla asked.

The troll peered down over her glasses. “Center of the earth.”

“And how does one get there?”

“Elevator.”

“Thanks! And, uh, one more...”

“Down the hall to the left.”

“Thank you!” Kyla bolted, excited not only for the course but she had
never been underground before and was suddenly curious what mysteries she had
been walking over her entire life.

There was only one elevator, but it was so large it couldn't be missed.
Seated near the door was an ugly statue which spoke as she examined it.

“Hi.”

Its voice was gruff and gravelly, and now Kyla noticed its eyes peering
back at her. The creature must be an earth elemental. She had never seen one
before, and even stories didn't mention them often. He was smaller than she
would have imagined – perhaps only a few inches taller than herself and she was
short by elf standards. He was holding a metal box on his lap, colorfully
decorated with unicorns. Kyla caught herself gazing at it, and then up at the
elemental, and back at the unicorns.

“You like?” the creature asked, holding up the box.

“Yeah – it's lovely.” The artwork was lovely, but Kyla was more
fascinated by the elemental itself. To begin, it sounded male, but she
thought of unicorns as feminine. In the stories they were always associated with
nymphs and elf princesses. And though he wore no clothing he had no anatomy
that offered any insights. Did elementals have genders? Well, Aura was an air
elemental and she was certainly female. Kyla finally decided the creature in
front of her was a he because in her mind it better suited his voice.

Another thing that fascinated Kyla was that he was a talking pile of
rocks.

“You wait for elevator?” he asked.

Kyla came to herself. “Um, yeah. This goes to the center of the earth?”

The creature smiled. “Yeah, I go too! Maybe you work with me?”

“Are you doing the Geomobility thing?”

The creature looked puzzled. “I push big wheel. Make earth spin.”

“Huh?”

“Earth spin. Like top. I push around.”

“Oh. Is that what Geomobility means?”

“Maybe just big word with small meaning.” The creature glanced at the
elevator door. “Elevator take long time. Long trip.”

“Oh. Well, I'm Kyla. I'm just starting school and trying to figure out
what to take!”

“Lug. Second year. Work program.”

“Cool! I might be joining you! Hope I'm not the only girl!” She said this
with some hope the elemental would confirm his own gender identity.

“You are girl?”

Kyla spent the next few minutes fuming in silence, with Lug apparently
unaware he had said something wrong. Likely a male, then.

There was a ding and the elevator door opened with a grind. They stepped
inside and Lug pushed the button. And Kyla learned something new.

She did not care for enclosed spaces.

Kyla had grown up in the open fresh forest air. She had a house, and a
bedroom, but they had windows and, more importantly, they had the feeling that
she could go outside at any time. In here she was trapped until they got to
their destination. She took a deep breath. As the elevator went down, the air
became staler and hotter, and the rapidly descending box seemed to get smaller
and smaller. Lug asked her a few questions about herself, but all she could
manage were one-word replies. And the trip was so long. How far down was the
center of the earth? Had they gone right out the other end?

Lug seemed to sense her discomfort. He patted her on the head but his
hard, heavy hands did little to soothe her. In fact, they hurt a bit. She
curled herself up in the corner of the elevator and closed her eyes, breathing
deeply and thinking of home, until finally the door opened and she bolted.

The elevator opened into a large stone chamber. It was still enclosed,
and hot, and stale, and Kyla was still uncomfortable, but at least she had more
room. She realized that she did not want to spend her days underground after
all, but was not keen on going back in the elevator right away, so she followed
Lug down a corridor. The cavernous walls were decked with what appeared to be
jars full of glowing red soup which cast an eerie light. The corridor led to a room
full of metal boxes, each with a name written across the front. Lug went
straight to his own box and pulled out a helmet. She wondered why a creature of
stone would need a helmet.

“Is rule,” he explained, and grabbed her a spare helmet that was hanging
off a hook on the wall. He put his unicorn box away – which he explained
contained his lunch – and led her through yet another door, which led to yet
another corridor.

This corridor was so high and wide she could hardly see one side to the
other in the dim light. She considered turning back, but she was afraid to go
it alone and so stayed close behind Lug who was doing his best to whistle, and
did an impressive job considering he had no lips.

A few minutes in they passed a door. It was the only door in the corridor
and was marked 'Gravity Well'.

“What's that?” she asked.

Lug shrugged. “We no go in there, but many gnomes go in and out.
Sometimes pixies.”

The corridor opened up at the end to a pair of giant metal doors. She
knew she wouldn't be able to budge them. After all, she could barely push open
the doors at Haven Hall, and these were three times larger (or so – she wished
she knew geometry). With a loud grind Lug heaved them open, revealing the
largest room Kyla had ever seen. It was so cavernous she couldn't see the walls
on either side or the ceiling, though like the corridors it was only dimly lit.
At the center of the room was a great iron beam that went from the floor into
the darkness toward the roof of the cavern, and at the base a dozen more beams
extended horizontally from the beam at the center. Each horizontal beam was
manned by two large creatures, save one which was now empty. Almost all the
creatures resembled Lug in appearance but were much larger, though there was
one humongous minotaur at the beam behind the vacant one. The great creatures
were pushing so that the center pillar turned with a shuddering creak as their
footsteps echoed on the stone floor.

Lug stepped forward and took a position at the vacant beam. He looked at
Kyla as though wondering if she were going to join him, so she jumped in at the
next pass. There was a guffaw and a snort from behind, and looking back Kyla
could see the minotaur glaring at them. She had seen minotaurs for the first
time on campus upon her arrival at Equinox, but he was far larger than any, and
his eyes fiercer.

“Playtime for the children, it seems.” The minotaur's voice boomed
throughout the chamber. The elemental next to him chortled. Kyla wasn't sure if
this was good-natured teasing or rudeness, but Lug ignored them. She followed
suit, not wanting to get herself entangled in an argument.

Kyla felt no resistance from the wheel at all, not because it was easy,
but rather the others were bearing the full load. The elementals huffed and
groaned, and even the mighty minotaur breathed heavily. Eventually Kyla lost
her footing, unable to keep up with the pace, and no wonder, as most creatures
here had legs longer than she was tall. It was clear this was not a career
option for her, which relieved her as it looked boring and the environment was
insufferable. At least now she could tell her friends she had been to the
center of the earth.

The minotaur laughed when she rolled away to avoid being stepped on.
“Your girlfriend wasn't cut out for this type of work! Maybe she could help by
fetching me some water, though I doubt she could carry a pail large enough to
quench me!”

That was uncalled for, but Kyla didn't doubt he was right. Lug didn't
comment or look back.

The minotaur's voice rose. “I'm surprised they let you do this job, Lug.
You'd be a perfect paperweight for the Foreman's office.”

Lug furrowed his stone brow, but he refused to comment or look back. This
was not good-natured ribbing.

“Let's see how you do without us doing all the work for you.” The minotaur
let go and stepped away from the wheel, beckoning for the elemental next to him
to follow. The wheel lurched, and Kyla was sure some of the stone from the
floor ran up into Lug's body. He grew slightly larger, and began pushing with
renewed vigor. The wheel was back up to full speed in a moment. Kyla did not
feel the minotaur should be toying with something so important as the earth's
rotation, and some of the other elementals seemed to feel the same, as they
were casting uncomfortable glances.

The minotaur snorted. “Erchagh! Orach! Off!” Two more elementals
hesitantly stepped away from the wheel. The minotaur evidently had some command
or influence over them. The wheel lurched again; again earth drew up from the
ground into Lug's body, making him larger. The elementals laughed and chattered
among themselves, which made the minotaur more furious. He ordered more to step
away from the wheel. Each time someone abandoned his post, Lug grew larger and
stronger. The elementals were soon hollering encouragement, which made the
minotaur angrier still. Soon Lug was pushing the wheel by himself, and now he
was far larger and stronger than any of the other elementals in the room.

“I guess we should start looking for new work!” one of the elementals
laughed. “The boy's got this handled by himself!”

So he was a boy. It was nice to have it confirmed.

“He's a whiny twerp with a few tricks!” the minotaur roared, but his hold
over the elementals had weakened. “Come on, back to work!”

They listened, but whatever respect the minotaur held had fractured, and
now there was menace in his eyes as he retook his post behind Lug.

***

Kyla had no
need to stay behind until the break, but she wasn't keen on navigating the
corridors and elevator on her own. She did sneak out to try and peek into the
Gravity Well, but the door was locked and there were no vents or windows. She
picked up a rock to remember her trip to the center of the earth, and sat, and
wondered at what she was going to try next, when several elementals and a few
trolls entered from the opposite end of the chamber and relieved half of the
crew.  This was Lug's break, and the minotaur's also. Kyla walked next to
Lug.

The minotaur said nothing through the corridor, though he kept staring at
them. Yet it wasn't until Lug took out his decorated metal box that the
minotaur chose to speak.

“Ah! Does that belong to your little girlfriend?” the minotaur roared. He
grabbed the box and held it up for the others to see. None of them seemed to
care. “Unicorns! Perfect for little girls, huh?” He waved the box in front of
Kyla. “This belong to you?”

“No. Is mine.” Lug grabbed the box back.

The minotaur guffawed. Kyla slunk back against the wall. She hadn't cared
for the demoness' bullying at the orientation, and this creature was far more
intimidating.

“You love unicorns?” the minotaur sneered. “Like a little girl, huh? I
think it might make a nice present for my calf.”

“Is mine!” Lug held the box securely as the minotaur swiped at it.

“Maybe you want to fight me for it!” the minotaur challenged. “I mean,
sure, you can push a wheel, but this isn't a place for children and unicorns!”

“Not for children!” Lug replied. “She like too!” He looked uncomfortable
and was trying to draw Kyla in for support, but she was scared and not entirely
on Lug's side. It did seem like a childish thing for an adult to carry
around.

“Hey, I...uh...I don't have anything to do with
this.” Kyla took a couple steps back. Lug looked hurt.

“Well, looks like you're the only child here, boy. Maybe tomorrow I can
bring you a nipple so you can think about your mommy while you work. You like
that?” The minotaur made another swipe for the metal box and this time grabbed
it and hurled it against a wall, smashing it open. Out fell Lug's lunch as a
pile of crystals cracked and scattered across the floor.

“No! That was present!” Lug cried. He ran toward the battered box but the
minotaur tripped him.

“It's garbage now,” the minotaur roared, and gave it a stomp and
flattened it. Lug looked like he wanted to weep, but his stone eyes had no
tears to shed. He turned back to Kyla helplessly, and when she did nothing he
looked around the room. The other elementals were watching and chewing on their
crystals, but no one bothered to interfere. He looked so alone. Kyla felt sick.
She should do something, but she was terrified of the minotaur. She had
seen how strong Lug was – why didn't he stand up for himself?

After the break Lug decided to go home early. The minotaur left him
strict instructions to bring something more manly to work tomorrow or there
would be trouble. Lug silently walked with Kyla back to the elevator. Her
discomfort in the small space was pushed aside to make room for regret and
shame. Lug had needed help and she had backed away. Occasionally he looked up
at her, but when she looked back his eyes darted down at the floor. Though he
couldn't cry, Kyla's eyes were welling up, but it wasn't until they were
halfway to the earth's surface that she spoke.

“Why didn't you fight him?” she sobbed. “I saw you push the wheel by
yourself! You're way stronger than he is!”

Lug took a moment to reply. “I strong, yes. I can hurt others. I no like
to hurt them.” He paused another moment. “Why you no help me?”

“What was I supposed to do? He's ten times bigger than me! He could grind
me into mush! At least you can defend yourself!” She needed to convince
herself, and for some reason this involved shouting.

“No need to fight. No. Not hard to stand up to Heff. Only hard to do
alone.”

Kyla did her best not to cry the rest of the ride up, and Lug said
nothing more.
















Chapter Five  


Extrospection  
The Dean of
Admission's office was still untidy, but all the piles of paper and knickknacks
had been moved to different locations within the office. The geode with the ghostly
face peering through the crystals was now on a shelf on the opposite side of
the room, and the papers that had cluttered the desk were now added to the ones
on the floor. This was likely due to the human body, slit open from neck to
pelvis, which now lay across the desk. It gave Kyla a frightful start but when
the Dean came in and started pulling organs she was relieved to see it was only
a model. Then she became fascinated, as she had never seen the inside of a
human before and concluded they were a gruesome mess under their skins. She
assumed the interior of an elf would be better organized. She had gutted fish
and pheasants and thought humans must be from the same class of lesser
creatures to have been tossed together so haphazardly.

It took the Dean a while to notice her, as she had said nothing while
watching him. When he did see her he jumped and dropped a piece, which rolled
under his desk.

“Oh! I'm sorry. I didn't realize I had an appointment. How can I help
you?”

“Oh. Well, I haven't been able to find a class. I just wanted to see if
somebody dropped out of earth magic or geology.”

“Oh, no, I'm afraid not. Even so there are already waiting lists for both
those courses.”

Kyla's head dropped. The gnome gave her a pitying look.

“Why don't you take an aptitude test?”

Kyla perked up. “I'm listening.”

“I'm done talking. Here's an aptitude test. Answer the questions and give
it back to me.”

Kyla found an empty spot of desk by the model human's feet and perused
the paperwork. It looked easy enough: all the questions were about herself.
Still, it seemed important so she wanted to approach it thoughtfully.

“It's asking my name,” she said aloud. “Does that mean my first name, my
last name, or both?”

The gnome, who had resumed working on the model, answered without looking
at her. “Both. You know, you can fill that out at home and bring it back when
you're done.”

“No.” Kyla tapped her pen on her chin. “No, my roommate's made of wind.
She's great but it makes paperwork very challenging.”

“Maybe the library? It's just that I need to be able to move around the
desk to do this, and you're going to be in the way.”

“Oh? Well, can I make some room on this shelf?”

“I suppose.”

“Thank you.”

And that was one problem handled.

***

Kyla, for once,
was not eager for company so spent the next hour walking around campus. It was
beautifully kept. She saw the Chief Groundskeeper working on a flower garden by
the Dendoria Botanical Center, though luckily he didn't pay much attention to
her. He did fine work. The flowers were beautifully arrayed and the trees all
pruned. There were a few younger people working with him as well. A goblin was
turning the soil in a flower bed, an elf girl was sweeping the walkway and some
sort of nymph – Kyla supposed a naiad – was using water magic to splash the
side of the building clean. The elf girl waved at Kyla but hurriedly resumed
her work after a glance from the groundskeeper.

There was a small bridge over a stream to the Chiron Science Building. In
front was a large statue of a centaur. Kyla knew the tales of Chiron, of
course, though he was more a doctor than a scientist in the stories. She
circled the building looking at the various trees planted around it, wondering
in which one Aspen spent her nights.

Kyla fished in her pocket for the rock she had taken as a souvenir from
her trip to the center of the earth. It was a bad memory, now, but she couldn't
bring herself to discard it because she didn't want to forget it. She was
determined that never again would she leave anyone in the lurch when they
needed her help.

Kyla came upon a long white building with a little park at the back and a
small fish pond. The building looked more elegant than the others, and had a
golden trim embossed with writing. It was written in several languages, though
the only one she could read was the Elvish. It spoke of the might of words,
which Kyla believed in very much, and the cutting and healing power of the
tongue. Kyla drew a finger along the text, feeling the smooth edges, when a shadow
cast across the part she was reading. She turned with a start.

“Hello,” said a voice. It took a moment for Kyla to notice he was
speaking to her in classical Elvish. It was the dialect of poets, and though
Kyla understood it well enough she wasn't comfortable speaking it.

“Hi,” she replied in the vulgar tongue. At first she thought it was
Eunoe's professor addressing her; he was an elf, and about the same age, but
had sharper features and longer points on his ears. His hair was jet black and
had long streaks of silver. “I don't believe I've seen you before.”

“No. I'm new.” She extended her arm. “Kyla Nim. From Aspengrove.”

The elf did not grab her wrist but bowed slightly. “Elial Ciana. I'm Dean
of Communications. This is my building.”

Kyla drew her other hand back from the gold lettering. “Oh! I'm sorry.”

He smiled. “That's fine. Are you one of my students? I dare say I've
never seen you and I seldom forget a face.”

“I'm Kyla. I haven't met you before.”

“I'm sure I'd remember if I had. I don't see many elves with short hair,
for one, and I must say it's a good look for you.”

“Thank you” was all she could say. But she felt better. For some reason
it helped to have someone recognize that she needed cheering up, even a
stranger.

“This is my favorite building on campus. Not just because I run it. It
was designed by my father.”

Kyla nodded. “It's a beautiful building.”

“I suppose I would think so even if it were a pile of mud and sticks. He
was a great man. I don't mean that he was successful and brilliant, which he
was. He was a loving, kind, honest man. A person doesn't need a great job to be
great. Some of the greatest people have very humble places in life, but you can
see their effect on the world by how they affect the people around them.”

Kyla smiled. “My dad is a shoemaker. He's the greatest man I know.”

“And I'm sure he must be very proud of you.”

Kyla looked at her feet. “I don't think he'd be proud of me today,” she
admitted.

“You might be surprised. You look unhappy about something. It is none of
my business, and I shan't press you about it. However, I think if you are
willing to learn from a mistake he would be very proud.”

Kyla smiled sheepishly. “I suppose.”

“I must be going. Take care, Kyla! I imagine I'll be seeing you around!”
Elial walked around the corner and was gone. Kyla looked behind her. The sun
was starting to set and she hoped to get Eunoe, Aspen, and Aura to come with
her to dinner.

***

Kyla spent the
evening with Eunoe and Aspen in their room. Aura was busy, or so she said. She
was reclusive and had no other friends, and Kyla wondered if perhaps she didn't
like people at all; yet she was always very kind and polite.

Eunoe was working on a big project. Kyla hoped it wasn't the flying snake
she had presented in class. It was, thankfully, a flying bunny instead. The
first project involved everyone making a variation of a rabbit, and Eunoe
seemed obsessed with giving everything wings. She sat on the bed knitting. It
looked like an endlessly long spiral scarf, and Aspen sat on the floor and
snapped pairs of colored beads along its length. There were four colors: red,
black, green, and yellow. These were held in separate boxes marked A, C, G, and
T. Kyla thought the whole assembly didn't much resemble a rabbit at all, but it
was a first year course and Eunoe was likely to improve with practice.

“So elves are just as gunky on the inside as humans?” Kyla asked.

Eunoe peered up over the rim of her glasses. This was the first time Kyla
had seen her in glasses, and she thought they made her look like a very
attractive grandma.

“Humans are designed after elves,” Eunoe pointed out. “You all look the
same on the inside. So do dryads.” Aspen looked up. “So do alseids. We're all
made from the same basic kit.”

“I just imagined we'd be-you know-prettier in there. But it's just a
garbled mess. You know what they say: 'We're all beautiful on the inside.'
Well, it turns out we're not.”

Eunoe raised an eyebrow. “That's not what they mean, and I'm sure you
know that.”

“But you could make it look nicer in there, right?”

“Maybe. Why, though? It's all functional. No need to make it all pretty
if no one's going to see it.”

“You wouldn't want someone cutting you open just for the view,” Aspen
added. She looked up at Eunoe. “You're out of adenine.”

“There's more on top of the wardrobe. It doesn't matter anyway, Kyla. I'm
sure your heart is beautiful, no matter how it's stuffed into your chest.”

Kyla doubted that. She related her experience at the center of the earth
to Eunoe, and expected a reprimand, but Eunoe just listened as she vented.

The evening flew along with talk about family, and where nymphs came from
if they didn't have parents (they were built by hand), and Kyla told story
after story about her experiences with her family. Eunoe and Aspen said they
loved hearing these the most. Eunoe said she was always curious what it would
be like to have a real family. Aspen already had more family in Eunoe than most
dryads, as they were solitary creatures. And Kyla finally heard the full story
of the connection between the two nymphs.

“I don't remember my life before the fire.” Aspen looked at her feet. “I
don't remember my mother tree at all.”

“My Charm was in charge of the grove,” Eunoe added. “I didn't know Aspen
then, so I don't even know what her name was, before. We didn't talk to the
dryads much.”

“Alseids are noisy. Dryads don't like them.”

“We travel in groups, and a lot of alseids are rather raucous.” Eunoe
looked at Aspen. “But most of the noise is the satyrs!” She looked back at
Kyla. “They never leave us alone. Anyway we don't know how the fire started,
but it blazed up very quickly. We had to hurry to get as many animals out as we
could. Dryads – I mean, you know. They can't travel far from their trees, and
they die when the tree dies. There's nothing we could do for them. These things
happen, and our job is the wildlife. Sometimes we have to save the plants, if
they're rare enough. So a lot of dryads died.” Eunoe looked very sad as she
said this. “Our Doyenne, Eunoste – the leader of our Charm – ordered us out
when the blaze approached. Some of the others had carved a firebreak and we
were to get all the creatures we could to the other side. We lost a lot of
those, too.” She smiled and held up her knitting. “Won't be such a problem when
they can all fly!” Kyla still didn't see the connection between the scarf and
flying bunnies. “Then I saw Aspen crawling across the firebreak. She was almost
gone, and she was coming right for me. Slowly.”

Kyla could see Eunoe's eyes were tearing up, and she sat next to her and
put an arm around her.

“I couldn't leave her. Not with her looking at me like that. What could I
do? Eunoste glared at me like I knew what I needed to do. The others were
shouting at me to get to the other side of the break but I was frozen. She
could have ordered me to leave Aspen, but then she saw her, too. How could you
not just fall in love with that face? We couldn't let her die. We dragged her
to safety but she started wailing. I don't know if we pulled her too far from
her tree, or if it was burning, but she was going to die. But Eunoste had magic
that I'd never seen. She found the – it's like a string, I don't know what it's
called – it connects the dryad to her tree. Like an umbilical cord, but it's
invisible and ghostly. She cut it and tied it to me. She fused Aspen's soul to
mine. I kept her alive. I suppose I'm no substitute for a tree—” Aspen smiled
at this “—but now Aspen is free to travel, as long as I go with her. A rare
opportunity for a dryad. She's free as long as I am. And as long as I don't
die, of course.”

Aspen gave Eunoe a concerned look.

“How far away can she go?” Kyla asked. “I'm sorry – I hope that isn't a
rude question.”

“Not at all. Aspen?”

“About a mile.”

“Do you ever get tired of each other?” Kyla asked. She loved Bit but
there were definitely times she wanted more than a mile of space between them.

“Sometimes,” Aspen said without looking up from her beads. Kyla thought
this might offend Eunoe, but the alseid only smiled.

“I can be hard to bear. I don't really get tired of Aspen, though. To be
honest she was my only friend back home.” Eunoe grimaced as she said this.

Aspen had a bitter expression as well. “The others just want to party
with the satyrs.”

“Except Eunoste.”

Aspen nodded. “Except Eunoste. She did all the work. Well, Eunoe, too.”

“So we're basically sisters, now. I'm the older, bossier one, of course.”

“Yes,” Aspen agreed, though there was no resentment in her voice. “Though
I don't know how old I am.”

“We couldn't even find a dryad that knew her before the fire. I suppose
they all died.”

The room got quiet, and Kyla sat awhile and listened to the clack-clack
of Eunoe's knitting and the click-click of Aspen's beads.
















Chapter Six  


An Unexpected Journey  
Communications.

At first, Kyla was excited. She had been tested and shown aptitude for
something. No longer was she drifting aimlessly into her future. At first she
imagined herself as a journalist or a motivational speaker, but for now she found
herself in front of the bathrooms handing out flyers for the Fall Ball.

The uniform looked pretty sharp, at least. It was brown, which wasn't her
favorite color, but was crisply ironed and came with a badge and a hat. Half
her day would be spent doing mundane tasks, and the other half would be spent
in class. She didn't know what a class teaching flyer-handing-out would cover.
Preventing paper cuts, maybe? She had gotten three before she found gloves
tucked in the jacket pocket.

“Flyers! Get your flyers here!” she called out. No one listened, but if
she was going to be ignored she might as well be ignored with gusto. She held
out a flyer to a passing dwarf who glanced at it before tossing it into the
trash. That was actually a step forward. Discarded flyers now littered the
square. This had earned her some nasty glares from the Chief Groundskeeper, but
he never confronted her about it. Her uniform was like a shield. He might not
like what she was doing, but she was entitled to do it. This gave her some small
satisfaction.

Time dragged and Kyla's fake smile wore down. She preferred to use a real
one, of course, but didn't have any to spare at the moment. The monotony broke
when an officious-looking fairy, decked in a blue and gold uniform much fancier
than the one Kyla was wearing, suddenly appeared with a zap. He was
holding a rolled-up parchment bound in a red ribbon and wax seal. He saw Kyla
and flew over to her. She didn't know whether to be frightened or excited, as
she had no idea why a fairy in a uniform would have any interest in her.
Perhaps people in uniforms just liked to stick together. That was exciting. It
was like a big club.

“You are with Communications?” the fairy asked. She nodded. “I have an
urgent message for Elial Ciana. Please see that you take it to him
immediately.” The fairy handed her the parchment, which she accepted
cautiously.

“What is it?”

“Classified.”

Kyla took a deep breath and tried to maintain her composure. A classified
document! How exciting! “I shall deliver it right away, Sir!”

“See that you do.” And the fairy vanished with another zap.

Curious. Kyla looked at the seal, but didn't recognize it. There was an
inscription along the side that read 'Denzig: VS1109B'. Was that some sort of
code? That just made it more exciting. Kyla hung her bag of flyers on a tree
branch so any passers-by could help themselves and ran for the Communications
building.

***

The door was
open but Kyla gave it a light tap with her knuckles before stepping inside.
Professor Ciana smiled and stood to greet her.

“Good morning!” He walked around his desk and clasped Kyla's extended
wrist. “You never mentioned you were in my department. I see you have something
for me.”

“Oh, I'm sorry, Sir. I just found out this morning.” Kyla felt it
appropriate to call him 'Sir' while she was in uniform. She held out the
message with professional stoicism. Professor Ciana grabbed the parchment and
read the inscription along the side. His smile turned to a frown. “Another
one?” he muttered to himself. He looked back at her. “How would you like to
take a little break from whatever it is they have you doing?”

She nodded with as much composure as she could maintain, though on the
inside she was leaping with joy. Her first day and she had already worked her
way up from flyer-handing-out duty. Professor Ciana handed her the parchment
and continued.

“This needs to go to Ventilation Site 1109-B in Mount Thoma. That's a
volcano in the mountains to the northwest. There's a gentleman who works there
by the name of Denzig for whom this letter is addressed.”

“Yes, thank you, sir! I'll get it to him right away!” Kyla was so excited
she ran out of the room before she could hear what Professor Ciana told her
next.

***

It took a
little investigation to find a map to Mount Thoma, but Kyla now had an armful
of maps from the library, deciding that if she were to take on more such
assignments she needed to be prepared. She stood at the edge of campus and plotted
her route. It was going to be a journey, she could see, but this made the task
feel all the more important and exciting. She packed a lunch and supplies, and
left a note for Aura and Eunoe so no one would worry when she didn't show up
for dinner. Kyla wondered about classes but assumed Professor Ciana would
handle things as he had given her the assignment. She should have gone back to
ask, she knew, but she didn't want him to think she couldn't handle delivering
a simple message on her own. She wrapped her goods tightly in a blanket and
strapped it to her back in the Elvish style, and headed out.

Kyla had spent her life running about and playing in the woods and wasn't
fazed at the idea of making such a long journey on her own. In fact, walking to
the mountain felt to her more relaxing than her time on campus, as there was no
bustle of people walking about and she could hear birds chirping. She imagined
if this were to be her future career, just walking around to hand out
parchments, she would be well satisfied. However, if the profession leaned more
heavily towards flyers, she just might have to give marrying rich a try.

Kyla guessed the journey would take her three or four days. She had never
walked so far in one go, but her father did occasional business trips on foot,
and that while carrying a bag of shoes and supplies. And he was an old man.
Kyla was certain she would have no problem.

Her first obstacle was a stream. It was shallow but fast. She looked for
a way to cross but there was no bridge in sight and none marked on her map.
There were rocks poking up, but they were wet and slick. Still, she was spry.
Kyla removed her shoes and tucked them into the waistline of her pants and took
a leap. The first hop ended gracefully with her feet slapping on a large wet
rock, and she scouted for another. Hop. Slap. Hop. Slap. Though it was fun, she
imagined how much easier this trip would be if she could fly like Aura.

Everything went well until the final hop. She made the jump easily but
the stone was loose and tilted to one side. She squealed, waving her arms to
find her balance, but finally slipped into the water. She crawled out,
sputtering and wet, and as soon as she got to the far bank she unraveled her
blanket to inspect her supplies. Her extra clothing and food were drenched, and
the blanket was both wet and muddy. Luckily the parchment had been wrapped in
the center and was mostly unharmed, aside from a few damp spots. Still, this
was going to be an uncomfortable trip without proper supplies. Kyla sighed. She
considered returning but was determined not to fail on her first big
assignment. She knew how to find food in the wild and had slept outside many
times growing up. She chose to press on.

She made it through the first night only to have it rain the following
morning. After the rain she couldn't find any wood dry enough to light a proper
fire; not that it mattered much, as her firesticks would be useless until she
could dry them out. She had to spend the following night sleeping in tree
branches to keep herself off the cold, wet ground. The following day was warm,
at least, but as she drew closer to the mountains the night felt colder. On the
fourth day she finally reached Mount Thoma. She was tired, sore, and caked in
mud and bugs. Her stomach ached from hunger, as the only food she had been able
to find was some mint leaves and a few mushrooms. Now she stared up the
mountain. She had not thought about an entrance. How did one get inside? From
the top? She didn't have the energy to scale it, but could see no other way as
she stared at the grim ascent.

It was embarrassing, Kyla thought, for an elf to be so exhausted after a
journey through the wild. They were the guardians of the forest, after all. Her
trek felt like a bad dream, and she thought perhaps this wouldn't be the
relaxing career she had hoped. She was dehydrated, hungry, and feeling a bit
sick. Her head felt like someone had taken her brain and replaced it with swamp
water. She knew she was doing things and stuff was happening, but her mind was
turning to mush. One foot went in front of the other. Her eyes pointed down so
she didn't lose her footing. Soon the ground became rocky which made walking a
little easier, even though she had to scramble over the steeper parts. Then she
got to the scree. She hated the scree. Every step she took slid back and she
had to crawl to make any progress. She licked the back of her hand. Sweat.
Moisture. It was delicious. She crawled a few more yards. She gave her hand
another lick. It was now caked in dirt. Gross. She shook her head to remember
where she was and what she was doing. She looked up. She wanted to be up there
for some reason. Did she live up there? Her house was in a tree somewhere. Aura
lived in the sky. Yes. She was going to Aura's. She had to press on. Aura
needed her. She forced herself to stand up and move forward.

Kyla was halfway up the slope when she collapsed face-first into the
loose rocks.

***

It was dark
when Kyla awoke. She put her fingers to her eyes to make sure they were open.
Was she blind? Or dead? Neither choice was pleasant. She patted her body. She
was still dressed and covered with a thick blanket, and could feel bits of
straw poking through her clothing. Around the make-shift bed was a cold stone
floor. A castle, perhaps? Or cavern? Her mind raced back to her most recent
memory, which was a blurry montage of a terrible hike. She lay back to consider
her options. At least she felt more alert, having slept, and she thought about
her situation, mostly to avoid having to do anything as her body was
sore.

Kyla dozed off again and was awakened by a deep humming.  At first
she thought it was the wind but as it grew louder there was a clear melody.
Then there were heavy footsteps. So heavy, in fact, that as they drew closer
Kyla could feel the vibrations in the floor. She had the urge to hide, but as
she couldn't see for all she knew she was already well-hidden. She held her
breath for fear of being heard.

The humming and thundering footsteps continued to grow louder. She
retreated under her blanket, peering out over the top. Soon she saw a flash of
orange light, and another, and again, each growing in intensity. Then she heard
the roar of flames and saw stream of fire blast by an opening in a far wall,
briefly illuminating the room. She closed her eyes and braced herself for the
worst. What was the worst? Death? There were worse things than death, she was
sure, but couldn't come up with any. She hoped whoever was coming couldn't come
up with any, either.

Kyla screamed as a large head appeared in the opening and snaked around
the corner. It was scaled and had long fangs. She thought it was a giant snake,
at first, but the head and neck were soon followed by a large winged body. On
the one hand, at least it wasn't a snake. On the other hand, it was a dragon.
















Chapter
Seven  


Denzig  
The dragon's
appearance was all the more fearsome because Kyla could only intermittently see
it between bursts of flame from its nostrils as it breathed, and the orange
light and the shadows created a hellish ambience. Between breaths the room was
completely dark, but the dragon's yellow eyes glowed slightly and made the
great beast even more ominous. The giant head stretched forward for a better
look, and Kyla scrambled from her bed of hay with a shriek but tripped over
something and fell to the hard cavern floor. She crawled along on her stomach,
looking for a place to hide, but soon found herself against a wall. She huddled
against it, hiding her face in her hands.

“No need to be frightened.” The dragon's voice was deep and gravelly and
echoed of its own accord, and echoed again as it traveled throughout the
cavern. “I simply would like to have you for dinner!”

“No! Don't eat me!” Kyla cried. She had always heard that prior to death
there were flashbacks of one's life. This did not seem to be true, because all
she could think about was how much she didn't want to be gobbled up by a
dragon.

The dragon paused and snorted a blast of flame toward the ceiling. She
could see the eyes staring at her in the dark, and closed her own so she
wouldn't see the beast take its final strike. Then the dragon started
chuckling.

“OH! I see how that could be misconstrued. No, I'm not going to eat you,
my dear. You looked famished so I made you a meal. And elves can't see in the
dark, can they?” Kyla didn't dare open her eyes, afraid to discover those last
words were some trick, or perhaps a sign of her own descent into madness.

“Algianix Avarissimil!” the dragon uttered. It was ancient Elvish.
Kyla could tell, even with her eyes closed, that the room was filling with
light. She finally dared a peek and saw a white orb floating in front of the
dragon's head which lit the room as bright as noonday. The dragon was looking
at her, smiling through dripping teeth.

“I learned that spell from an elf wizard,” he explained. “Here, let me
ease my visage for you.” Kyla didn't understand that, but the dragon shrank in
size and sat back on his haunches. He was still large, but now perhaps only a
couple feet taller than herself. “See? I can walk on two legs, like you!” He
shifted his weight from foot to foot to prove his balance. His voice was softer
too, now that he wasn't so large.

It took Kyla a few minutes to decide the dragon wasn't going to eat her
after all. She looked back at him as he rubbed his foreclaws together. His tail
wagged back and forth over the stone floor and sounded like metal scraping over
rock. She saw the thing that she had tripped over was her own blanket roll,
which was a few feet from the pile of hay where she had been sleeping. The
dragon coughed.

“Look, I know this must be a little frightening. I don't get to entertain
many visitors in my cave, and haven't seen an elf in years. Have you come from
Whitehall? I dare say I've never seen any of the fey there before.”

By fey he meant her, she knew, but elves considered it a rude
appellation. She wasn't about to challenge his choice of words, however. She
slowly stood up. “I'm from Aspengrove,” she squeaked, trying to be brave but
sounding rather like a mouse being stepped on by an ogre.

The dragon scratched its chin with a long talon. “Aspengrove...Aspengrove...not
around here is it?”

“Not too far. Opposite side of Equinox, about the same distance, I guess.
I mean, I grew up in Aspengrove, but I attend Equinox now.”

The dragon snorted. “Well, odd that I found you passed out by the back
entrance. Why did you come?”

“I was supposed to bring a message to...to...” Kyla opened her blanket
and found the scroll. It was bent out of shape and she could see the dampness
had bled some of the ink, but it was still legible. “Denzig. I have a message
for someone named Denzig.”

“I'm Denzig.” The dragon squinted suspiciously. “Who sent it?”

Kyla shrugged. “I don't know. I got it from some fairy.”

She handed Denzig the note, which he opened with a frown. His brows furrowed
as he read it, so that by the time he was done he looked upset. Kyla worried he
might renege on his promise to not eat her. He balled the letter up, tossed it
in the air, and with a blast of flame reduced it to ash. He turned back to
Kyla.

“No offense to you, of course. 'Don't kill the messenger', that's what I
say. It's a mistake I shan't make again.”

Kyla felt fortunate she was not the first bearer of bad news.

“I hate to burden you with work issues. Let's just eat. You look like you
have been through quite an ordeal. If you didn't wander here from Whitehall,
how did you get here?”

“I walked.”

“What? All the way from Equinox?”

“Yes.”

“Why, is the portal broken?”

“Portal?”

“Yes. Every government site has a portal. Equinox has one. I have one.
It's down the hall. A lot faster than walking.”

Kyla let out a stream of curses that could even burn a dragon's ears.

***

“So you go
down to the human settlement?” Kyla asked as she helped place the settings for
the table. “I thought that was illegal or something.”

“Not illegal. Dangerous, perhaps, and in the olden days I would have to
kill or be killed. But nowadays they don't believe in dragons, or elves, for
that matter, and they are gifted at selective blindness.” Kyla stared at him
stupidly until he explained. “That means they see what they want to see. I put
on some human clothes, and, most importantly, carry a lot of money. People
would never accept me as a dragon, so long as they could come up with a
different explanation. The people that do recognize me tend to end up in
special hospitals if they tell anyone about it. Though, I have to say, I do
keep myself well covered to minimize the risk.”

“What's it like?” Kyla wondered. It was a mild curiosity; humans looked
similar enough to elves to not be very interesting, though she knew little
about them besides their reputation for being messy.

Denzig placed a plate and utensils out for himself and Kyla as he spoke.
“Oh, they're a peculiar bunch. They've made up their own view of the world and
hold to it. The ones who don't agree are ridiculed. They think the world just
runs all by itself! Like magic! Except then they turn around and claim they
don't believe in magic! Well, it keeps them out of our hair. Let's eat!”

Kyla recognized much of the food, though it was prepared in an unfamiliar
manner. The largest platter Denzig called a Turducken, which was a turkey
stuffed with a duck stuffed with a chicken. He had filled the insides of the
chicken with ground sausage. She left most of this for Denzig, for she supposed
a dragon needed a lot of meat, and she preferred vegetables. For this there was
a salad, which was familiar, though Denzig had a dressing which smelled of
vinegar and had a taste she had never experienced. It was tolerable but not
particularly exciting. Her favorite part was the little tomatoes, as she had
heard of them but never tried one. There were also cubes of white cheese which
she rather liked.

Once she had her fill of vegetables Kyla decided to explore some of the
other options. There was a dish called lasagna which was unlike anything she
had ever eaten. It was full of sauce and meat and cheese and something called
'pasta', which was like bread dipped in water and tasted better than she
imagined it would. She loved the flavor but found the dish too heavy to eat
much. Her favorite part of the meal was dessert. Her family seldom ate dessert,
and when they did it wasn't very sweet; but Denzig had something called a
cheesecake, which was covered in cherry sauce. This also felt heavy in her
stomach, but she loved it enough that she asked to take the extra back home.

“Well, I need to cook like that more often. I've been decimating the
local mountain goat population lately,” Denzig laughed at the end of the meal.
“Though, to be honest, I bought a lot of this at the grocer's.” Kyla's stomach
ached, but an ache on a full stomach was a lot better than an ache on an empty
stomach. She slumped back in her chair.

“I could live like this,” she told Denzig. “I might like living here, if
it weren't so underground.” Now that Kyla's mind was off food and fatigue, it
was becoming more concerned with the enclosed environment, though it was easier
to overlook now that she was safe and fed. “Um...so what do you do here,
exactly?”

“Oh, this is a ventilation site. You know, of course, how much pressure
builds up below the surface as the fire elementals move the mantle around.”

“Of course.” Kyla had no idea but didn't want to appear a fool.

“Well, that pressure has to come out. So I monitor it and when it gets
too high I release some magma out of the volcano. It's a pretty good job,
really; I haven't had to do anything for four hundred years.”

Kyla thought it sounded pretty boring. Better than handing out flyers,
though.

 “Now the pressure's built up again and the Minister of Public Works
is on my back to set it off. But you see, Whitehall is just down the mountain,
and the shape of the mountain is such that if I vent it, the lava will flow
right down on top of them!”

“Oh no!” Kyla exclaimed. She had no particular love for humans as Denzig
seemed to, but it would be tragic to have all those creatures killed.

“Oh no indeed. I've been asking the Minister to send someone to fix the
mountain for years. I knew this was going to be a problem. Well, they don't
care about humans. But I do. These ones, anyway. There are a couple I wouldn't
miss, but many are my friends! And Mrs. Galbraith makes the best apple pie I've
ever tasted.”

“Well, can't you do it yourself? I mean, you're a dragon. You're huge.”

“I'm a fire dragon. You want me to burn stuff, fine. And sure, I
guess I can dig, but that's a lot of digging. And it's more than that. You need
an expert or you might just cause a rock slide and crush Whitehall anyway.
They-my bosses-they always tell me it's too low a priority. Not enough staff,
they tell me. Well, when thousands of innocent lives are a low priority, I tell
you something's wrong.”

Kyla thought about this. “I might know someone who can help.”

Denzig sighed. “Forgive my pessimism, and I hope that maybe somehow you
can help, but I've been trying to get this done for years and now I only have
two days.”

“Two days! What happens in two days?”

“That letter you gave me – it said that if I don't set the volcano off by
Sunday evening I'm fired. And then you know what – they'll replace me with
someone who doesn't mind killing humans to get the job done. Well, uh...I'm
sorry, in all this excitement I forgot to ask your name.”

“Oh. Kyla.”

“Well, Kyla, if you can do this I owe you a great debt. You'll need to
hurry, though. Even if you can find a team to do it, I don't see how they can
do such a big job in time.”

“That's the easy part,” said Kyla. “As long as I can use the portal to
get back.” The hard part, she thought, was going to be the apology.
















Chapter
Eight  


Kyla's Talent  
Fortune smiled
on Kyla. Against great odds she found the battered lunchbox in a trash can in
Lug's break room. Saul, with some coaxing, agreed to restore it as best he
could in exchange that Kyla set him up on a date with Eunoe. Eunoe refused, of
course, but Saul did give Kyla partial credit for trying, and did a half-job.
He made the box functional, though left it battered and dented.

She examined the artwork. It truly was a lovely picture. Two unicorns in
an enchanted meadow, with a fairy sitting on a toadstool at the side. She
decided she really might carry such a lunchbox, if she ever thought to carry
one at all, as elves mainly wrapped their food in leaves or cloth. She wondered
at the minotaur's distaste for it. He had commented that it looked like it was
made for little girls. Yet why would a little girl need a lunchbox? Did
minotaur children have jobs?

Lug's address was easy to find in the student directory. He had an
uncommon name, it turned out. He lived in a subterranean complex which Kyla had
not known existed, and could only be accessed through a small wooden building
near the proving grounds. She thought a residence for earth elementals would
have a larger entrance. She waited out front for a time, not wanting to enter
the enclosed space and hoping she might see Lug coming or going, but realized
she needed to brave the subterranean quarters or risk standing outside all
night. She took some slow, deep breaths, closed her eyes, and walked through
the door. It was much smaller than Denzig's cave, and her head rushed as she
descended the stairs. Once she reached the bottom the hallway opened up and
gave her some relief. The corridors were abuzz with students walking or flying
in all directions. Most of the denizens were brownies, gnomes, and other
creatures smaller than herself. Lug was a giant among his neighbors.

The doors all looked the same but like in Haven Hall were numbered. She
found Lug's room and knocked. The door was metal and heavy and made little
noise as she rapped her knuckles against it. She wondered if he could hear it.
Then she noticed a string hanging from the ceiling and when she pulled it a
bell rang. The door creaked open a sliver.

“What you want?” came Lug's deep voice. Kyla could only see one eye
peeking out at her.

She took a deep breath. She had planned the apology in her head, but it
had abandoned her. She was used to the fake apologies mom always forced her to
give Bit, but not the real ones.

“Look – I'm really sorry. I feel bad I didn't help you stand up to that
minotaur the other day. I didn't really think it was any of my business, but I
guess you were so nice to me I could have at least stood by you.”

“Thank you. What you want?”

“May I come in?”

There was a pause, and the door creaked open further so Kyla could see
inside. The interior was lit by glowing crystals that grew straight out of the
walls. It was much more decorated than she had expected. Lug was clearly a fan
of art. Pictures and stone carvings decorated every wall and shelf. There was a
painting of a dog, and one of a pod of dolphins leaping out of the water, and
another of nymphs frolicking with satyrs around a pool. There were many
abstract carvings of spirals and swirls, and set pieces of colored crystals.
There were subterranean landscapes of great crystal caverns and seas of magma.
All were beautifully arranged. And on the opposite end of the room was a shelf
devoted entirely to rocks and gems of various shapes, sizes, and colors. This
grabbed Kyla's attention, and without thinking to ask for permission she strode
over to examine them.

“Holy crab-apples!” she exclaimed. Then, “Oh, I'm sorry. I'm learning to
watch my language. Did you know I collect rocks?”

“No.”

“Yeah. Yours are way fancier, but I guess you're a rock monster so you
probably have rocks all over the place back home. I mean, I do too, but not so
many as you, and most of them look kind of the same. What's this one?” She
grabbed a black-and-white striped stone, which had been rubbed to a smooth
polish. She had a similar stone in her own collection, but this one was
shinier.

“That gneiss.”

“It IS nice!” Kyla replied. She set it back down gingerly, supposing
perhaps she had been quite rude to pick it up without asking. “Where did you
get it?”

“Under ground.”

“Of course. Of course. When I collect rocks they have a special meaning,
you know? Like I have one from when I was little and my brother bit was
teething and my mom was gone and he was crying, so I found a long roundish stone
and stuck it in his mouth for him to suck on.”

“Collect for memory. I like. I collect for pretty.”

“Yeah, these are pretty. What's that one?”

“No touch please! Is sapphire.”

Kyla's excitement over Lug's rock collection distracted her for some
time, and the more she talked the more Lug talked. Soon the lunchbox became an
afterthought until she saw another one on the table. This one was unpainted and
slightly rusted.

“Oh! Right. Um...I found your lunchbox thingy. I had my friend fix it up.
He didn't fix it all the way because I couldn't get him the date I promised
him, but it's pretty good.”

“No want.”

“Why not? It's pretty. I mean, we could buff it up here and here, it'll
be good as new!”

“No want.”

“But it's gorgeous!”

“Work with Heff every day. No want trouble.”

“Heff? Is that the minotaur?”

“Yeah.”

“He's kind of a jerk.”

“Yeah. Big jerk. I have to work. No want trouble.”

“Fine. I get it. I'm really sorry, Lug. I wish I had stood up for you
back there. I felt horrible after.”

“No feel bad. You no there every day. Heff there every day. You can no
fix problem.”

“Maybe not. Look, you seem like a nice guy. A great guy. I have a friend
with a big problem, and I thought maybe you could help.”

“What is problem?”

“Well, he's supposed to destroy a town full of humans. I mean, that's not
his job. His job is to set off a volcano, but that volcano will kill a whole
lot of people. Thousands, maybe.”

“I don't know volcanoes. I no can help.”

“Well, he understands volcanoes. He just needs someone who knows how to
dig.”

Lug smiled. Or did he? It was hard to tell on his stony face, but his
tone sounded more cheerful. “Digging, I know.”

***

Kyla and
Denzig watched as the mighty elemental carved a channel through the rock. Lug
had grown to his largest size and moved stone as easily as Kyla might shovel
snow. He looked happy; he had a childlike joy in his work, and asked no reward.
She had one planned for him anyway.

“You, my dear, do great work,” Denzig said.

She shrugged. “He's doing all the work.”

“The labor, yes, but you brought him here. Don't underestimate your
value.”

“If there's one thing school has taught me is I don't know how to do
anything.”

“Please!” the dragon snorted. “For decades I've pleaded for help and not
once has anyone made any offer, though thousands of lives depended on it. I
told you my problem, and in a matter of hours it's getting done. The most
talented person in the world has no value if they don't do anything. Even if
this is your only talent, you are the most gifted young lady I have ever met.”

“Thanks!” she beamed. She seldom received compliments from anyone but her
parents.

“Now you have earned my eternal gratitude. What is it that you might want
from a dragon? I have gold and treasures beyond imagining. I can't bear to part
with it all, but I am happy to let you take anything you can carry.”

“I'd just like some more cheesecake, if you have any. But, you know, Lug
here might need a hand with something.”

***

Kyla decided
to brave the elevator one more time. Lug had his unicorn-themed lunchbox, and Kyla
had found one covered in kittens at the student shop which she brought for
support. Heff, as expected, was not pleased.

“You and your girlie pal here need to shape up or you're not going to
last down here!” he snorted. “I thought you learned your lesson last week.”

“I no learn. You learn. I like this one. I use this one.”

Some of the elementals snickered, more at Heff than Lug. The great
minotaur roared. He was losing face.

“You want to fight this out? Yeah, I know you're strong, but you're a
sissy. I'll tear you to pieces! You'll learn who's in charge here if it kills
you. And, by the way, it will.”

“I no fight. I use lunchbox. It have carrots.
You like carrots?”

Lug opened the lunchbox and held it up as an offering, but Heff slapped
it away and sent it sailing against the stone wall. Kyla sighed. The lunchbox
was ruined again.

“You'll fight me, or you'll spend the rest of your days dreading every
moment of every day. Because, believe me, I can make you miserable forever. Or,
we can settle this now.”

Heff started circling Lug with his arms outstretched, as if asking for a
hug. Lug stood his ground and eyed the minotaur warily. “I no fight you.”

“I'll fight you!” Kyla stepped in front of the entry corridor with her
arms crossed. She made her fiercest face, which didn't amount to much. Heff was
not amused.

“You?” he roared, and stomped forward. He looked back at Lug. “Your
little girlie friend's more of a man than you are!” He glared back at Kyla and
leaned in close, snorting in her face. She did not enjoy the odor of warm cow
snot. “You'd better leave, elf. This doesn't concern you.”

“It does now!” she said boldly, though it was hard to hide her shaky
knees. “And just so you know, I'm the greatest wizard around, so if you want to
surrender I understand!”

The minotaur stood upright and stared at her grimly. “A wizard, huh? I
wonder, now – how many wizards did I kill in the Kellian Wars?”

“I have no idea, but I'm afraid of no one.”

The minotaur grew silent and grim in a way that was more terrifying than
when he had been bullying Lug. Kyla sensed he was even more dangerous than he
let on. Still, the plan was the plan.

“Wizard or no, you'd best leave before I crush you.”

“Fine. I'll leave. I should warn you, though, that I'm the only one who
can un-conjure my friend.”

***

Heff became
mildly concerned as the lights went out. Unlike the earth elementals he
couldn't see in the dark. There was a rumble through the entry corridor behind
the elf, and he could hear the elementals shouting and moving back across the
room. Soon two yellow eyes appeared. They were much farther apart than any
creature's Heff had seen, even in the war. A blast of flame singed his hair and
gave him a glimpse of a massive draconic head, with the little elf girl sitting
on top.

“I hear you are very particular about lunchboxes,” the dragon growled.
“Well, I am very particular about beef. And you, sir, are the finest cut I have
seen in many years.”

Heff had been the largest and strongest warrior in his clan. He had
killed many in the war – thousands, probably. He had fought wizards and hydras
and even a couple manticores, but he had never been up against a dragon. And
now he was old and his injuries still bothered him from time to time. His glory
days were gone and he had mouths to feed. He already lived with the humiliation
of his mundane job. He hated to be bested by this little elf girl in front of
the elementals. But a dragon. Heff snorted and turned to Lug.

“You want to bring pictures of unicorns to work, fine by me.”
















Chapter Nine  


Sulafat Station  
Linkin had
never seen so much nothing. He had been told this would be a temporary position
but his supervisor Dunkin had been on Sulafat Station nearly twenty years.
Dunkin had never requested a transfer. Linkin wondered at that. One hour
staring into the dead mist of the Oort cloud and he had nearly called it quits,
but now he was forcing his way through his shifts and dreading every day. It
would take at least another year to get reassigned. And no one had been clear
what he was watching for. He had simply been told 'report anything'. Well, tiny
particles of ice and dust was all that had been on the reports for years.
Occasionally a small rock would strike the station, and even those had to be
written up. Sadly, those reports were the biggest highlights of working here.

Linkin as a child would have loved the idea of living on one of the
stars. From Earth there was a sense of wonder to them. From here, however, the
bright beacon atop the tower blinded him every time he forgot himself and
looked up. And Dunkin was his only company; the tengu who shoveled the light
into the chariots never spoke to either of the dwarves. They made Linkin uneasy
as well. They had once been followers of Chaos, as the stories told. Why should
they be part of the defensive sphere around the solar system? Of course the
last war with Chaos was eons ago, and Linkin doubted the veracity of the tales.

One thing Linkin did enjoy here was the lack of gravity. He liked to
hover over his platform, but had to be very careful to check his tether. It
wouldn't do to drift off into the cloud. There would be no rescue, and no worse
way to die than drifting in the vast loneliness of space, waiting to starve.
That was what happened to the person Linkin replaced, though he wasn't allowed
to see the official report. There were only rumors. He hoped he wouldn't see
the dead body drifting by. He wasn't sure if one even could die in the Oort
cloud, as the rules of Order didn't apply there. At any rate, if he saw the
previous watchman drifting by waving his arms and shouting for help, he didn't
know if there was anything he could do. His tether wasn't very long and the
Steeds of Light would never step into the cloud.

There was a flash of movement just in his left periphery. Or was there?
It could be his mind playing tricks on him. He wondered if he should report it.
At first he decided against it. There was certainly nothing there now, but the
more he thought about it the more he decided he should say something. At
least it would give him something to do. Then it happened again. Again it was
in his periphery, and so quick he couldn't be sure if he imagined it. He pulled
himself in by his tether and floated inside. Dunkin was sitting at a table
drinking. Drinking here was fun, Linkin had to admit. There were no cups; the
ale would form balls that floated in midair, and you could just suck on them.

“I think I saw something,” Linkin said. Dunkin looked up gruffly. He
wasn't the friendliest dwarf.

“Just your imagination,” he grumbled.

“I thought so, too. But I saw it twice.”

“Saw what?”

“I don't know. Movement. Something quick. Should I write it in the log?”

“Let me have a look.”

Dunkin drifted over to the doorway and fastened his own tether before
going out onto the balcony. “Okay, where was it.?”

Linkin pointed off to his left. “I saw something over there. Just a quick
movement. Didn't see what it was. Then a minute later, over there. Same thing.”
The more Linkin explained it the more he was convinced he had seen
something.

“Hmpf.” Dunkin pulled something out of his belt. It was a knife, with a
wicked curved blade and a hilt of deep red. There were strange engravings on
it. Dunkin grabbed Linkin's tether and drew the blade against it. Linkin felt a
wave of panic.

“Sorry boy. Nothing personal, you know. I told them, I prefer to work
alone.”

If Linkin had been more experienced, he might have been able to fight
Dunkin off. Though he thrashed and punched, the dwarf veteran was impossibly
strong and held Linkin back with one hand and with the other cut the tether.
Then with a wicked grin Dunkin gave him a kick. It wasn't a hard kick. It
didn't have to be. Linkin drifted into the Oort cloud, watching helplessly as
the watchtower shrank in the distance. By the time he collected his senses it
was too late, and he flailed his arms in a panic to swim back but there was no
resistance to draw him. So the cloud enveloped him and soon all he could see of
Sulafat Station was a pinprick of light from the beacon he had once called a
star.

***

Dunkin watched
as Linkin drifted away. Too bad: Linkin had been more amicable than Gobbin.
Maybe Linkin would see reason where Gobbin hadn't. Nyx and Erebus were always
in the market for disciples.

A signal from the shadows told him it was time. So. Linkin had already
changed sides. Fear had bested him, likely. Dunkin looked up at the tower. The
tengu were fierce and hard to kill, but they would be no match for one of the
Avowed of Erebus.

***

After the
events of the last few days Kyla was excited to share the details. The
harrowing journey to the volcano was now an adventure, and she had, after all,
made friends with a dragon. Eunoe was furious that she had embarked on such a
long trip alone and was trying her best to scold Kyla, but Kyla wouldn't stop
talking long enough to be chastised.

“...and so I totally passed out on the side of the mountain...”

“You could have been killed, you nitwit!”

“...and then I woke up and couldn't see anything!”

“How DARE you ignore me when I'm talking to you!”

“...and he had these huge yellow eyes and breathed fire, and that's all I
could see! Believe me, I thought I was done for.”

Kyla carefully avoided Eunoe's entrancing gaze as she turned from
speaking to Aspen, who was enthralled, to Aura, who bore no expression but was
listening intently which was more than usual. Eunoe eventually frowned and
crossed her arms in defeat.

“Anyway he agreed to help Lug—that's the earth elemental's name—and we
scared the pine nuts out of Heff. That's the minotaur. I still don't know
what's in the Gravity Well, though. They keep it locked up pretty tight.”

“That's where they manage the grounding threads,” came Saul's voice from
the next table. He was sitting with the brownie from his class.

“The what?”

“Everything has invisible ropes tied to them called grounding threads.
They pass through everything except the thing they manage. If you jump, one of
the workers pulls you back down. That's why you don't fly off the earth. Same
as if you throw a rock or something. Someone has to monitor that thread and
yank it back down.”

“That sounds strange,” Kyla said. “But no stranger than having a DRAGON
for a friend! So anyway he's taking me to Whitehall. It's a human town near his
volcano. You guys should come!”

“Oh, I'd love to!” Aspen gasped. “Can we?” she asked, turning to Eunoe.

Eunoe shrugged, still upset at her rant being ignored. “We'll see.”

“Oh, yeah, I'm totally in!” Saul sounded particularly excited. “I've
never seen a human! I hear they look just like satyrs, but they have elf legs!
And no horns.”

“One of the stars went out last night,” Aspen noted as she looked out the
window.

“Oh, yeah!” Kyla clapped her hands together. “One of the stars went out!
And guess who gets to deliver a new filament?”

“You?” Eunoe replied brusquely.

“Yeah! It's cool because it's a military thing, and they always have to
send two people for some reason, but one guy got sick and they just need
someone to go to make it all above-board, you know. So they asked Professor
Ciana – that's the Dean of Communications – and he said I got such a
recommendation from Denzig he thought I'd be perfect for the job! I get to ride
in some chariot right through space! It's a long trip, though. I have to leave
at noon and won't get back til nine. Can you make my
bed for me, Aura? I think I forgot this morning.”

“No.” A stiff breeze issued as Aura spoke, which Kyla took to mean she
was irritated by the question. Kyla didn't press. She needed to go home and
change into her uniform anyway.

***

Early autumn
was usually a slow season for Grizzlesnout. It would pick up again as it got
colder, but for now he decided he might as well accept the job to drive the
Steeds of Light to Sulafat Station. It was a military assignment, but one of
the two responsible for the trip had fallen ill last night and the other just
on the way to Equinox. Why Equinox was involved Grizzlesnout didn't know, and
now he had to make the journey with one of the students. He asked to make the
trip alone. He was not, after all, in the military, and shouldn't have to
follow their protocols. He was told an exception had already been made to allow
civilians to make the delivery, but they needed to follow the standard
directives, according to whatever such-and-such.

This meant a lot of paperwork. Paperwork made Grizzlesnout miserable, so
as a goblin, he rather enjoyed it. Misery, however, did not love
company, contrary to the adage: he preferred to suffer alone. And so, as he
heard an excited girlish voice call his name, a familiar dread crawled up his
toes and to his heart, and nearly killed him on the spot; but the sixteen
coffees he had for breakfast thu-thumped it right
back into rhythm. It might kill him later, but not soon enough to avoid the
journey.

“Double the money. Double the money.” Grizzlesnout found his happy place
as Kyla scampered into the room.

“Grizzlesnout!” she called. “Remember me? It's Kyla! You drove me to
school a couple weeks ago! I know, you probably meet a TON of people at your
job so you probably don't remember. Anyway I get to come with you!”

“Heavenly.” Grizzlesnout's fake smile was in working order.

“I didn't know you were in the army.”

“I'm not. I have been sent as a replacement. On account of my vast
driving experience, you see.”

“You DO have a cool job! Anyway I'm in Communications. Mostly that means
I hand out flyers and make deliveries. I have this uniform though. Not as nice
as your suit, I guess.”

The chatter, as he expected, didn't stop, but he managed to block it out
as the filament was signed over (and he discovered why Equinox was involved, as
the filament had been manufactured here). He had to receive orientation on the
Steeds, inspect the chariot, and, of course, more paperwork. The elf girl had a
single role, and that was to fulfill the requirement that all military
shipments be accompanied by at least two people. Of course, she wasn't getting
paid, which to Grizzlesnout was likely the only reason they were willing to
offer him double the wage.

The Steeds were majestic and such a bright white that Grizzlesnout could
hardly bear to look at them. They were also much larger than regular horses; in
fact, they were close in size to the wyverns that Grizzlesnout's father used to
keep. Their golden manes flowed despite the lack of wind, and their hooves
glittered like stars. Their eyes were deep and orange in hue, with a wild but
intelligent gaze. It was all a little intimidating. Grizzlesnout hadn't driven
such creatures before, but he was assured they were well-trained and knew the
way.

A stable-worker approached and handed him a mask with two tubes that reached
around the back. “You'll need these for the trip,” he said. “So you can breathe
in space. Make sure it fits tightly over your nose and mouth.”

Grizzlesnout took it and tried it on. It was a bit tight, and he could
tell it was going to be uncomfortable, which made him pleasantly miserable. The
elf girl declined hers. Instead she pulled a bottle from her bag.

“I got some bottles of air from my roommate, Aura. She's an air spirit. I
mean, Daughter of the Air. She told me I'd need it.”

The stable-worker appeared unconvinced. “Take it. Just in case.”

“Fine.” She stuffed it in her bag without testing it.

The filament – meant to repair a bad light at the station – went into a
box which was typically used to carry light from the sun and stars. The steeds
were accustomed to traveling unmanned and weren't comfortably equipped for
passengers, so Grizzlesnout and the elf were strapped to a narrow bench at the
front of the chariot. Soon they were on their way, and just as he had been
told, the steeds knew their business and took off toward Sulafat Station. They
likely could have made this delivery on their own. It was a testament to the
inefficiency of the bureaucracy, but as long as he was getting paid, he saw no
harm in such waste.

Though the horses needed no driver, Grizzlesnout still felt he earned his
keep by putting up with the elf. She soon gave up trying to talk to him and
became enraptured with the new environment. He had never been off-planet
either, but the stars looked the same to him from here as they did from the
ground. She seemed rather impressed by the size of the earth, and how tiny her
part in it was, and watched as it shrank in the distance. He was more concerned
about the sun ahead as it was getting rather warm and they needed to drive past
it to get to Sulafat. They took the Parallax Route, which drew them around, but
the heat was still so great he had to remove his jacket. This was not easy to
do while strapped to the front of the box.

It was a four-hour trip, and the girl was silent for the first part as
she observed the planets and stars. Unfortunately, there wasn't really much to
look at in open space, so she soon got bored and decided to sing. At first he
thought this was better than her talking, but it turned out she only knew two
songs. And to make it worse, one of the songs was Kick the Goblin. It
was not the offensive lyrics which bothered him: she sang with childish
ignorance, not malice. Rather he was annoyed that every other line ended with Kick
the Goblin! Ho! and each time she would give him a kick to the side of the
leg. It wasn't hard, but it was annoying, and his professional patience soon
broke and he shouted at her to stop. She looked so shocked that he felt obliged
to apologize, but this only led her to sing The Ballad of Kinsel King,
which seemed to have no end. At least it didn't involve kicking.

***

Dunkin had
never seen anyone commit their Vows to Erebus so quickly. A dark shadow dropped
Linkin back on the balcony only minutes after Dunkin had kicked him into the
Oort cloud. Already the young dwarf looked hardened beyond his years. The young
were usually easier to recruit than older folk as they were less set in their
ways, but Linkin's inexperience and fear had made his mind particularly easy to
crack. And so Erebus had brought him back. Dunkin didn't feel he needed him at
the station. He had managed the tengu quite nicely, and arranged that no
military operatives would come on the delivery of the new filament. Preventing
the military from getting eyes up here was key; securing civilians to make the
delivery meant they would be unlikely to ask questions or look at records.

Linkin was at the table sucking on a floating glob of mead. He had a
shadowy aura about him now that he had taken his Vow. He still hadn't learned
to suppress it: another reason Dunkin didn't want military personnel showing
up. Dunkin glided over to the wall and pulled out a loose stone. He retrieved
the stele fragment from its hiding place and dropped it on the table.

“This is what Erebus is looking for,” he explained.

Linkin picked it up and rolled it over in its hand, trying to make
something of the writing etched into the black stone. “What is it?”

“Don't know. Part of a ward or spell. It's what they used to banish
Chaos, but it can't be undone until we figure out how it was done.
There's more to be found.”

“More what?”

“Pieces! We need the other pieces. Erebus says this is the seventh of
nine. The rest are scattered, and two are unaccounted for. So we keep looking.”

“Where should I start?”

“You don't have to go looking for them. We just sit here and
protect this one. Other people are searching for the rest. They have no leads
yet, so we need to make a temporary hole in the barrier. Erebus'll be able to
get through, I wager. That's what this new filament's for. Special made, see:
the light won't hurt him as bad. He'll take up the search, and bam – give it a
year and we can get off this rock for good.”

Linkin set the stone back down. “I'll do whatever I can to speed that
up.”

Dunkin grabbed the stone and put it back in its hiding place. “Good.”

***

Kyla took a
gulp of air from her bottle. This had to be her third most exciting adventure
yet. Only third, because although the initial launch from earth and the
approach to Sulafat Station were quite exhilarating, the hours in the middle
were rather dull and she had taken it upon herself to entertain Grizzlesnout
(though he was a hard read and she wasn't sure if he appreciated the effort).

Sulafat Station was very tall, with a beacon at the top, and looked like
a lighthouse. The light was not lit, of course; that was why they were bringing
the filament. There was a tortoise motif in the architecture. The cap over the
beacon was in the shape of a carapace, and the great stone supporting the tower
was carved into a large tortoise so that the tower looked as though it was
riding on the back. Closer up Kyla could see facades engraved along the base,
all of which were of tortoises. This bumped the trip into second place. The
Steeds steered themselves up to an opening just below the beacon. A great door
slid open and inside awaited a grim-looking dwarf. He appeared to have not
showered in a very long time, though Kyla imagined there wasn't much water
here.

As the Steeds came to a stop the dwarf grumbled what may have been an
introduction, or a hello, or anything else, as Kyla couldn't understand him. He
didn't bother to help with the restraints and Kyla had to unlatch herself. She
found herself floating as she stepped away from the cart, and the trip
skyrocketed into first place. This led to her laughing joyfully as she pushed
herself flying around the hangar. So this was what Aura must feel like! Kyla
unscrewed the lid from her bottle of air, and with a hiss the blast sent her
drifting up and across the room.

“Get down!” the dwarf shouted, his words clearer yet also grumpier than
before.

Grizzlesnout frowned, though it looked like he had a grin hiding in
there. “Don't want to waste your air horsing around.”

Kyla pushed off the ceiling and drifted to the floor. “It's fine. I
brought lots.”

Grizzlesnout and the angry-looking dwarf started working on a mound of
paperwork, which looked like it might take a while as pages kept floating away.
Kyla thought it might be useful here to have some sort of board with a clip on
it that could keep paper down. She began to appreciate the efforts of the
devoted people working the Gravity Well back on earth, for fun as this was, she
shouldn't like having to float around all day and worry about drifting away.
She floated to the box in the chariot and unlatched the lid, pulling out the
filament.

“Give it to Linkin!” the dwarf shouted. “Through the door!”

It was more an opening than a door. Kyla drifted through. The dwarf had
given no description of Linkin, but there was only one person inside. He was a
dwarf also but cleaner and younger than the first, and Kyla supposed this might
mean he was also friendlier despite his eerie aura.

“Hi!” she said as she drifted slowly into what looked to be a dining
room. At least, it had a table and chairs, which were nailed to the floor.
There were round globs of liquid floating above the table which smelled of the
chemicals Kyla's father sometimes used when making shoes.

“Hi,” the dwarf muttered back. He had an obviously forced smile; Kyla
hoped her own forced smiles were more convincing, though the one she wore now
was genuine. She didn't mind that the dwarves were grumpy. She could fly in
here!

“You must be Linkin, right? I'm Kyla. I'm supposed to give you this.” She
held out the filament, and the dwarf drifted over to grab it.

“Thanks,” he muttered. He waited a moment and watched as Kyla twirled in
the air. “You can go help Dunkin finish up in the hangar now.”

“Grizzlesnout's doing the paperwork. It's going to be a while, and I
don't think Dunkin wants me in there. Do you have a waiting room?”

Linkin sighed. “Just don't touch anything.” He drifted up to a trapdoor
in the ceiling, which Kyla thought must lead to the beacon above. She looked
around as he drifted up through the hole.

There wasn't much to see in this room. There was a small fireplace,
unlit. She wondered why they didn't use fire instead of filaments on the
beacons? Oh, not enough wood around here probably. Why even have a
fireplace? The question got shoved out of her mind by more interesting details.
There were a couple of chests marked 'Supplies', which were attached to the
floor, and a small balcony, which Kyla avoided for fear of drifting into space.
Through the window she could see a reddish-brown cloud. She had seen it on the
approach, of course, but then it had just been a haze. From here she could see
it was made up of tiny particles. She was curious to touch it. She noticed a
tether and harness attached to the wall by the balcony door, which had been
left open. She mustered her courage and drifted over. The tether had broken and
been re-tied, and that made her question its strength so she contemplated the
risk versus reward of going outside. She took a deep breath. There was the
faint smell of—what was it? Moonflowers?

Kyla ducked as something whizzed through the balcony door and smacked
into the wall behind her, knocking out a stone. Something ricocheted around the
room, and when it stopped, she saw two stones floating by the fireplace. One
looked like it was part of the wall, but was now cracked in half. The other
half must have scattered somewhere. The second stone was shiny, black, and
smooth, with wiggly lines that looked like they could be either writing or the
trails of drunk termites. She assumed this must be what had flown in through
the window, for it didn't match any of the stonework.

“What was that?” the upstairs dwarf, Linkin, shouted down through the
trap door.

“Some kind of rock flew in the window and hit the wall!”

“Oh! A meteor.”

“Can I have it?”

“Sure! Whatever.”

Then a call came from the next room. It was the angrier dwarf.

“What are you doing in there?” he shouted. Kyla grabbed the stone and
tucked it in her pocket. She drifted to the opening that led back to the
Steeds, which from this side was marked 'Hangar'.

“It was a meteor! Came right in through the balcony door and almost hit
me in the head! The other guy said I could keep it. Is that ok?”

“Fine, fine. Paperwork's done, now get along!”

Kyla drifted to her position behind the horses. The dwarf seemed rather
eager to see her leave, for he strapped her and Grizzlesnout in quickly. The
Steeds took off and she regaled her companion with song for the duration of the
return trip.

***

“YOU WHAT?”
Dunkin screamed. “You know what they'll do? Not kill us, because that would be
too kind!”

“How was I supposed to know?” Linkin was shaking with fear. “I heard
it hit the wall. What are the chances it'd hit right there?”

“If it were up to me I'd toss you out into the cloud right now!”

It isn't up to you. The voice was barely audible but it penetrated
Linkin and Dunkin so their hearts froze mid-beat. A great darkness enveloped
the room.

“My lord, I...”

Linkin's words were cut off as the Darkness filled his nose and mouth.

The beacon worked, and you have my thanks. Now you must recover the
fragment.

Linkin shrieked soundlessly as the darkness seeped into his lungs and
stomach and carried him out of the hangar toward Earth. It was an absolute
darkness he rode in. There was no light, no warmth, no love. It was going to be
a long trip.

***

Grizzlesnout
peered behind him. Something wasn't right, but just what he couldn't say. He
had lived a simple life, and though he had friends who had suffered through
wars and famine, he was blessed that the girl next to him was the biggest
headache he'd had to endure. Now his old bones told him something bigger was
going on than he was used to, and he couldn't piece together what it might be.
Still, unless he was mad something was following him, and it wasn't bringing
cake.
















Chapter Ten  


Aspen's Fury  
Aspen
discovered neither she nor Saul had a class during Eunoe's Organic
Transmutation course, so she chose to eat lunch with him on the grass outside
the science building. They sat in the shade of the oak tree where she spent her
nights. She found Saul amusing, even if the others didn't, and enjoyed
listening to him chatter. Perhaps listening was too generous a word. The
conversation itself was boring. It was his excitement that was captivating. And
he moved his hands around when he spoke. It was fun to watch. She took a bite
of her salmon.

“And they thought I couldn't do it but I reversed the flow and BLAM! It
worked! Doubled the torque. Cool huh?”

Aspen nodded though she had no idea what he was talking about.

“So you going to the Fall Ball?”

Aspen stopped chewing her fish. Was he asking her out? Why else would he
bring it up? “No, I'm not.”

“Oh. I'm thinking of asking this girl out. I've realized Eunoe's never
going to go with me, and Aura's pretty stuck up.”

Aspen looked at him, waiting for him to acknowledge her.

He noticed. “Oh, no offense. It's just you're always with Eunoe.”

Always with Eunoe. This was a persistent problem when it came to meeting
boys. Aspen knew very few of them. Arkwood was full of satyrs but unlike Saul
they were raucous and rude and Aspen avoided them. When she first arrived at
Equinox she had been excited to meet some of the boys but they were all focused
on Eunoe.

“She was asked to the ball seven times this morning,” Aspen sighed.

“Yeah, exactly. You hang out with, say, Kyla, and you'll have no problem
getting a date. Also, don't be shy about asking someone yourself! Not me, of
course. I've already got a plan.”

“You think I'd have better luck if I hung out with Kyla?” It made sense.
She had a friendly personality that attracted people, and she wasn't so controlling
as Eunoe. Aspen pondered this as she finished her fish. “I think I will.
Eunoe won't mind. She's busy with her project.”

“The flying rabbit thing?”

“Yeah. She wants to breed them now. Oh, I'm supposed to track down a
fertility potion. Do you know where to get one?”

Saul raised an eyebrow. “A fertility potion for rabbits? I'll help but
only because I expect the results to be hilarious. I have a friend in
bio-engineering. I'll see if he can nab some.”

“Oh, thank you, Saul! You're so nice! I don't understand why Eunoe hates
you.”

Aspen could tell by Saul's hurt expression, and the forced smile he
immediately donned, that she had said something hurtful. Her mind mixed up
truth and kindness, sometimes, but she also felt it was something he already
knew. Eunoe might be right about most satyrs, but she was very unfair to Saul.

***

Kyla was
handing out flyers in the square. Her smile was plastered on and her eyes
darted about aimlessly. Aspen thought she understood why: Kyla had been from
the center of the earth to the stars, and now it must be dreadful to stand here
in the square and hand out paper. Aspen didn't like this flyer business much
either. A lot of trees died to advertise the Fall Ball.

Kyla perked up as she saw her approach. “Hi Aspen!” she waved, and ran
right up. “Where are you going? Where's Eunoe?”

“She's in class. Are you planning on going to the Fall Ball?”

“You know I've been handing these out so much I didn't even think about
going myself. I kind of feel like I work there. But sure!”

“Oh, good! We need to find dates.”

Kyla frowned a bit. “I don't think we need to. Can't we just go by
ourselves? It'll be fun!”

Aspen thought a date was supposed to be fun. “I've never been on a
date. And I don't think it will ever happen hanging out with Eunoe all the
time.”

“Oh, yeah. She draws 'em in and scares 'em off. She's like a rose with a
bee in it. When do you want to go hunting?” Kyla made a bow-and-arrow motion as
she said this.

“Now would be good. She's in class.”

“Sure, I'm tired of this anyway. This job got real
easy when I realized no one cares whether or not I actually do it. Let me just
prop open my bag and hang it on this tree here, in case someone actually DOES
want a flyer.”

The two strode around campus and decided the best place to meet boys was
by the proving grounds. Today there was a class practicing combat with staffs,
and sure enough, well over half were male. Staff-fighting was elegant work, and
Kyla and Aspen picked out a shady spot under a tree to watch. After about
twenty minutes, no one had approached to ask them out.

Kyla sighed. “I don't know how Eunoe does it. It seems like so much work
to sit here and wish for them to come over. I say we go introduce ourselves!”

Aspen felt apprehensive, but also confident in Kyla's outgoing and
friendly attitude, and felt excited about the prospect of making her own social
contact. She had never, in her memory, made a friend without Eunoe meeting them
first. Even Kyla had been Eunoe's doing.

“The elves there – the blond one and the one with the sandy hair,” Aspen
pointed. “Or maybe those orcs. The one on the left is in my singing class. He
has a lovely voice.”

Kyla twisted her face as one of the orcs thrust a finger knuckle-deep into
his nostril. “The elves.” Aspen shrugged as Kyla walked onto the field.

“Hi!” she called as they approached. Several heads turned, but she walked
past them to her targets. “I'm Kyla. This is my friend Aspen. Do you want to go
to the Fall Ball with us?”

The boys looked at each other uncomfortably.

“Uh...hi. I don't think so. I mean, I've never met you and all, and I'm
already planning to ask somebody else.”

“Oh, yeah? Who?” she demanded.

Aspen was no socialite, but felt it was inappropriate for Kyla to challenge
his honesty.

There was a smattering of laughter from others in the class who had
gathered to watch. The blond boy spoke. “Look – I'm sure you're a wonderful
person and all, but I've never seen you before and I'd feel more comfortable
taking someone I know.”

Kyla stomped her foot and put her hands on her hips. “How could you have
never seen me before? I'm literally in the square all day handing out flyers.”

Aspen turned red. She seldom felt embarrassed but she was new to this
type of social interaction and didn't like being stared at by so many people.
“Kyla, they're not interested.”

She grabbed Kyla's elbow to pull her away, but Kyla broke her grip. “Tell
you what. If I can beat you at stick-fighting, you two will take us to the Fall
Ball. Deal?”

The boys looked uncomfortable with this arrangement, but even less
comfortable with continuing the conversation. It was the blond boy who grabbed
the staffs and tossed one to Kyla, who flinched and let it drop. She picked it
up and planted one end on the ground, with one hand at its center and another
on her hip, her feet together and weight leaning on the staff. The boy,
meanwhile, had his feet at shoulder-width and held the staff up with his hands
apart. Aspen was no fighting expert, but could see he knew what he was doing
and Kyla did not.

Her hypothesis proved correct. Kyla was flat on her back before she could
respond to the boy's sweeping attack. She picked herself and her staff off the
ground.

“Nice one. I didn't say go.”

The boy rolled his eyes but reset his stance. As soon as Kyla said 'Go!',
she was flat on her back again. The other students were laughing, except the
two boys, who blushed.

“Nice try,” said the blond boy, extending a hand to help her up. “I'm
sure there are plenty of other people you can ask.”

Aspen leaned in to whisper into Kyla's ear. “We can just ask the orcs.
I'm pretty sure they're available.”

Kyla gave a resigned nod, and Aspen felt she had avoided further
embarrassment when Kyla suddenly lit up and beckoned at someone. Aspen turned.
It was Eunoe, carrying an armful of DNA.

“Eunoe!” Kyla shouted. “Come over here!”

The two boys, Aspen noted with chagrin, looked even more excited than
Kyla to see Eunoe. Eunoe wandered across the verge onto the proving grounds.

“You finished your scarf!” Kyla said. Eunoe just nodded. She had given up
trying to explain DNA to Kyla.

“What's going on?”

“These guys promised they'd take me and Aspen to the Fall Ball if we beat
them at stick fighting, but I lost.”

The blond boy stepped forward. “I, uh, had someone else I was planning to
ask...later...maybe...if you're interested.”

Aspen felt a sudden flush of anger. Eunoe sensed it and gave her a
curious look. “Do you even know her name?” Aspen demanded. The boy was taken
aback.

“Well, yeah. It's Eunoe, right?”

Aspen turned to Eunoe. “Have you ever even met him before?”

Eunoe shook her head, and Aspen shot an icy glare at the boy. “You told
Kyla you wouldn't go out with her because you've never met her, but you'll ask
Eunoe?”

Eunoe shrugged. “I told you. Men are shallow.”

Aspen stepped forward and leaned in to the boy's face. “You haven't
fought me yet, blondie. I'm going to take you up. Double or nothing.”

The boys looked confused. This time the sandy-haired boy spoke. “How can
we double-or-nothing? Are we supposed to take you out twice if you win?”

“If you win, you can go to the Fall Ball with Eunoe. If I win, you two
take me and Kyla.”

Aspen glanced back at Eunoe, a little worried she'd refuse, but the
alseid looked rather amused.

“Fine.” she nodded. “You two can sort out who goes with me if you win. I
don't really care. Anyway catch you later – I have work to do.”

“Really?” Kyla's brow was furrowed. “I don't even know what to say. I did
not expect her to go for that.”

“Fine,” the sandy-haired boy replied. “Here.” He tossed Aspen a staff,
which she examined with a grimace.

“I'll get my own.”

“Ok. We'll only be here another half-hour, so you'd better hurry.”

***

Kyla was more
excited to see what Aspen had up her sleeve than she was about the Fall Ball.
Something was up else Eunoe never would have agreed to the deal. Aspen walked
into the grove by the stream near the Communications building. It was quiet in
here. Kyla expected to find someone relaxing in the tranquil grove yet it was
empty except for squirrels and birds. There was little other sound except the
muffled noise of people talking and laughing in the square. Aspen walked
straight up to a hickory tree in the center of the grove and caressed the bark
with her fingers.

“This was one of my first friends when I came. Hickory trees are
especially kind, and they have supple wood.”

Kyla had many questions, but before she could speak Aspen started singing
in a low, almost sultry tone. Her voice became sharper as it grew to a haunting
crescendo. Kyla couldn't understand the words but could feel their power. There
was a strange feeling, a tingling, like the souls of the surrounding trees were
reaching out. After a minute Aspen's song ended but the feeling remained. She
bowed low and then grabbed a knot on the tree and started to pull. A piece of
wood drew straight from the trunk. It was long as a staff, but twisted along
the axis and intricately carved. Aspen gave another bow. She turned to Kyla and
smiled but said nothing as she walked back to the proving ground. Kyla knew she
was about to see a very exciting side of Aspen.

The boys saw her coming and ended their sparring. The blond boy spoke.
“We decided since you made us fight both of you, you need to beat both of us.”
Their confidence was a bit shaken. They knew something was amiss.

“Together, or one at a time?” was Aspen's reply.

“If you can beat us both at the same time, not only will we take you to
the ball, we'll buy you dinner.”

The sandy-haired boy shouted an objection, but it was too late so he
grabbed a staff and started circling. Aspen didn't move. The boys looked leery,
likely expecting some trick or magic. So did Kyla. She backed away and sat on
the grass.

Finally, the sandy-haired boy took a lunge. It was a test, and not meant
to hit Aspen, only startle her. Her lightning defense caught him off-guard and
knocked the staff from his hand. He backed away, but she didn't bother to lunge
after him.

“Pick it up,” she ordered in a firm voice that more resembled Eunoe.

“Nah – you beat me.” His voice trembled and his legs started shaking.

“You insulted my friend. Pick it up.”

Kyla had never thought Aspen could be so commanding. She kind of liked
it, though she didn't feel that she had been insulted. Maybe Aspen was
referring to Eunoe? That didn't make sense either. Best not to second guess
what was happening inside the dryad's head.

The second boy made a quick step as he circled behind Aspen and tried to
thrust his staff into her back, but she swept her staff behind and knocked his
away. He didn't drop it, but was clearly uneasy.

“Dryad trick?” the sandy-haired boy asked the blond.

The blond boy shrugged. “No magic!” he said to Aspen.

“Magic? I'm afraid I don't know any magic. But wood is my tool. Shouldn't
an elf know that?”

“Yes!” Kyla confirmed, though Aspen's remarkable speed with the staff was
news to her as well.

“This isn't fair!” the sandy-haired boy complained.

“Two against one isn't fair?” Aspen replied. Her voice was soft and
silky, which belied her look of contempt. “Perhaps if there were more of you?”
She turned to the crowd. “I'll make a deal to all of you. Anyone who can knock
me to the ground can take my friend Eunoe to the Fall Ball.”

This got some attention. About a dozen more boys stepped forward. They
realized, at this point, attacking one at a time might be fruitless, so they
surrounded her together. After a moment of sizing her up, one of the orcs ran
at her from the side and was quickly tripped to the ground, which Aspen
followed up with a knock to the noggin. That might have injured an elf but the
orc only grumbled and rubbed his head. Then the crowd erupted. Aspen was
attacked from all sides, and people who hadn't responded to the invitation of a
date with Eunoe were now grabbing staffs. Judging by the shouts and banter many
simply wanted to see what Aspen could do. So far they had only seen a few
simple movements, but as they closed in around her, she spun and twirled and
thrust and jumped so quickly her opponents couldn't get into stance before she
smacked them with her staff and bounded out of range. There was a mixture of
sounds from snapping wood to grunts to Elvish curses and thuds as bodies fell
to the ground. Some got up again, but most didn't bother. A staff flew just
over Kyla's head, followed by a gremlin.

A large and muscular centaur joined the fray as Aspen was knocking down
the last of the orcs. Soon it was just a fight between him and Aspen. Aspen got
a solid hit right away but he shrugged it off. She followed with a trip but the
centaur was difficult to knock down on account of his four legs. He was gifted
with the staff as well, and Kyla thought perhaps he was the instructor. He did
look a fair bit older than the others. He was huffing and puffing and leaping
and swinging mightily with a heavy staff, but Aspen gracefully deflected all
his blows. His defeat came when he charged her at a full gallop. He made a
thrust as he passed, but Aspen stepped to the side and followed up with a swing
to the back of his head. He fell to the ground and rolled because of his speed,
and when it was over he didn't move. Kyla shot to her feet, worried he might
have been killed, and the students surrounded him. After a tense minute he
shook his head, rose, and extended a hand to Aspen.

“Well done. Ilian and Opin – make sure you show these ladies a good
time.” And he trotted off. There was a lot of clamor and cheering for Aspen,
but she was not smiling.
















Chapter
Eleven  


The Fall Ball  
Eunoe settled
under her covers. She had managed to procure some grapes and was looking
forward to a quiet evening with a book. She seldom gave herself time to read.
She traced the crisp new cover with her finger. The spine made a satisfying
crack as she opened it, and the pages had a fresh-cut smell.

'Forever hidden in the mists of Laether is a city of pure gold. Many a
fortune-seeker wanders lost in—'

There was a knock at the door. Without an invitation Kyla walked in.
Eunoe debated setting her book down, but felt Kyla was likely to speak at great
length and so obscured the book with her covers so she could read while
listening. Kyla usually sat on the floor with Aspen; in fact, she seldom came
over after Aspen returned to her oak. But tonight she sat on the spare bed and
stared at Eunoe wordlessly. Eunoe set her book face down on the mattress. It
was rare for Kyla to think about her words before uttering them, so Eunoe knew
something was wrong.

Of course Kyla could only hold silent for so long, and soon she broke the
ice with light conversation, describing the fight and how Aspen had sung the
stick out of the tree and then had to give it back after, and that it was
bonded wood, which meant the tree liked her and united its spirit with her like
what happened with her and Eunoe, except just for a short time, and Aspen could
do really amazing things if she used bonded wood. When the story was over she
fell silent a moment before speaking again, but continued with less animation.

“I think something's wrong with Aspen,” she said finally. “She went all
quiet after the fight. I mean, it wasn't a real fight, you know. It was kind of
a bet. She was really good but she got all sad at the end.”

There was no question voiced, but Eunoe recognized its presence. “Why do
you think that is?”

Kyla shrugged. “I thought you'd know. I only just met her a couple weeks
ago. She said something about how those boys insulted us, but I didn't think
so.”

“I don't know. I wasn't there for most of it.”

“Well, now I don't want to go on this date.”

“Then call it off.”

“I can't after that! Now everyone's expecting us to go. They all
saw it, you know. Did you know that when Aspen melds with the oak tree, it
sucks her in like it's made of jelly? I thought she'd walk into it like a
ghost.”

Eunoe was accustomed to Kyla's digressions. Normally she would let Kyla
wander, but felt this discussion might be of particular importance. “I don't
think Aspen really understands social interactions, Kyla. She may have
misinterpreted something. On the other hand, she is very observant, so it is
also possible she noticed something you didn't.”

“That doesn't help me know what to do.”

“It wasn't supposed to.”

“Oh. Well, could you tell me anyway? I don't want to go to the Fall Ball
with a couple boys that don't want to hang out with us, especially if Aspen's
going to be all upset.”

“She'll be fine. Aspen has been through a lot, Kyla. She's always been
the one left out. It's not easy being a quiet dryad in a Charm of bossy
alseids. Whether this date goes well or not, I think she needs it.”

“Why? I don't think she's going to enjoy it.”

“She may not, but she'll learn from it.”

“I don't think it's your job to decide what she needs to learn.”

Eunoe was quiet a moment. Kyla was right, she supposed. She was often
Aspen's mother when she just needed a friend. It was a tough role to break. “I
suppose, but you two made that bet, not me. Now you're stuck with it.”

Now Kyla was silent a moment. “You hate men, don't you? You want her to
hate them too.”

“I suppose that's true,” she confessed. She didn't feel she hated men in
general, but she couldn't think of many she trusted. More to the point she
feared Aspen getting hurt by one of them.

“Why? Most of the guys I know are really nice. My brother can be a jerk,
but I push him around a lot so maybe that's why. I pushed him down the stairs
in the spring. Got in a pile of crab-apples for that. And my dad's the nicest
person I've ever met.”

“Well, you know, today is a good example. Aspen had to use me as leverage
to get people to pay attention to her. She shouldn't have to. She's a wonderful
girl but everyone ignores her.”

“Because of you!” Kyla accused. “You snub everyone and make them
uncomfortable. Of course they don't want to hang around Aspen after that.
You're always together! You should have seen her today! She started kinda shy
but got real confident real fast! Maybe if you were just a little nicer to—”

“If I meet a guy who isn't just talking to me because he thinks I'm
pretty then—”

“But you are pretty! There's nothing wrong with that. There's
nothing wrong with them thinking that. Don't you think I wish sometimes I were
pretty so they'd want to talk to me?”

“Oh, Kyla. You're beautiful!”

“You say that. My mom and dad say that. But no one comes up and asks ME
to the Fall Ball! I have to trick 'em!”

It had never occurred to Eunoe that Kyla cared how she was viewed by
others. She supposed Kyla carried such a happy and care-free attitude that
Eunoe mistook it for confidence.

“I wish people would like me for SOMETHING! I don't care if its looks or
my brains or my voice or whatever. I try real hard, Eunoe! I try so hard to be
nice and friendly and it isn't easy, you know, but I'd rather be an idiot who
gets made fun of than a jerk who makes people feel bad. And, you know, you
don't give those guys a chance. You think they're shallow but how can they get
to know you if you never talk to them? Yeah, maybe your looks is what draws them in, and yeah, maybe they're stupid for
overlooking Aspen and Aura and even me. That doesn't mean they're terrible
people. You don't even give them a chance.”

“Look,” she said, “I guess you're right. I should give people a chance.
That's exactly why you should go on this date. You don't think they want to go
with you. You're worried it might be uncomfortable. Well, maybe they don't, and
maybe it will be, but take your own advice and give it a chance.”

“Why don't you go with somebody then?” Kyla challenged. “Why do you get
to stay home and work on your stupid rabbits?”

“I...I don't think I'm in the right here, Kyla.
I don't think I can fairly defend myself. Maybe I'm wrong, but I still think
you two should go and have a good time.”

Kyla stood up and opened the door to leave. Before she stepped out, she
looked back at Eunoe.

“Well, that's worse than being wrong. It's hypocritical.”

Kyla's words stung because hypocrisy was what Eunoe hated most about
herself.

***

Kyla had no
formal wear, but Eunoe made a lovely cream and teal wrap for her. Aspen had her
own, dark green with patterns of orange and yellow leaves. They knew of no one
to do their hair, and Kyla couldn't do much with hers anyway as it was so
short, but still they enjoyed dressing up and experimenting with different
styles. Kyla figured that getting ready for the date was more fun than the date
itself would be.

They had never established which boy was on a date with which girl, but
Ilian brought a blue chrysanthemum for Kyla and Opin brought a red one for
Aspen. These were Elvish symbols which Kyla recognized but Aspen did not.
Chrysanthemums were not a lover's flower: they were often given to parents or
grandparents, and sometimes mentors or friends. Blue meant Honesty and Red
meant Well Wishes. The boys were hinting that they had no romantic interest in
the girls. This was offensive to Kyla, but she already suspected they weren't
interested. They had even said so. The idea that they weren't even willing to
give them a chance, and telling them at the very beginning of a date, was rude.
Still, Kyla was determined she and Aspen have fun.

The boys took them to dinner first. Kyla always ate at the cafeteria, as
she had a meal plan, but tonight she was excited to go to the diner by the Pan
Center for the Arts. The menu offered a variety of exotic dishes so at least
the meal would be interesting, if not the company. The boys were polite but
distant. There was a smattering of uncomfortable banter, but this didn't seem
unusual as Kyla noticed many of the couples at the diner were similarly
awkward. 

Kyla decided to try a naiad dish which consisted of crayfish and boiled
snails, which she expected to be hilariously awful but she quite liked it.
Aspen ordered o'arka'amingoch, an orc dish of fermented fish. The boys' noses
scrunched at the smell and they seemed unable to enjoy their own traditional
elf dishes (which Kyla thought was a waste of money, since they could eat it at
home). Kyla, accustomed to Aspen's odd diet, felt a smug satisfaction watching
Opin and Ilian shifting uncomfortably in their seats and watching the exits,
yet smiling and pretending they were having a good time.

The first surprise of the evening was on the way to Mab Hall for the
ball. Saul had managed to find a date. And while he looked dapper in his jacket
and combed hair, and nicely trimmed goatee, Kyla was not happy with his choice
of woman. It was the demoness she had met on her first day, and had managed to
avoid since. She was dressed in a slinky affair which looked like it had tears
in it.

“Hmmm. Looks like the good towels were all taken, huh?” the demoness
sneered as Saul led her to walk side by side with Kyla.

“Hey, Kyla! Aspen! I'd like you to meet Lili. Lili, that's Aspen, Kyla,
and...uh...”

“Ilian.” “Opin” The two boys extended arms and Saul clasped their wrists.

Lili was her expected darling self. “Yeah I've heard about you two. Lost
a bet, I hear. Good luck for you, huh, short stuff?”

It took Kyla a moment to realize Lili was talking to her. “Yeah, well,
winning a bet takes a lot more talent than getting a date with the most
desperate guy on campus.” This earned a frown and an elbow in the side from
Aspen, and a hurt look from Saul.

“He's got more class than you. I don't hear him making third-party
insults.”

Kyla scowled. She wanted an opportunity to pull out her vilest language
on the demoness, but decided to take the smoother path and forced a smile.

“So, Ilian, do you have any plans for us after the ball?”

Ilian looked at Opin. “Uh...no. We're pretty tired and figured we'd call
it a night at about eleven.”

“Sounds wonderful,” Kyla said with a lilt to indicate she was perfectly
pleased.

Lili scoffed. “Yeah, I doubt they'll make it to eleven. Give 'em an hour
and they'll be drinking hemlock.”

“Shut up, you sack of crab-apples.” Kyla said this in the kindest voice
she could, for the sake of contrast.

The demoness laughed and responded with a string of insults so severe it
took a minute for everyone to recover.

Aspen broke the uncomfortable silence. “There's a dwarf following us.”
Aspen was looking back at the corner of the arts building, which they had just
passed. “He ducked behind the corner.”

Kyla thought it might be some shy fellow who hadn't got a date, and she
might as well invite him along. When she rounded the corner, deep in the
shadows, was a short, stout dwarf with a black beard. He looked familiar, but
it was too dark to be sure.

“Hello? Do I know you?” The dark shadows around the dwarf seemed to suck
up her words. It was like the opposite of an echo. There was something off about
him, and Kyla was sure to stay in sight of her friends. Aspen took a few steps
forward, while the others watched impatiently.

“Hi...uh...Kyla, right?”

Kyla nodded. It took her a moment to recognize the voice. “Oh! Right!
You're the dwarf from the star! Linkin, right?” She called back to Aspen and
the others. “It's ok, it's a friend of mine!”

The dwarf cleared his throat. “Uh, yes. I was just wondering if I could
have a private word with you?”

“Oh, sure. Just a minute, guys!”

The dwarf leaned in close. His breath smelled – well, it was unpleasant,
anyway. “You remember that...uh....that meteor you
found at the Station?”

“Meteorite,” Kyla corrected him. She had looked into it;
meteorites were smaller. Saul had insisted it wasn't even a meteorite as that was
defined as a stone that flew to the earth through the atmosphere. Kyla argued she
had flown it into the atmosphere when she returned to earth on the Steeds of
Light, and thus it was a meteorite now, even if it hadn't been when she found
it. It was an argument that remained unresolved.

“Yeah...whatever. Well, you took the wrong stone.” He fished into his
pocket and pulled out a small brown rock. It was rough and had many sharp
points. “The one you took was...it belongs to a friend of mine. I need to get it
back. I brought you the real-er, meteorite, in exchange.”

“Oh!” Kyla said, trying to hide her disappointment. Her own rock was far
more interesting, but she didn't want to claim it if it belonged to someone
else. “I can give it back, only I don't have it on me. It's back in my room on
the other side of campus. I can bring it to you after the dance.”

The dwarf was sweating. “I really, really need it now.”

“Is something wrong?” Aspen appeared around the corner. The dwarf looked
up in surprise.

“Oh! Just talking to my friend here. Military secrets.” He looked at Kyla
as he said 'secrets', which made her all the more curious about the stone.
Still, she wouldn't betray his trust.

The dwarf coughed. “Uh...maybe you could bring it to me now. I can't
really stick around very long. A lot of spies out, you know.”

“Spies?” Aspen looked around warily. “I haven't seen anyone suspicious.
Except you.”

“Uh...right. Well...ummm...” the dwarf tugged at his beard as he looked
at the sky.

Kyla put her palms together in an apologetic plea. “I can send it right
back up to the station. I'll send it tomorrow!”

The dwarf looked back into the darkness, and then back at Aspen. “Fine.
Fine. Send it right up. There should be a Steed going up in the morning for a
shipment of light. Just toss it in the box.”

“Will do, caribou!”

The dwarf gave a quick, half-hearted salute and walked briskly back into
the darkness. Lili started shouting at them to hurry up.

“What did he want?” Aspen asked.

“Oh...military secret.”

“I don't like him.”

“He's fine. Nice guy. Just a little shy.”

***

The ballroom
was decorated in an autumn theme, as was appropriate. From one corner a young
sylph blew crisp leaves gently across the room and fairies cast handfuls from
the ceiling. Aura was in another corner trying to help a gargoyle with a broken
oscillator. Kyla hadn't known Aura was involved with the ball. She shouted
hello but just got a brief glance and quick wave.  Along one wall of the
room was a table covered in appetizers and punch. There was lively music being
played by a band standing among a set of gourds and hay bales. It was a mixed
group, with a couple gnomes, a goblin, and even an ogre playing a large drum.
The music was heavy and Kyla could feel it thumping through the ground. She
grabbed Ilian's elbow and led him to the dance floor, to which he reluctantly
acquiesced. Kyla wasn't sure how to dance to this type of music. Elf music was
very melodic, and Kyla could hold her own in a Samiliri or Ali'inai,
but she didn't know how to move to this thumping. She decided that a good way
to dance to thumping was to thump back, and so she started clapping and jumping
and stomping to the beat of the music.

Someone started heckling Kyla from the crowd. “You okay out there? Looks
like you're having a seizure.” It was Lili. Well, Kyla didn't care if she could
dance. She was having fun. Ilian, who was dancing only half-heartedly to begin
with, gave an embarrassed smile and backed away slightly. After a few more
comments from Lili he politely excused himself to use the washroom.

Aspen left Opin at the punch table and started dancing with Kyla, though
her moves were more subdued. With a little encouragement a few more people
joined in, and in a few minutes there were so many people dancing that Lili gave
up making fun of Kyla, and soon Lili and Saul were dancing themselves.

Kyla hated to admit it, but they were both really good.

She and Aspen didn't bother to rejoin Ilian and Opin. The boys refused to
dance and Kyla didn't want to stop, so for a long time the boys stood by the
snack table and eventually left without a word. Kyla watched them go. It hurt a
little, but she was having more fun without them.

Soon Kyla was drenched in sweat and decided to take a punch break. Aspen
joined her at the table, though she didn't eat anything.

“They didn't like us,” Aspen noted.

“Yeah. I kinda figured that out. I wanted to cancel the date.”

Aspen shrugged. “I'm glad we came.”

There was a blast of air as the doors whipped open and slammed shut
again. Eunoe was panting and leaning back against them. She quickly scanned the
room and when she saw Aspen and Kyla, ran over. “I need your help!” she said in
a loud whisper.

“What's wrong?” Aspen asked.

“Well...” Eunoe thought a moment. “Rabbits don't need fertility potions.
And...I've decided...they don't need to fly.”

The doors burst open again, and several people ran in shouting. Opin and
Ilian were among them. They were covered in brown pellets, which they were
trying to brush off without touching them. Suddenly a wave of white flew into
the room through the open doors. The band stopped and everyone fell silent
while they tried to figure out what was happening. A horde of flying rabbits
swept through the room, circling about and dropping brown pellets. Kyla started
to laugh but forced herself to hold it in as she saw the dismay on Eunoe's
face. Aura was still in her corner, and had conjured a whirlwind to keep the
rabbits away, but the wind was too strong and was blowing rabbit droppings at
the crowd. Lili was on fire, which appeared to be intentional, and the
droppings sizzled as they struck her. Aspen grabbed a punch bowl, emptied it on
the floor, and held it upside-down over her head. “Rabbit droppings aren't
going to be easy to wash out.”

Kyla couldn't hold it in anymore. She burst out laughing. This earned her
angry stares from some of the others, in particular Opin and Ilian, but she
didn't care.

***

It was a
high-spirited evening in the dorms as the girls cleaned up. Lili had stormed
home and abandoned Saul, who tagged along to escort Kyla, Eunoe, and Aspen to
Haven Hall. Aura showed up later after helping sweep up the ball room with her
winds. Kyla and Aspen were laughing and regaling how memorable the evening had
been, even though it had been the worst night of their lives. Eunoe started
laughing as well though this was interspersed with crying.

“So you got yourself a date!” Saul told Aspen as he plucked rabbit
droppings from his leg fur. “I told you hanging out with Kyla was the way to
get things moving. I mean, she makes you look way better in comparison!”

The laughter stopped and four sets of eye daggers pointed at Saul. He
looked back at them uncomfortably. “I mean, you know, when I said you should
hang out with Kyla if you want to meet boys. You look average next to Eunoe,
but you're pretty hot next to Kyla. You were bound to get some attention!”

Kyla felt the urge to punch Saul, but Eunoe lashed out with such a verbal
whipping that she felt her interference would only offer Saul a respite. He
found himself ignored for a few days after, though she occasionally saw him
walking around campus with Lili. All in all, Kyla counted this disaster of an
evening more memorable than either her trip to the center of the earth or to
the stars. It was no wonder, then, in all the excitement, that she forgot her
promise to return the stone to the dwarf.
















Chapter
Twelve  


Whitehall  
“Hasenpfeffer
again?” Saul whined as he and Lili walked past Kyla's table.

Kyla shrugged as she swallowed a mouthful of soup. “I like hasenpfeffer.”

“I did,” Saul complained. “I also used to like walking outside.
But now I have to wear these because of all the rabbit droppings.” He
held up a hoof to show off a dirty leather slipper. He and Lili sat at the next
table. They were seeing more of each other. Kyla initially thought that meant
they would see less of Saul, but it turned out they were just seeing more of
Lili. Kyla was secretly glad the demoness was angry at Eunoe because it meant
she wasn't picking on Kyla as much.

“I didn't come here to do servant's work,” Aura complained. Wind was
gusting along the floor and she was nearly opaque. She didn't usually complain
about manual labor, but she was ragged from herding flying rabbits and blowing
turds into piles for the groundskeepers. The Chief Groundskeeper, for his part,
had been pushing for Eunoe's expulsion.

Aspen was looking at Eunoe with concern. The alseid was expressionless
and quiet. She was stirring her soup and scooping it with her spoon only to
pour everything back into the bowl. Aspen had told Kyla that Eunoe was terribly
ashamed but would not admit it, though it was plastered all over her face and
posture.

“So do you guys want to go to Whitehall with me?” Kyla asked. “Denzig's
taking me tomorrow! It'll be so exciting! Have you ever seen a human before?”

“Yes, I've seen them,” Aura replied. “And I would love to go, but I have
work to do!” She glared at Eunoe as she spoke.

Kyla kept trying to keep the conversation free of friction. “I had human
food. Denzig gave me some when I first met him. There was turducken, and
lasagna, and my favorite was cheesecake. It was the biggest meal I've ever
seen! Humans must be pretty big. They eat a lot, anyway. You want to come,
Eunoe?”

Eunoe looked up from her soup-dropping for a second, then looked back
down. “Can't. I'm on probation.”

“I can't go either,” Aspen added. “Because...you know.”

“Oh. Right.”

“I'd like to go!” Saul piped up.

“I thought you were mad at us!”

“Oh, no no no. I'm
mad at Eunoe! I'm fine with the rest of you.”

“It's kind of your fault, though,” Aspen noted. “You knew this would
happen.”

Lili was casting dirty glares. Kyla did not want them coming along. “I
don't think you can. I mean, how would you hide your horns and legs? And Lili's
red skin and tail.”

Lili sneered. “I wouldn't go with you if I had to take a dump and you had
the only roll of toilet paper.”

“That's...charming. Anyway, you know, I just have to keep my ears covered
and I fit right in! I don't know how Denzig does it, being a dragon and all.”

“Yeah, you're friends with a dragon. Which no
one has ever seen. You never shut up about it, but I'm pretty sure you're full
of more crap than a troll's chamber pot.”

Kyla was getting annoyed with the insults, and hoped if she ignored them
long enough Lili would lose interest. Normally Eunoe would step in on her
behalf, but she was busy stirring and scooping and dripping and not eating her
hasenpfeffer. “Anyway, I'll see if I can bring back some cool human stuff.”

***

It wasn't
until Kyla was getting ready to leave for Whitehall that she remembered her
promise to the dwarf. The meteorite was sitting on her desk for display,
surrounded by papers that were weighed down with rocks so they wouldn't blow
around in Aura's winds. It was already a week after she had promised to deliver
it. She didn't want to get rid of the memory of her trip entirely so she
grabbed a blank piece of paper and with a pencil made a rubbing to preserve the
squiggly patterns on the surface of the stone. When she was satisfied she
grabbed her bag and hat and headed for the Communications building.

There were no Steeds in the Equinox hangar when she arrived, so she went
to the portal room to see if she could find a link to another location. She
looked for a schedule or chart but found nothing useful, and was afraid to ask
for help as this might mean breaking her promise to not tell anyone about the
meteorite.

“Can I help you?” Elial Ciana towered behind her. She hadn't seen him,
and now just stood nervously with her mouth open. “I'm afraid I have no
deliveries for you today, Kyla.”

“Oh...I just...I...” Kyla couldn't think of an excuse to be here, but
decided as Elial was in charge of the department, it must be alright to tell
him.

“When I was at the star station last week I found this meteorite that
flew in the balcony and the dwarf said I could keep it so I took it home, but
then he tracked me down when I was on the way to the Fall Ball and said I
couldn't have it and I needed to send it back, but I forgot so I'm doing it now
but I don't remember the name of the station and there weren't any Steeds of
Light in the hangar. Which portal should I take?”

Elial raised an eyebrow. “He came here and found you?”

“Yes, he said it was” and she switched to a whisper “a military secret
and I shouldn't tell anyone.”

Elial frowned. “Kyla, you should know that nothing goes through here
without my permission. This includes military communiques. May I see the rock?”

Kyla slowly drew the meteorite from inside her waistband where she had been
holding it and handed it to Elial. He took it and looked it over, frowning.

“Did he mention what it was?”

“No.”

“This may be a military secret, Kyla, but it isn't meant for your dwarf
friend. I will send it to his commanding officer and see what he makes of it.
In the meantime, be careful, and if you see the dwarf again let me know. Do you
by chance know his name?”

“Linkin, I think.”

“Thank you, Kyla. Now, I've been led to believe you're off to see Denzig
today?”

“Yes. He's taking me to Whitehall. The human town. I hope that's ok.”

Elial shrugged. “A bit risky, perhaps, but if you're with Denzig I think
you'll be fine, and we elves have an easier time blending in. I myself like to
take in a show from time to time. You should know, however, that the portals
aren't for personal use. You shouldn't be using them unless you are delivering
a message.”

Kyla drew a letter from her waistband. “I am. I wrote him a thank-you
note for making me dinner.”

Elial smiled. “Way to beat the system. Have fun.”

“Ok.”

Elial smiled and walked off. Kyla smiled after him.

***

Denzig pulled
the brown knit cap over Kyla's ears. “Perfect!” he said. “You look just like
'em. Now remember, don't talk to them about magic, or fairies, or stars, or
dragons, or...you know, avoid talking to them as much as possible.”

“You know I used to think this was illegal,” Kyla mentioned. “Visiting
humans and stuff.”

“Well, no, but you do need to be careful not to draw suspicion. We don't
want them learning about us. They may be animals but they are cleverer than
squirrels and badgers and the like. But even if they discovered us I think they
would explain it away. How do I look?”

Denzig had taken a shape that looked almost human but his scaly
skin and draconian eyes, along with a bit of a snout and his long tail, didn't
look very convincing. He kept himself well covered in a long coat, hat, scarf,
and fake mustache.

“You don't look very human at all.”

“Well, like I say, they believe what they want to believe and explain
away the rest. They can't accept that I might be a dragon, so their minds will
block it as best they can. I've overheard them discussing my 'skin condition'.
Anyway, I'm rich, so they tend not to ask too many questions as long as I keep
the money flowing. Oh, which reminds me, I have something for you.”

Denzig walked to a chest in the corner and pulled out a rolled-up wad of
paper, tossing it to Kyla. She ducked and it hit the floor. She picked it up
and examined it. It was dyed into patterns and pictures and numbers. The papers
were wrapped with a stretchy thread, which Kyla pulled and it snapped
frightfully in her hand. She unrolled the papers for a better look. There was a
picture of a human head on it. “What is it?”

“Human money. They have coins, too, but they aren't very useful unless you
want to wash your clothing.”

“And who's this guy?” she asked, pointing to the portrait.

Denzig shrugged. “Someone they find important. I have never thought to
ask. It isn't an unusual practice. Dwarves and demons have faces on their
coinage.”

“I guess.” Kyla had never seen either currency, but she had seen other
government-issued coins with pictures of King Oberon. She supposed this was the
human king. She looked up at Denzig. “How much is this? I mean, what's it
worth?”

Denzig shrugged. “A lot. I didn't count it. You should be able to buy
anything you see in the shops. Just keep it hidden unless you need something.
There are human bandits who will try to take it from you.”

“Of course.” Kyla tucked the roll into her waistline. There were elf
bandits, too, so she knew it was always wise to be careful with valuables. “How
do you get human money? I mean, not how they get it. How do you get it?
Do you work with them?”

“I'm a dragon. I have a lot of gold. And you know, I've realized I don't crave
it the way I used to, and humans pay top dollar for it. I have a friend named
Sal that buys if from me. It's – you know – illicit, but the legitimate
enterprises ask too many questions. You'll meet him. I have an appointment with
him in the alley behind the theater.”

And so they set out. Kyla figured that if Denzig's costume was good
enough to fool the humans they couldn't be terribly bright, and she said so.
Denzig said they were developmentally stunted in certain ways, and that was by
design. Their cleverness at making items of great destructive power had been an
oversight, so the Department of Animal Design made the newer models of human
less capable of comprehending the mystical world around them lest they decide
to war against it. Even if Kyla took off her hat, and they saw her pointy ears,
and she confessed everything, they would never accept that she was an elf. They
would make up some story to explain it, to be sure, but they wouldn't stray far
from their core set of beliefs. And in the worst case, they would say she was
mad and lock her in a special hospital.

“But it's so obvious!” Kyla muttered. “I mean, not me, you!”

Denzig shrugged. “I told you, they just think I have a skin problem. And
my tail...well, I try to keep it wrapped under my coat but it slips out from
time to time. I have no idea how they rationalize that.”

***

They came to a
road. It was hard and black and had lines painted along it. It smelled of
pitch, and Denzig warned Kyla not to walk on it as it was made for human
vehicles which moved very quickly. Kyla felt this was silly, as what was the
point of a road if you couldn't walk on it? She understood when a large blue
box on wheels zipped past and made a loud honking noise, and she scrambled into
the long grass that ran along the road's edge. She watched a few more pass by
and wondered if the horses were kept hidden in the front portion, or if they
were simply invisible.

“They don't use horses much,” Denzig explained. “They use fuel to lure
fire spirits into metal boxes. The spirits eat the fuel and the resulting
energy propels the vehicle. Humans have some other crazy explanation for how it
works, of course. They're quite dim but to be honest I find their thoughts on
science just adorable.”

The town was easy to spot from a great distance. It was nothing like an
elf town, which blended into the scenery, but more like Equinox, with buildings
that jutted singly from the ground. Yet it was denser than Equinox, and the
roads were made such that nothing grew out of them, so that they looked like
scars over the landscape. Alongside the road came a hard walkway as they
approached the first building. It was fancifully decorated with windows made
from colored glass.

“That's a church,” Denzig explained. “Humans have a variety of
religions.”

Kyla walked up to the large wooden door. “Can we go inside?” she asked.

“Not right now. They open on Sundays. That's where Mrs. Galbraith goes. I
met her at their annual bake sale.”

They continued on past some of the residences. Human houses were huge.
They weren't so big as the dorms of Equinox, but Denzig said each dwelling held
only a single family. Kyla's home would have fit in one of the human houses
three or four times over. There was an older gentleman pushing a loud metal box
over some grass. He waved at them and said something but Kyla couldn't make it
out over the noise. The machine had wheels and, according to Denzig (who had to
shout for her to hear) it was to keep the grass short and even. She rather
liked the look, when she saw the part that was finished.

“Their fences are so low,” Kyla noted. Only a few homes had them and
these were barely higher than Kyla's knee. “What are they trying to keep out?
Badgers? I guess badgers could just dig underneath. Or go right through them.
They don't look very sturdy.”

“Those are decorative. Hello, Mr. Wilkes! The taller fences are in the
back. They aren't so worried about people sneaking in the front, I guess.”

There was a loud noise, which made Kyla jump. A small animal jumped up
and down and yipped at her as she passed the yard. At first she thought it was
going to pounce on her but then realized it was roped to a small house.

“They make little houses for animals!” she smiled. “But what is it?”

“That's a dog. A beagle, to be precise. It's related to wolves and
coyotes.”

“No! That little thing?” Kyla had seen wolves, and wolf this was not.

“Distant relative, mind you. Humans keep them as pets.”

“I wonder if my mom would let me have a wolf? My dad and I could make him
a little house and everything. Or HER! We could breed wolf pups!”

Denzig made a sound in his throat that Kyla could best describe as a
burning chortle.

The town was large to Kyla but Denzig told her it was small by human
standards, and that their cities could stretch for miles and miles. They loved
buildings, and if she ever saw a human sleeping outside this was considered
very unfortunate, even if it was a warm night. Occasionally they would go to
special outdoor preserves where they could sleep in tents, and they did this
for recreation, but to live in such a manner was a sign of poverty and
distress. Even a typical elf home would be seen as a very unfortunate dwelling
in the human world.

“It isn't usually so clean,” Denzig noted as he looked around the
streets. “Usually you'll see a bit of garbage on the ground. They had to do a
major clean-up after I set off the volcano. Sent ash everywhere.” He leaned
closer and whispered. “I hired some air spirits to blow most of it over the
hockey arena in Lakefront. Let's see them get that cleaned up before Christmas.
Now they'll have to let us host the Holiday Tournament!”

Most of that was lost on Kyla, though she gathered Lakefront was an enemy
of Whitehall.

They soon arrived at the theater. Standing in a narrow alley behind the
building was a bearded man with dark hair and glasses. He had something in his
mouth which was emitting smoke and had an odd smell.

“Sal,” Denzig greeted him. “This is my niece, Kyla.”

“Pleasure,” the man said. “You got something for me?”

“Yeah.” Denzig looked around before handing Sal a small bag. The man
looked inside and took a small metal rectangle out of his coat, and put the bag
on it.

“I'll give you two thousand for it.”

“Sure,” Denzig agreed. The man handed Denzig a roll of human money and
tucked the bag into his jacket.

“Pleasure doin' business with ya, Denny. I gotta bounce – my girlfriend's
birthday, ya know? She's been waiting at Kelly's for an hour.”

A buzzing noise came from Sal's pocket. He took out a rectangular box,
looked at it, and shoved it back in his pocket. He took the burning stick from
his mouth and tossed it on the ground. “Well, this'll be our last dinner
together if I don't get there soon. Check ya later.”

“Check ya later,” Kyla said, proud that she had picked up the meaning so
easily. She was getting the hang of the human world.

Denzig put the roll of money in his coat pocket. “Why don't I take you
shopping? A good way to see a lot of human merchandise in one place.”

Kyla was familiar with shops, as she lived over her family's shoe store,
and the prospect did not sound exciting. She soon discovered human shops were
far more interesting than Elvish ones, or at least the ones in Aspengrove.
Denzig first took her to a clothing store, and she found some lovely sweaters and
bought one for herself, Eunoe, Aspen, and Aura. She found a very nice picture
of a unicorn for Lug. She noted that humans must know about unicorns to
draw them so well.

“They love unicorns, and dragons, and even elves,” Denzig explained.
“Only, they believe we are all inventions of their imagination. Would you like
me to carry your bags for you?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“I'm going to the Farmer's market,” Denzig told her as they approached a
street brimming with humans. There was also a park filled with children who
were running and climbing on wood and metal devices. The park was lined with
trees but no one was climbing them.

“That's an ice cream shop.” Denzig pointed to a small brick building. “If
there's one thing you need to get from the human experience, it's that. Why
don't you run inside and get something? Ask for a double scoop of chocolate on
a cone. Give them one of those pieces of paper and say 'Keep the change.'
You'll be overpaying by a lot, but the young man who works there is a nice
boy.”

Kyla was both excited and nervous to be left alone. She had now learned
the correct way to cross streets, however, and felt the greatest danger was
taken care of.

The shop was cooler than outside. There were half a dozen tables but they
were currently empty. The room was white and trimmed in red. To Kyla's left was
a long counter protected by a plate of glass. Behind the glass was a series of
buckets, and each bucket filled with what looked like chunky paint.

“Hi!” came a cheery voice. A young man with hay-colored hair was standing
on the other side of the counter. He appeared to be about Kyla's age, though
she didn't know if humans aged the same rate as elves. He had a big smile and
bright eyes.

“What can I get for you?” he asked.

Kyla remembered her orders. “I'll have a double scoop chocolate on a
cone.”

“Right! Do you want double chocolate or regular?”

Kyla thought the instructions had been clear, but considered humans were
not so clever as elves.

“Double.”

“Okeydokey! Kind of a nice day, isn't it?”

“Um, yeah. It's been a lot of fun.”

“Oh, yeah? What did you do?”

“Uh...just went and bought some sweaters.”

“Oh, yeah? Where?”

Kyla couldn't recall the name of the store. “Some place over there.”

“Oh, you not from town?”

The young man was asking a lot of questions and for a minute she was
afraid Denzig had been wrong and he was on to her. However, after a moment of
her trying to think of a believable back story, he seemed to have forgotten he
had asked her anything and took a large spoon and scooped some of the paint
onto a cone.

“That'll be five ninety-five. How are you paying?”

Kyla handed the vendor-boy one of the papers and told him to keep the
change. He was very surprised and nearly dropped her ice cream when she insisted.
This was odd, because she didn't feel she was paying him enough, as he had
asked for five ninety-five and the paper she gave him was only marked with a
hundred. Then again humans might not count their numbers the same way as
everyone else. She took the cone and looked at it cautiously. It didn't look
like food. It looked like – well, it was round and brown, and so made her think
of moose droppings. She decided to trust Denzig, and closed her eyes, and
slowly stuck out her tongue, and—

Ecstasy. It was the best moment of her life. Her cautious taste turned
into a mad frenzy as she consumed the frozen cream. She was aware, on some
level, that she was getting it all over her face, and that she was being
watched, and the boy watching her was alarmed, but she didn't care. It was the
most delicious thing she had ever tasted. This led to another order, another
hundred-dollar bill, and another mess, and this time the vendor-boy showed her
to the ladies' room to clean up.

Kyla stared at the white basins. One was a bowl filled with water, and
the other was empty with a small hole in the bottom. The one filled with water
she took for a wash-basin. She knelt in front of it (wondering why humans made
it so low) and scrubbed her face and hands clean. She looked the second basin
over. It was higher up, almost to Kyla's chest. There was a mirror over it, and
on the mirror was a small sign that said 'EMPLOYEES MUST WASH HANDS'. Following
the text was a picture of a hand under a faucet that looked much like the one
over the basin. Did water come out of that as well? It looked like a pump, but
when she tried pumping it wouldn't budge. She pulled harder and it broke free
from its base, though a long tube held it in place. Kyla yanked it up and down,
but still nothing. There were knobs on either side. She turned one and water
spouted out. How clever! The water was cold. She tried the other one. The water
was hot! Hot. Cold. Hot. Cold. Could she mix them together? She could indeed,
and she played with it until she got a nice temperature. There was a box on the
wall with a button which oozed a pink goo when pressed. It tasted terrible but
smelled nice, and Kyla quickly realized it was some kind of soap. She scrubbed
and became fascinated by the bubbly lather it formed.

Kyla wondered why she should need to wash her hands after using the
washing-bowl. And why did it have two lids? One would be sufficient. The lower
lid had a hole in it and would be perfect for sitting and...

Kyla gulped. There was a lever on the device. She pushed it and the water
went down in a spiral. She had a funny feeling that wasn't a wash basin at all!
Horrified, Kyla scrubbed her face and hands in the hottest water she could bear
and made liberal use of the soap.

Cleaned up and pleased with her discovery of ice cream, Kyla left with a
smile though the vendor-boy was gone and had been replaced by an older man who
smiled and said goodbye as she walked out.

She looked down the road for Denzig. The market where he had headed was
down the street, and consisted of outdoor stands filled with fruits and
vegetables. A few were selling pieces of jewelry and art. Kyla considered
rejoining him until something else caught her eye. There was a group of young
boys at the side of the road. One had a yellow disc on a string, and was making
it go up and down with a twitch of his wrist. He would then make it spin around
his head, or roll along the ground, and then draw it back up. It was a simple
device but marvellously clever. She was soon standing with the boy's friends,
who were hooting and cheering. When the boy with the disc saw her watching he
stopped. She looked at him awkwardly. He stared back. After a moment one of the
other boys said 'Hey! Let's go to Merle's!' and the others shouted and started
to leave. The boy with the disc looked away and headed after them.

“Wait!” Kyla said.

The boy stopped. Kyla pulled out one of her pieces of money. “Can I buy
that from you?”

The boy’s eyes widened when he saw it. Humans loved their money!

“Sure!” he said and excitedly swapped the disc with the paper in her
hand. He ran off to join his friends.

“That guy just gave me a hundred bucks for my yo-yo!” he said. They all
looked back at her and cheered excitedly.

“I'm a girl!” she shouted after them as they ran off. She gave a
forlorn glance at her chest. Well, at least now she knew what the disc was
called.

It didn't take Kyla long to figure out the down part of the yo-yo.
There was a little loop on the end of the string for your finger and then you
could drop the disc to the ground without fear of losing it. The up, however,
was not as simple, and she wondered if this might be the fault of someone in
the Gravity Well pulling down too hard. Yet the boy had done it. She tried
several times to no avail.

“Need help?” came a voice. The young man from the ice cream shop had come
up behind her. “I just got off work. You've never used a yo-yo before?”

Kyla shook her head. The boy took it and let it drop, then spun it around
and around to wind the string.

“This is how I do it. It gives it a little more spring. I do it backhand
on the way down, then forehand on the way back up, like this!”

The yo-yo dropped almost to the ground and came back up, just as he had
intended. It looked so easy. Kyla gave it another try, and it came up about an
inch before sadly wobbling back down.

“You'll get it. Just keep practicing. Say, where do you live?”

She now wished she had established a back story.

“Pretty far,” she finally said. “I'm here to visit my uncle. Denny.”

“Oh! Denny Wilkinson? Ok, that makes sense. I've never had tips like that
before.”

She was inclined to ask 'tips of what', but only smiled. “My name's
Kyla.”

“Kyle.”

“No, Kyl-A.”

“I know. My name's Kyle.”

She stared at him. “Oh. Well, I'm sorry to hear that.”

He laughed. “Why? What's wrong with Kyle?”

She wasn't sorry to hear his name was Kyle. She was sorry to realize she
might have been given a human name. She would need to ask her parents about
this. She shook her head. “Nothing. It's just so close to my own name. It threw
me off.”

“You've never met anyone named Kyle before?”

She shook her head again.

“Well, there were three in my graduating class. Hey, do you want to come
grab some lunch with me?”

“No. Look, I really need to go find my uncle.”

“Yeah, sure. Hey, are you going to be in town for Halloween? I'm having a
party at my house. 1113 Elm Way. You should come! We'll be starting around six.
I'll have ice cream. And a lot of napkins.”

The boy waved and walked off. Kyla watched him for a few seconds before
turning to seek out Denzig. She wondered if it would be alright to keep a human
as a pet.
















Chapter
Thirteen  


We Make the World Go Round  
Taxiarch
Bremnos Aviremn could make a child cry with a glance. Sometimes even adults. He
was big as an ogre and his body hair only grew in scraggly patches due to his
many battle scars. One eye was cut out and he didn't cover it as a gentleman
would, so the empty socket drew the attention of those with whom he conversed.
He found this advantageous as more than one opponent had fallen in battle
because of their preoccupation with his eye. His weapon of choice was an axe,
though not because of its weight and power; he found it a most useful tool
should he need to chop wood. He was adorned in a crisp military uniform covered
in medals, including three Golden Roses from Queen Titania and the Eternal Soul
of the Empire conferred by King Oberon. Yet his prim appearance was due only to
the attention of his central support team, as Bremnos would rather work in the
traditional minotaur attire of 'nothing at all'.

Though he looked the part of a savage, he was no fool. He knew the rock
Elial had brought him was important. He had the stone examined and was told its
composition was unknown and the markings on the surface didn't match any known
alphabet. This, coupled by Dunkin's mad ravings and unnatural strength,
convinced Bremnos there was some terrible secret that needed to be uncovered.

“What would you like me to do next?” Elial asked after a moment of
waiting for Bremnos to speak.

“Dunkin will not talk except in threats. Linkin is unaccounted for. His
Majesty has sent a team from the Royal Guard to manage Sulafat Station and keep
watch. Chaos seems to be in place, but as you know it is near impossible to get
a fix on Nyx or Erebus. I fear Linkin brought one or both of them in, and they
are laying low. They learned not to pound on our front door after Tunguska.”

Bremnos pulled a box of silage from his desk drawer and plopped a finger
full in his mouth. He offered some to Elial, who declined. “I think,” Bremnos
continued, “we need to track down someone who can tell us what language is
written on the stone. It doesn't look to be anything modern. Contact your
colleagues and any historical linguists you can track down. I've already
exhausted my own resources. The military has a wonderful program for living
languages but not much for dead ones.”

“It may not be a real language,” Elial pointed out. “It could be code.”

“Not unlikely. Still, we need to make every effort. Meanwhile we'll
continue to bore into Dunkin's mind and see if we can learn anything, but he's
somehow shielded his thoughts and our psychics and empaths are having little
success. Some have begun having nightmares. Also, keep an eye on that elf girl.
I doubt she's in league with the dwarves or she wouldn't have been so open with
you, but best be careful. And Linkin could come after her if he thinks she
still has the stone.”

“Director Anh-Bul has been informed of the situation and has been very
supportive. We know someone at Equinox probably corrupted the filament, and he
has opened an official inquiry.”

“Glad to hear, but forgive me if I don't put much stock in him.”

“Both Nyx and Erebus are most powerful in the dark. I'd like to set wards
around Equinox to detect their disciples and protect Kyla, but it will take
several days and any unfinished work could easily be undone at night.”

Bremnos sat back in his chair and thought a moment. “I may be able to
help you there. I'm meeting Minister Jax for lunch.”

“The Minister of Public Works? What can he do?”

“What a bureaucrat does best. He can upset people. I just need to make
sure it's the right people.”

***

“If it doesn't
get dark tonight I'm gonna rip my eyes out!”

Kyla was exhausted. The sun hadn't moved in the sky for four days, so not
only was it unseasonably warm but the constant sunshine was making it too light
to fall asleep. This alone didn't affect Aspen, who couldn't see from inside
her tree, but the unceasing daylight was killing the plants. Aspen and her
classmates spent much of their time singing to the trees and flowers around
campus to keep them healthy. Kyla liked that part. The campus was so musical
now.

An assembly had been called to explain the situation. There was a
worker's strike at the center of the earth. This meant King Oberon had to send
Damage Control units all over the world, and almost everyone was working
overtime because the animals were getting confused. The local bat population
was starving, and on the other side of the world (where it was dark all day)
they were getting too fat from overeating. The laborers at the center of the
earth shouldn't be allowed to strike, for all the trouble it caused. The humans
were a big problem because apparently they might consider the sun not moving a
sign of global disaster, so fairies scattered sleeping dust over their cities
and towns and wound the humans' clocks back so they wouldn't notice the time
change. Even Aura was getting stressed because without the earth turning the
wind patterns were disrupted. Kyla went to Lug's house a few times to ask what
was going on but she hadn't been able to catch him home. Where was he if not
working?

“Why don't they just re-route the Steeds of Light?” Saul whined. “You
know they could just stop delivering the light and it would get dark.”

“It would take a long time to retrain them. There must be thousands of
Steeds,” Eunoe said as she spread her blanket on the grass. Aspen's tree was
one of the best places for shade so they had been meeting here for lunch the
past couple days. Lili, who didn't mind the constant daylight, sat on the grass
and sparked her fingers, which made Aspen shift nervously. Eunoe shouted at
Lili. “Stop that! The grass is too dry. You'll start a fire.”

Lili shot her a look but stopped sparking.

Kyla yawned. “I've been trying to track down Lug but he's never home, and
there's a bunch of people guarding the elevator so I can't get down to the
center of the earth. They won't tell me anything either. I'm thinking of moving
underground. Except I hate underground.”

“Do you know what might solve it? Your whining,” Lili said. Kyla ignored
her.

Aura, who was kindly sending a gentle breeze from above, drifted closer
to the ground. “I can get you down.”

“Oh, please! That would be great. You'd be the best roommate ever!”

“It will be my pleasure. The world's weather patterns are being
threatened. All of Aeolis is on high alert and everyone is working double
shifts to manage. They'll make me go home to help if it gets any worse.”

Aura seemed more agitated about going home than about the weather.

“Alright, let's go!” Kyla jumped to her feet.

“Now?”

Kyla rubbed her eyes. “I haven't had a good sleep in four days. If we
don't fix this right now I'm going to murder the next person that looks at me
funny.”

“That's dark,” Saul yawned. “Good for you.”

***

There was an
ogre and a gnome guarding the elevator. The gnome marched up as soon as Aura
and Kyla approached, though the ogre was captivated by a bug crawling up the
wall. He squished it with his finger, licked it off, and continued staring at
the splotch.

“Passes?” the gnome demanded. “Only Gravity Well employees may use the
elevator!”

“Elevator,” the ogre repeated without turning his head.

Kyla opened her mouth but a gust of wind precluded her speech. Aura was
opaque which indicated she meant business.

“I am Aura, Daughter of the Air, ninth child of Duke Ukko. My family has
long borne the duty of carrying the winds and clouds, from the freezing
mistrals of the north to the heavy rains of the tropical monsoons. We are wind,
we are storm, we are thunder, we are rain.  We are the hot winds that dry
the desert sands, yet we are also the gentle breeze that soothes the farmer’s
brow. We carry both life and death, for without air the living would not bear
breath, yet our terrible storms bring death on their wings.”

The gnome tapped his finger on his chest. “I'm Izz'lqintisflt. And you
aren't getting on this elevator.”

Kyla giggled. His name sounded like a sneeze.

Aura was less amused. “Do you wish to incur the wrath of Aeolis?”

The gnome stood to his full height. “I work for the Ministry of Public
Affairs. I don't care who your daddy is. My job is to make sure no one goes
down to—”

“Elevator go down.” The ogre was now looking at the gnome.

The gnome turned his head to shout at the ogre. “Would you stay out of
this? Now look, you two, this is a restricted area until we get this dispute
sorted out.”

“Can you at least tell us what's going on?” Kyla pleaded. Aura was less
patient.

“My father is ruler of Aeolis and lord of the world's weather. You will
let me pass!”

A gale blasted through the corridor. The gnome stepped back a few paces.

“Elevator down,” the ogre said.

“No!” the gnome shouted at the ogre. “Your job is to stop people
from going down!”

The ogre looked perplexed. He scratched his head, then scratched his
bottom. Then he scratched his head again. He seemed unusually dim, even for an
ogre.

“Button.” The ogre pointed at the button for summoning the elevator.

“Yes. Yes. But they aren't allowed to press the button.”

“I press.” The ogre sauntered to the elevator door and pressed the button
and the door slid open. “Down?” it asked the gnome.

“No! No one's supposed to go down!”

“No one. Two.”

“I told them I didn't need an ogre,” the gnome grumbled.

Aura, meanwhile, was not happy about being turned away. For all her
efforts to live a common life she had a hard time abandoning her noble sense of
entitlement. She flew past the gnome and ogre into the elevator.

“Are you coming with me?” she asked. Kyla hesitated. The gnome was
flummoxed, looking back and forth between her, Aura, and the ogre. But she was
tired. She wasn't going to get a good night's sleep until this was resolved.
She darted into the elevator and hit the button that sent her and Aura hurtling
to the earth's center.

It was a long ride. An uncomfortable ride. It wasn't as hot with the
stiff breeze emanating from Aura, but lack of sleep made Kyla edgier than
usual. And Aura was not a conversationalist. She hovered a few inches off the
ground and stared at the wall as they descended. Kyla decided this might be a
good time to get to know her roommate a little better. At least it would keep
her mind off the confining elevator.

“So... tell me about yourself, Aura!”

Aura did not even turn her head. “I am Aura, Daughter of the Air, ninth
child of Duke Ukko. My family has long borne the duty of carrying the winds and
clouds, from the freezing mistrals of the north to the heavy rains of the
tropical monsoons. We are wind, we are storm, we are thunder, we are
rain.  We are the hot winds that dry the desert sands, yet we are also the
gentle breeze that soothes the farmer’s brow. We carry both life and death, for
without the living would not bear breath, yet our terrible storms bring death
on their wings.”

Kyla shrugged. “Okay. I mean, that's nothing new. That's how you
introduce yourself to everyone.”

“It was not my intent to tell you anything new. That is all anyone needs
to know.”

Kyla still didn't know what to make of her roommate. She was polite enough,
even kind. Yet she was so distant. “Um...do you like to do stuff? Besides the
wind, I mean?”

Aura finally looked at her. “I like to write. You've seen the writing
discs on my desk.”

“Yeah. Solid gold. Your family must be pretty rich to write on gold, huh?
Did you know humans give lots of money for gold? When Denzig and I—”

“Paper does not fare well in Aeolis because of the wind. We write on
slabs of stone or metal.”

“Interesting. And, uh, what do you write? Poetry? Stories?”

“My writing is my concern. I'm sorry, Kyla, but this is not the right
time.”

“Oh. Well, it's a really long ride down. It'll go by a lot faster if we
talk about something.”

“I can manage.”

“Oh.”

Unable to gain any ground with Aura and feeling suffocated in the
confinement of the elevator, Kyla decided to take a quick nap.

***

Aura blasted
Kyla with a cold breeze to wake her up. The elf grumbled, curled up in a ball
and tried to go back to sleep. Aura grabbed her by the arm and pulled but she
yanked it away and placed her hand in her opposing armpit. Aura understood Kyla
was exhausted but didn't want to be caught on the elevator should someone on
the surface call it up again. She blasted a gale which shot a panel in the
elevator's ceiling into the empty shaft above. Kyla rolled over, peeled her
eyes open, and yawned.

“Come on.” Aura opened the door. She did not care for the underground.
The sylphs and spirits of the air seldom came to these parts of the world, save
to pop into shallow caves to have a look around. Kyla didn't look too pleased,
either. The elf rubbed her eyes and stepped off the elevator with a frown.

The cavern was dimly lit and the stale air stank. Aura fought the urge to
turn invisible. She cast a light breeze to help circulate the air and followed
Kyla into a long tunnel which led to another large room, though not so
cavernous as the first. It was lined with metal lockers and stone benches and
tables. There were four earth elementals inside who were rumbling in their
native language. They glared at Kyla and Aura as they entered but soon lost
interest and resumed their conversation.

Kyla grabbed a helmet from a hook on the wall and strapped it on. She
handed one to Aura.

“I don't need this. I cannot be harmed by dirt.”

“It's the rule,” Kyla insisted.

Commoners were obsessed with following rules. Aristocrats often made
rules and then disobeyed them, believing themselves to be above their own
edicts. However, Aristocrats also invented a myriad of their own regulations
and taboos that they must follow to protect their status and name. The local
lord must be addressed as such-and-such. You couldn't be seen with so-and-so in
public. And a million other stupid things for which Aura had abandoned her post
on Aeolis.

Though Aura despised aristocratic protocols she wasn't ready to adopt the
simple obedience of a commoner either. She declined the helmet and followed
Kyla into the next corridor.

***

Sounds of
talking and shouting echoed through the chamber that led to the great wheel.
Kyla also heard what sounded like a rock slide, which she knew by now was the
language of the earth elementals. The source of the hullabaloo was outside the
wheel chamber. A ruddy-skinned goblin was facing off against Heff, who was
snorting and rooting a hoof into the ground. Kyla spotted Lug inside the
doorway to the wheel chamber behind a pair of larger elementals who were
animatedly discussing something in their native tongue. Kyla earned a glare
from Heff as she excused herself to pass by, though he immediately resumed his
shouting match with the goblin as she slipped into the crowd. It was scary
business, as Kyla was much smaller than the elementals and she feared an errant
step might end her time in Equinox as a smear on the floor. Aura wisely drifted
overhead.

Lug acknowledged Kyla but was focused on the conversation between Heff
and the goblin. The goblin was well-dressed and composing himself quite well
against the tirades of the belligerent minotaur. He was clearly the one in
charge. Heff was shouting that they refused to be treated like animals and that
this was a breach of contract, and the goblin replied that article
such-and-such let him do whatsit.

“Hey!” Kyla hissed at Lug. “What's going on?”

“Boss cut pay and make us work more. We strike.”

“Oh!” Kyla thought a moment. She had no game plan, and work negotiations
were entirely foreign to her. She prided herself in creative solutions but
nothing came. Then a voice descended from above.

“We shall push the wheel, then.”

All voices stopped. Heads turned and glared at Kyla, who stared back
blankly. There was such fury in Heff's eyes that despite her desire not to cast
blame, she pointed up at Aura.

“This cannot be. The world must turn. You are all disrupting everyone on
the surface over your petty squabble. If you shan't make the world go around,
then I shall.”

Heff stomped forward. He stared at Kyla first, looked around carefully
(for Denzig, she assumed) and then addressed Aura, who met him at eye-level.

“You a scab?” he growled. “I don't care who you are or what cloud you floated
down from. This is our world down here, and you best leave it alone.”

“My world is disrupted because of your laziness.”

Kyla flushed. She didn't feel Aura was in a good position to start
offending people.

“Lazy?” Heff snorted. “You calling me lazy? You wind-creatures spend your
day floating through flowers and you call me lazy? I do more work in a day than
your people do in a life.”

“I have no desire to waste my wits on you. If you refuse to get back to
work, I shall take matters into my own hands.”

“You think you can push the wheel? Be my guest.”

“Fine. Kyla, follow me.”

Kyla looked at Lug nervously.

“Not so tough without your dragon friend, are you?” Heff sneered.

“Not so much. Aura, we can't push that thing. Trust me. But he can!”
Kyla pointed at Lug, who looked startled and backed up a step. “Oh, come on!”
she pleaded.

“I agree with Heff. Boss treat us very bad.”

“But...we NEED the earth to go around!”

“That's right,” Heff snorted. “It's a vital service, isn't it? So you'd
think our great leaders would treat us better than something they just scraped
off the bottom of their shoes.”

Aura drifted back to the corridor. “I am not concerned with your
problems. Wait here, Kyla. I believe I know who can help.”

Kyla shouted at Aura to wait but the Daughter of the Air vaporized into a
blast of wind and flew back to the elevator.

***

Waiting for
Aura taught Kyla an important lesson: business negotiations were terribly
boring. There was another animated back-and-forth between Heff and the goblin.
From what she could understand, the goblin had walked in that morning and
demanded they extend their shifts by an hour a day but were also looking at
having their pay cut, and they should be happy just to have jobs. It did sound
terrible once she understood the other side of the story. This was not what
finally convinced her to side with the workers; rather, it was Heff. After the
goblin left while shouting back threats of firings, a concerned elemental
approached Heff and touched him on the shoulder.

“Rrrhrrrm rrhrm,” it said in its native tongue. Or it was clearing its
throat. Heff seemed to understand.

“Don't worry buddy,” he assured the elemental. “Anyone loses their job,
I'll go first. You don't worry.”

Kyla's heart melted. Heff was a bully and a jerk. She hadn't supposed a
bully and a jerk could also be kind. It was an odd feeling to see someone she
was convinced was just horrible could sacrifice himself to help a friend. Kyla,
who had taken to sitting on a large rock by the door, stood up and walked up to
him. He watched her with unblinking eyes.

“May I speak with you privately?” she asked as politely as she could.
Heff said nothing but followed her as she led him back into the wheel chamber.
Off to one side was a small room. There was no one inside, so Kyla decided this
would be a good place to chat. Heff peered cautiously through the opening.

“The dragon isn't here,” she assured him. “But you deserved what we did.
You better know that.”

Heff said nothing but took a step inside.

“Look, I'm sorry about what's happening. I think I agree with you now.
I'm glad you're being nicer to Lug.”

Kyla waited, expecting some sort of response. None came.

“I just want to say it's very brave of you to stand up for your friends.
I never'd have thought you'd be the kind of guy that would do that. I thought
you were just a big stupid jerk.”

Heff snorted.

“Anyway, I just wanted to say good job but it seemed weird to say it in front
of everybody. I bet if you can start being nicer to people you could be a great
guy.”

Kyla did not know what to expect from this conversation, and therefore
had no cause for disappointment when again Heff gave no reply. Yet
disappointment came. She sighed and walked past him to return to her seat on
the rock by the door. She heard a low, gruff voice as she left.

“You are a good little elf.”

Kyla turned back to see him watching her and then quickly looked away,
because frankly she didn't want Heff to see the satisfied smile on her face.
















Chapter
Fourteen  


Power Struggles  
Aura drifted
around the square. It was crowded and so she remained transparent. Four days of
uninterrupted sunlight had made the air hot and dry, yet crowds of students
still followed their daily routines of sitting on the brown grass. They talked
and ate and napped as they always did. Yet today people sounded more agitated
than normal. They spoke louder and for every calm discussion there was an
argument nearby. Aura cast a cool breeze as she flew overhead. Perhaps some
respite would soothe their spirits. She enjoyed helping them, and asked nothing
in return; in fact, she preferred they didn't know she was there. Their
conversations were of little interest to her, and she felt uncomfortable when
they tried to engage her in chit-chat.

She spotted Saul and increased her opacity so he could see her coming. He
was with Lili again. Aura stopped short of the blanket on which they were
sitting and descended slowly to the ground.

Saul did not notice her at first. He was engrossed in telling a story to
the demoness. “...and so Everit jammed it right in the pipe! Blew the whole
thing up. It was the coolest thing I've ever seen! Of course, now we have to
meet in the basement until they can repair it.”

“You'd like my Pyromancy class,” the demoness said. “Nothing but
explosions.” She looked up at Aura. “It's one of your loser friends.”

“Oh! Yeah. Hey Aura.” Saul looked puzzled. Understandable. Aura seldom
spoke to him even when he spoke first. She had certainly never sought him out.

Aura spoke with her eyes fixed on Saul to avoid the demoness'
uncomfortable glare. “Pardon my interruption. Kyla and I are seeking assistance
to reconvene the day and night cycle. Would you please accompany me to the center
of the earth? We have access to the wheel but lack the strength to push it.”

Saul sat up and flexed his arm. It was not impressive. “Obviously you've
come to the right man if you need some muscle,” he smirked.

“I need the muscle in your head. I thought you could make some mechanism
or device.”

Lili sneered. “Did she just call you a muscle head?”

“I apologize. I did not mean to be rude. I understand our relationship is
not such that you feel inclined to help for my sake; yet I can see how
uncomfortable this prolonged daylight is affecting the other students. I have
offered my time and skills to relieve them. Would you be willing to offer
yours?”

Saul started to speak but the demoness but a hand on his arm and spoke
first.

“You know what? You and your little gaggle of friends treat Saul like
garbage. Why should he help you?”

Aura was flummoxed. She had seen the demoness treat Eunoe and Kyla very
poorly in the past. It was rather hypocritical to play this card. “I appeal to
his humanity. Unlike you, I believe he has some.”

The demoness stood up.

“Lili—” Saul began and grabbed her wrist, but she shook him off.

The demoness' eyes sparked and flames flickered from her palms and
fingertips, then quickly went out. “Hey, I've always left you alone. You're
better off leaving me alone too.”

Aura drifted silently. She did not care for this sort of confrontation.
She felt the urge to turn invisible and let things be, but there was a greater
problem at hand. The constant sun and lack of earth's rotation was disrupting the
weather. Aura was not on the forefront of Aeolis' weather management but was
subject to be sent home in the case of emergency. Emergencies would start soon
if things didn't get under control.

Lili stepped forward and bared her teeth. They were sharp and spittle
bubbled up between them. Her hands ignited again. Aura prepared herself should
the dry grass catch an errant spark.

“If you have nothing else to say just get lost!” Lili grinned wickedly.

Aura chose the diplomatic route. “You are a subterranean creature. Surely
you need a break from the sun as well?”

“No. I don't. I kind of like the heat. Maybe if you weren't so
soft-skinned it wouldn't bother you so much either.” Lili gestured at the
crowds of students. “Doesn't bother them. Maybe you just need to cut back on
the whine.”

Aura looked back to Saul. “Will you come with me?”

Lili stepped in front of her eye line. “I was talking to you. Who do you
think you are trying to order us around?”

“I came to speak with Saul. Not you. Why must you insist on speaking on
his behalf?”

“Because I'm Saul's friend. You are nobody.”

Aura turned opaque as wind began to swirl around her body. “I am Aura,
Daughter of the Air, ninth child of Duke Ukko. My family has long borne the
duty of carrying the winds and clouds, from the freezing mistrals of the north
to the heavy rains of the tropical monsoons. We are wind, we are storm, we are
thunder, we are rain.  We are the hot winds that dry the desert sands, yet
we are also the gentle breeze that soothes the farmer’s brow. We carry both
life and death, for without air the living would not bear breath, yet our
terrible storms bring death on their wings.”

She was vaguely aware everyone was looking at her. A twister encircled
her and she sent it spinning outward, kicking up dirt and dead grass and
sending nearby students scrambling back. The demoness tried to ignite herself
but the heavy winds were too much. She struggled to keep to her feet but was
pushed off to the side where she stumbled and fell into a group of reclining
dwarves. The gale stopped and Aura looked at Saul.

“Oh, you're going to pay for that!” Lili jumped up and her hands burst
into flame, but a quick gesture from Aura sent another gust of wind which sent
her sprawling into a pair of orcs, who started shouting at her. Saul looked at
Lili in despair, and then back at Aura, and back at Lili, who slapped one of
the orcs. The orc jumped to his feet.

There was a brief pause as Saul pondered his situation. Finally, he
spoke. “I'm gonna pay for this later, but honestly, she's already pretty mad.
At least you can get me away for a bit. What do you want me to do?”

***

Kyla tapped
her fingers nervously against the rock upon which she sat. Bickering had gone
back and forth between Heff and the goblin, and then the goblin would mutter
and wander off, and after a while some tall guy with white skin came and looked
around, and then left. It was dreadfully dull. Kyla tried to pass the time by
tossing rocks at made-up targets on the wall, but the constant clatter of
stones annoyed the elementals. Kyla thought that was hypocritical as their
entire language sounded like clattering rocks. Maybe she had accidentally
pounded out something rude. She lay back to catch a few winks of sleep.

A brisk wind awakened her. Kyla sat up with a kink in her back. She had
managed to doze off but her back hadn't found the sleep as pleasant as the rest
of her body. She caught sight of Aura descending from the ceiling. She was
opaque now, and followed by a mound of white cloth with goat legs. Kyla rubbed her
eyes. It was Saul carrying a pile of bed sheets. Still dazed, Kyla grabbed one,
wrapped herself in it, and found a nice corner to finish her nap.

***

The sails
weren't hard to put up, but Saul could have done without the heckling from the
minotaur. It was a simple design and Saul thought to himself how easy it would
be to automate the wheel. Machines, after all, didn't go on strike. Saul
personally didn't mind the constant sunlight. In fact, he had never been so
tanned, which made him feel more confident than usual.

He tied the last rope and walked around the wheel to ensure all the ropes
were taut. There was going to be a lot of force behind Aura's wind and he
worried the sheets would tear.

“Slow at first,” he advised the air spirit, or Daughter of the Air as she
preferred to be called. He felt some pride that she had chosen to come to him
for help.

A wind picked up around Aura and the sails, tied from each crossbeam to a
point on the axle like masts on a ship. The sheets filled and billowed in the
wind and there was a low creak. There was a slight turn – maybe an inch,
probably less – and the contraption pulled back to its resting position.

“Ha!” snorted the minotaur. “You think your brains are any match for our
brawn?”

“Again!” Saul called out. “A little harder.”

Again the winds picked up. The sails filled again, and again the great
beam creaked and groaned. The wheel inched around, slowly at first, but picked
up speed and soon was turning at a steady clip. Saul turned to the minotaur and
elementals and clapped as he smiled.

“There's what a little brains can do. Looks like
you've all been replaced!”

The minotaur snorted and stomped forward. Saul jumped back in fright. He
was sure his brains would not match the minotaur's brawn in a fight. He glanced
at Kyla, who was wrapped in a ball in a far corner, her face to the stone wall.
Aura was transfixed on her work.

“Hold on,” Saul said with hands raised defensively. “I'm not here to
fight. Look, I just made you job ten times easier! The rest of you can go do – you
know – something else.”

The minotaur stomped forward again, this time coming right up and leaning
over Saul. Saul swallowed. “Or – you know – you can just hang out here.”

As uncomfortable as Lili's temper made Saul, he wished she were here. She
was fearless. And she could shoot fire. Saul had horns and hooves, but so did
the minotaur. And his were much, much bigger. Saul took several quick steps
back.

“Look, I mean, it's obvious you're upset. I would be too, if someone took
my job of pushing something around and around all day long. I mean, it must be
some kind of dream job. But come on. I can get the same amount of work done
with a dozen bed sheets. Time to move on. Right?”

“If anyone of us lose our jobs over this, your new job will be decorating
my den. By that I mean stuffed and mounted.” The minotaur's voice was deep and
low.

Surprisingly it was the old goblin who saved him.

“Stop what you are doing right now, young lady!” he shouted at Aura. Heff
stood tall and looked back, stepping away from Saul and allowing the sweating
satyr a breath.

“You have no command over me,” Aura replied.

“I am the Deputy Minister of Public Works! I am responsible for this work
site, and you are not only trespassing but you are interfering with a labor
dispute of a royal branch of the government!”

“Arrest me then. I'm sure my father will be pleased.”

“And who, pray tell, is your father?”

“My father is Duke Ukko, of House Stribog of Aeolis, Lord of the Winds
and Master of Storm.”

The goblin looked surprised but retained his composure. “Look, missy,
your dad may be the big man of the sky but he isn't King. I answer to Minister
Jax who answers to Oberon himself, and if I have to—”

“If Oberon has issue with my actions he may tell me himself, not through
one of his lackeys.”

The goblin huffed wordlessly. The minotaur laughed. “You're costing us
our jobs, scab, but you've got backbone for someone with no spine.”

Saul looked at Aura carefully. As she concentrated on her work she became
more translucent. He was still figuring out how to read her opacity: different
emotional states drove her one way or the other. Now he could see straight
through her. Sure enough, no bones. How about that.

There was much grumbling from the elementals in their stony language, but
of course he understood none of it. The goblin looked angry but made several
jibes at the workers threatening to replace them all with an air spirit.

“I am a Daughter of the Air!” Aura shouted at each air spirit reference.

His job complete, with no reward or applause forthcoming, and nothing of
interest left for him here, Saul left without a word.

***

Kyla shot up
sweating. She grabbed her arms and legs and sighed in relief. She hadn't been
crushed by boulders after all. It was just a horrible dream about a rock slide.
She looked around, and it took a moment to remember where she was. The number
of elementals had decreased since she first arrived. Heff and a few of the
others were throwing rocks at a tarp they had hung on a far wall. It was much
louder than Kyla's earlier pebble-tossing game, yet no one was complaining now.
Lug was there, though he was standing quietly at the back. Heff hurled a large
rock at the tarp. The elementals jeered him when the boulder dropped short. A
stocky elemental stepped in, pulled a large stone from the floor, and chucked
it straight into the tarp. The others cheered, and even Heff gave him a polite
clap.

“Yes, well, of course you'd be better at this. Tomorrow I'll bring some
axes and we'll see how you do at a few minotaur games.”

It was a few minutes before Kyla turned her head enough to see the wheel
spinning quickly around, driven by strong winds blowing at sails. Saul's
handiwork, to be sure, and Aura, barely visible, was huffing and throwing wind
into the device. Kyla strode up to her.

“Getting tired?” she asked.

“I am accustomed to working long hours.”

“Do you want help? I can go get one of those oscillator things.”

“No thank you, Kyla. I am rather enjoying this.”

“I feel like you're going too fast. You must be cutting daytime in half.”

“Perhaps.”

“Probably better this way. I think I like many short sleeps better than
one long one. And work days will be so much shorter.”

Aura didn't reply.

“Well-guess I'll go back up to the surface then. Not much of a fan of the
underground, you know.”

“I shall see you later, then.”

“Yup. Guess so.”

Kyla stood a moment. She hated to leave Aura alone. A sudden cry gave her
reason to stay.

“You all wanted trouble? I told you there's be trouble. Now the
aristocracy is getting involved. Might as well go home and start looking for
new work!” The goblin marched into the cavern followed by a large man-shaped
cloud. Rather, his head, arms and torso were in the shape of a man, though
billowing as a cloud, and rather than legs a trail of mist snaked behind him.
He was larger even than Heff and wore jewelry and medallions of blue and gold.
Aura didn't look at him.

“Aura of House Ukko!” the cloud-man bellowed. “You are commanded to
cease! You shame Aeolis by interfering in the affairs of groundlings, and you
shame your father by making yourself a common laborer! Return home at once!
Your time here has come to an end.”

Aura did not look at the cloud-man but her winds picked up even more
speed. The residual wind was nearly enough to knock Kyla over, so she backed
away and squatted against a wall.

“Look at me!” the cloud-man ordered. “Your father commands it!”

Aura still did not look at him. “If my father so commands, let him bear
the message himself. I do not need to obey a mere messenger.” Her winds picked
up more speed. The great wheel creaked and groaned.

“Stop it!” the old goblin shouted frantically. “You're going to break it!
Do you have any idea what you're doing?” He grabbed at his wispy hair and ran
toward Aura and then back again, unsure what to do. Heff and the elementals were
standing back silently, though they appeared amused.

“I bear your father's message and thus his authority. You are to
accompany me to Aeolis. This is not a question but a command!”

“Try to take me, if you dare. You shall regret it.”

The cloud-man looked angry but suppressed his rage before speaking again.
“You have been on the ground too long. You have a home and family who care for
you. They do not wish to see you embroiled in the petty affairs of the
underground.” The earth elementals grumbled at this. “Your father has sent me
but his heart is with you.”

Aura became suddenly opaque. She seldom showed any expression, but now
her mouth and eyes were twisted. A gale whipped up and sent Kyla tumbling over.
The sheets flapped wildly and sent the great wheel into a frantic rotation. “If
his heart is with me then why not his body? His voice? His hands?” Aura's voice
rose into a shout which echoed thunder and sparked lightning. “If he loves me
then why must I always speak to him through messengers?”

Aura thrust a final great wind into the sails which ripped them from
their anchors and sent them fluttering around the cavern. The wheel continued
to spin but gradually slowed until it squeaked and sputtered and stopped. Aura
was almost transparent again, and hovered silently with her head bowed. The
cloud-man was silent. Kyla was the first to move. She stood up and walked over
to Aura and grabbed her dress by the hem, but before she could speak Aura
vanished and a wind whipped out the cavern and into the corridor.
















Chapter
Fifteen  


Halloween Party  
Dunkin was
rather fond of prison. His cell was small but he had a better view through the
bars than the balcony on Sulafat Station. There was noise. Screams, fighting,
the curses of a thousand tongues. And the smells. Sure, the beefy odor of
unwashed men was the same as it had been at Sulafat, but here it was mixed with
blood and mildew. It was invigorating to have his senses refreshed.

The only problem Dunkin had with prison was his cellmate. Avek'lis, a wiry-looking
lizard, shed his skin every two days. It wouldn't be so bothersome if he didn't
consume the old skin when he was finished. It made Dunkin rather sick.

The solution came a few nights later when a deep voice wormed into
Dunkin's mind as he was trying to sleep.

You are needed.

Short and simple. Dunkin appreciated Erebus' brevity. “What do you want
me to do?”

We must recover the fragment at Equinox. Wards have been set up to
prevent me and my Avowed from entering unnoticed. You must find a way to contact
the elf girl and retrieve it.

Dunkin snorted. “I guess Linkin didn't prove as worthwhile as you hoped.”

He has his uses, but for this I need someone with more dirt under his
nails.

“And blood.”

If it comes to that.

“Of course, my lord.” Dunkin was careful not to forget his graces. “Is
there a deadline?”

Escape. I will mark your path.

Erebus' presence faded suddenly. The prison had wards of its own and
perhaps the god of darkness sensed one about to go off. No matter. Dunkin had
all he needed.

“Would you pleassssse be quiet?” Avek'lis
hissed from his bunk.

Dunkin cracked his knuckles. “Yeah, sure. Just one more thing I want to
do before you doze off.”

***

Marik had
spent weeks carving the ivory hilt of his sword. It was the figure of a woman
in a flowing dress, one hand on her hip and the other playing with her hair.
Beautiful Carmin. This was the only way he would ever hold her again.

The alarm sounded and Marik threw his carving supplies back in his foot
locker. He would have to smooth the edges. He sheathed the sword but kept his
hand on the hilt as he ran. Carmin's rough elbow dug into his palm which served
as a reminder that she was there.

There was no one else in the corridor. He looked around for help. The
alarms went off all the time and many of the other guards were lazy about
responding to them, because most often it was a simple case of one prisoner
dumping the chamber-pot on the head of another. Yet even petty squabbles could
turn violent and he didn't want to be alone because if it came to blows he
didn't want to ruin the hilt of his sword before he was able to finish it.

Luckily Grobin and Dhilik turned into the hallway, with the dwarf
waddling forward on his stumpy legs and the beast-man bounding ahead on all
fours. Marik picked up speed as the first guard on scene was the one to take
charge, and if there was a chamber-pot clean-up he certainly wanted to be the
one delegating. Unfortunately, Dhilik, the beast-man, proved too fast and Marik
arrived second followed by Grobin's phlegmatic breathing. When Marik saw Dunkin
in the cell, and no Avek’lis, he was glad he hadn't arrived first. Dhilik
looked around while the dwarf Dunkin leaned forward against the bars.

“Where did your friend go?” Dhilik growled.

Dunkin shrugged. “He's right there.” The dwarf gestured under one of the
bunks. Sure enough a hand was sticking out.

“Come on! Get out of there!” Dhilik pulled a key ring from his waist. “If
I have to come in you're going to spend the weekend washing every chamber-pot
in every cell!”

There was no response. Marik held his sword at the ready. Dhilik growled
and unlocked the gate. Ignoring Dunkin, he yanked the hand from under the bed,
and jumped back when he saw it wasn't attached to anything. There was no blood
so Marik thought it might be a fake, but he did recall that some lizard folk
could cauterize their own wounds. Caudal autotomy, it was called.

Dhilik dove to the floor and started pulling other body parts from under
the bed. An arm. A piece of a tail. A foot. He leaped up to face Dunkin and
bared his claws. “Get him!”

Dunkin calmly turned to Marik and Grobin. “I'm afraid we have to stick
together, don't we, Brother?” he smirked.

Grobin turned red. “I'm not your brother!” he spat. “Traitorous pig! No
honorable dwarf would band with the likes of you!”

“I would,” said Marik, and he drove the point of his sword through
Grobin's neck. Dhilik saw and howled for help, but Dunkin seized him. The
beast-man fought bravely, though only briefly. He twisted, clawed, bounded, and
bit, but in the end he was no match for the unnatural strength Erebus had
granted Dunkin. The snap of Dhilik's neck made Marik's stomach churn. How
unpleasant. He was all the more certain he had chosen the correct side in the
coming war.

***

“The funny thing
is that on Halloween many humans are dressing up to look like you – elves and
demons and the like – and here we are trying to dress you up to look like
them.” Denzig dug his claw into a container of black goop. “Hold still, Kyla, I
need to sharpen your eyebrows a bit.”

“Why do we need costumes? We already look like humans in costume!” Kyla
pointed at Saul's goat legs.

Denzig sneezed a puff of flame that made Aspen jump. “Pardon. Yes, but
you look too real. It's really going to stir up trouble if anyone examines your
ears too closely, for example. So I need to make them look like prosthetics.”
As he said this he pulled out a container of wax, dipped a claw in, and smeared
lines on Kyla's ears. “Makes it look like you stuck the points on there.”

“You said they wouldn't believe it anyway! I mean, you walk around with
scales and a tail.”

“I've spent decades among humans and have slowly built an identity. This
is your first unsupervised run. You're also new to town and more subject to
scrutiny. There, it's done.”

“This is it?” Kyla found her costume a little disappointing. Denzig said
it was some sort of space-person and very popular in the human world, but it
was simply a blue shirt with some sort of badge over the left breast, black
pants, and a belt with some decorative gadgets.

She grabbed the hand mirror from the table. “I feel like I'm dressed up
like a confused version of myself! Can't I be something else?”

Denzig sighed. “A Vulcan is basically a human with pointy ears. It's an
obvious costume for an elf.”

“The fact that it's obvious is what makes it not fun,” Kyla grumbled.

“They'll love it. Now, who's next?”

Aspen clapped as she bounced up and down. “Me!”

Denzig felt Aspen didn't need a costume. She was already partially decked
in bark and flowers, and with her red-brown skin and green hair she could
simply tell people she was a dryad. Aspen was so distraught at not being able
to dress up, Denzig finally relented and gave her a pirate costume. This
involved an eye patch, a plastic hook to go over her hand, a fake moustache,
and some poofy clothes.

“You didn't make her go obvious!” Kyla complained.

Eunoe got a body suit of a tiger, so that her face was showing in the
tiger's mouth. It had soft over-sized paws and a tail. It was adorable.

Saul's costume was odd, as Saul had so many parts that needed to be hid.
In the end he got a very colorful outfit consisting of baggy pants, large
shoes, a hat, dark glasses, and a lot of jewelry. Kyla was never clear what he
was supposed to be, but the yellow and blue color scheme really drew the eye.

Aura wanted to go to Whitehall as it would annoy her father, but nearly
refused when she learned they would be wearing costumes. Kyla convinced her to
come by telling her she could just remain invisible instead. However, when Aura
saw the costume Denzig had bought for her, she changed her mind. Denzig had
determined that Aura would need to be covered completely, in case she started
to turn translucent or needed to restrict her flow of wind. So like Eunoe she
got a body suit, but hers didn't open in the face. Rather it fit tightly over
her full body. Kyla couldn't even see her eyes but Aura said she could see out
just fine. The costume was black with a white skeleton printed on it, so in the
dark it should look rather like a skeleton walking around.

“I've always wondered what it would be like to have bones!” Aura laughed.
“It must feel like you're all wrapped around a bundle of sticks!”

Kyla had never heard Aura laugh. This seemed an odd situation for it.

The final costume was for Lili. Denzig decided that in her case he didn't
need to hide her horns; a demoness was already a plausible costume for a human.
He simply put a ring of putty around the base of each to make them appear to be
glued on, and gave her a black outfit covered in metal studs.

“I have my own studded clothing at home. Way nicer, too.” Lili wanted
Saul to fetch it for her, but Denzig insisted they needed to head out so after
a few more grumbles she consented to wear what she had been given.

“If my father saw this he'd kill me,” Aura said as Kyla zipped up her
body suit. “I'm not supposed to let humans see me.” She looked proud to be
defying her father, but it was another part of the comment that grabbed Kyla's
attention.

“Hey Denzig! You said we were allowed to do this! Aura said we're not
supposed to!”

“I said I'm not supposed to,” Aura corrected. “Well, the law
applies to everyone in Aeolis. But we aren't in Aeolis, are we? I wonder if
father will see fit to throw me in prison with commoners.”

Denzig pulled a whip out of a chest and gave it to Lili who was suddenly
more pleased with her costume. “I'm not bound by the laws of Aeolis. And it
surely doesn't hurt to consort with our most intelligent creations.”

“Our most intelligent creations? It was elves who invented them,
not dragons!”

“Yes, well, you know what I mean.”

“Father despises humans,” Aura said. “It's hurricane season right now.
He's working up a frenzy for them.”

“I've never seen a human!” Aspen was fiddling with her eye patch. “They
do have odd stylish choices. I can't imagine why you'd want to cover your eye!”

Saul piped in as he always did when useless information was to be given.
“That's not a human invention. It's a sailor invention. It keeps one eye
accustomed to the dark in case you need to go to the lower deck of the ship.”

“I knew a dwarf who wore one because his eye had a parasitic worm in it,”
Denzig added.  “Kept it hidden. Frightful sight.”

***

When it was
all done Kyla led the group down the mountain. Denzig had given her a map to
help her find the proper house. She gave a stern warning to her friends not to
walk on the road, as human vehicles sped at an uncomfortable speed.

“They aren't that fast,” Aura commented as one zipped by. “I can fly
faster than that.”

“Yes, but you aren't made of metal and liable to kill anyone that steps
in front of you.”

Aspen became excited when she thought she saw a roc flying overhead. Aura
informed her that was another human vehicle which flew high in the air; these
were often encountered by the air spirits, who didn't care for them because of
the noise. Some of the grumpier air spirits would torment them by shaking the
vehicle while it was in flight, and a few malevolent djinns had even been known
to blast them out of the sky. This was illegal, as it killed the humans on
board, though it was a law that was seldom enforced. This revelation deflated
Aspen's spirits as she had seen many such vehicles fly over Arkwood and had
always supposed they were giant birds.

“What are these for?” Aspen asked, putting her hand on a tall wooden pole
stuck in the ground. There was a series of them tied together alongside the
road. Kyla had seen them on her first trip with Denzig but hadn't thought to
ask about them.

Aura lifted off the ground slightly and drifted back to the ground. “I
can't fly in this costume,” she said. “Air can't get out fast enough. However,
I've flown by those before. They are strung about everywhere. I've never
thought to have a closer look, but I sense lightning in the ropes that bind
them together.”

Aspen gave a frightened gasp and quickly took her hand off the pole.

“You've seen a lot of humans, right, Aura?” Kyla asked. “I mean, you fly around everywhere. Have you ever met one?”

“I've seen them but it is forbidden for us to interact with them. I have
flown over many of their cities as well. Some are very large and their
buildings very tall. I have seen Whitehall as well, I think, though I'm not
sure. I don't learn the names of the towns as I pass through. But there are no
large cities around here.”

It was large enough for Kyla, as Whitehall was many times larger than
Aspengrove. Then again, Aspengrove was very small, even by elf standards.

They arrived at Whitehall just after dark, as Denzig had recommended. The
town looked very different at night. There were more tall
poles here, some with lights on them that grew brighter as the evening grew
darker. Many young ones walked about in groups, dressed in a variety of
costumes. Aspen endlessly clapped and pointed in delight. Even Aura noted one
or two that she found interesting, which were the more monstrous designs,
whereas Aspen was more impressed with costumes of animals. The smaller children
were accompanied by adults, though there were bands of adolescents. They all
carried bags and roamed from door to door and when they knocked the door would
open, and the children would shout something that sounded like 'Tricker tree!'
and hold up their bags. The people in the house would drop something into the
bags, and the band would move to the next door.

“Is that what we're going to be doing?” Eunoe asked. “It seems like it's
mostly children.”

“I don't know.” Kyla looked at her map. It wasn't her idea of a party,
but at least the children were having fun.

A stout stuffed bear walked into Kyla, making her drop the map. “Pardon!”
the bear muttered. It reached down, struggled to pick up the paper with its
great padded paws, and handed it back to Kyla.

“Thank you!” she smiled. The bear simply nodded and crossed the road.

The most interesting part of the journey was the decorations. Many of the
houses had pumpkins near the front door with scary faces carved in the sides
and lit with candles. Aura and Kyla both liked these, though Aspen was leery of
the flames. She was also leery of Lili who kept sparking fire with her fingers.
When Lili saw how nervous this made Aspen she only sneered.

One house in particular was wonderfully decorated. There were gravestones
on the grass and a bubbling cauldron by the door. There was a tree in the front
yard with a man hanging by his neck. Aspen squealed and she and Eunoe ran over
to hoist him up so he could breathe, only to discover he was stuffed with
straw. Eunoe laughed at this, though Aspen needed a minute to catch her breath.
Kyla thought Lili would find the hanging straw man amusing but she only gave a
condescending scoff. “Where I come from, we use real bodies to
decorate.”

***

Kyle's house
was easy to spot once they located the street. There was a group of people
walking up to the door. They pushed a button next to the door and it opened and
they went inside. There was a number next to the door which Kyla verified using
the notes Denzig gave her and they walked up the small flight of stairs. Kyla
was nervous but excited. She pressed the button.

Bing-bong.

Aspen clapped. Kyla smiled. She pressed it again.

Bing-bong.

“I love it!”

Bing-bong.

“I'm coming!” shouted an irritated voice from inside. The door whipped
open and a man with a cape and fangs opened the door. He looked the girls over before
speaking.

“Oh! Hi. I didn't think you were going to make it. Kyla, right?”

“Oh, Kyle! I didn't recognize you in your costume. Yeah. I brought some
friends. Hope that's okay?”

“Of course. Come on in! There's some drinks and snacks.” He looked back
at the others. “I'm Kyle.”

“Oh...right. Names. Well, that's Saul, Lili, Eunoe, Aspen, Aura.”

Kyle looked at Eunoe with some interest. Kyla frowned. Even with most of
her covered she still got all the attention. “Eunoe. Pretty name. Never heard
it before.” He looked over at Lili who was sparking flames from her hands which
made Kyle as nervous as it did Aspen. “Cool costume but please don't light
those in the house. My dad's Sheriff and that doesn't look legal.”

The party was small. Three young men sat on a sofa with small boxes in
their hands. The boxes had tails or vines connected to a larger box against the
wall. The larger box bore an image of monsters, loud noises, eerie music, and
blood. Kyla didn't care for it, though the boys were transfixed. She peered at
it carefully, trying to determine if this was a portal with monsters trying to
crawl out, a box with monsters crammed inside, or simply a moving picture.
Judging by the laughter and commentary from the boys she assumed the latter.

Kyla walked behind the sofa, so as not to obstruct the boys' view of the
terrible scene. She noted the scent of moonflowers as she crossed the room,
though there were none to be seen. Against the far wall was a girl with long
black hair wearing a black dress which hugged her body. It was embroidered and
beautiful but looked more like an evening gown than a costume. She looked at
Kyla with an unreadable stare.

“Eunoe! Look!” Aspen slapped Eunoe on the shoulder and pointed to a
picture on the wall next to the girl. It was a pair of tigers sitting in the
snow. Only these tigers were white.

“They're beautiful!” Eunoe walked up and peered at the picture with no
acknowledgment of the girl standing next to it.

Eunoe jumped as Kyle approached from behind. “That's a white Bengal
tiger. You've never seen one before?”

“No, I didn't know anyone made them in this color!”

Kyle laughed. “Yup, they decided it was this or pink!”

Kyla raised an eyebrow. She had been under the impression humans didn't
know how to design animals. They had made a wise decision in choosing white
over pink.

“I might make one myself one of these days,” Eunoe said as she stroked
the picture with a massive padded paw.

“Good luck with that.”

The bing-bong sounded and Kyle opened the door to let in several
more people, including the bear Kyla had bumped into on the street. He saw her
and waved but when she approached him to say hello he backed away. As soon as
the new crowd entered, shouting and slapping the raised hands of the boys on
the couch, the moving picture froze in place and Kyle brought out some colored
cylinders. One of the new boys pulled the top of one which released a hissing
sound and must have contained some beverage as he started drinking from it.

Kyla, finding herself standing alone, and with Eunoe fawning over the
picture of the white tiger, sought Aspen or Aura for company. Aspen had
wandered into the next room, which was connected by an open archway, and was
opening and closing a large metal box.

“Whatcha doin'?” Kyla asked as she walked up behind Aspen.

Aspen jumped. “Oh! Hi, Kyla. Look, it has a light in it! But when you
close the door the light turns off by itself! If you hold it until it's almost
closed it gets dark in there.” Aspen suddenly whipped the door open. “Then
look! It's on!”

“It's also cold,” Kyla noted. “Good idea for storing food. Maybe we can
get one for my mom and dad.”

“Never seen a fridge before?” Two boys were standing in the archway. They
must have just come in as Kyla hadn't seen them in the other room. They were
apparently dressed as paupers, as their clothing was ripped and wrinkled, and
their hair unkempt.

One of the boys looked at Aspen. “I'm Mike. This is Doug. Kyle says
you're a friend of his?”

Aspen shook her head. “No. I just met him.”

“She's with me.” Kyla extended her arm, and to her surprise the boy
grabbed her hand and shook it up and down. That must be the human manner of
greeting.

“Oh! Oh. So you know the girl looking at the tiger picture?”

Kyla's heart sank. “Yes. What about it?”

“Could you introduce us? We tried talking to her but she didn't hear us.”

“She was ignoring you,” Kyla muttered as she walked up to Eunoe. “You've
got some fans in the kitchen.”

Eunoe's eyes didn't break from the picture. “Yeah. Great. I think I could
make something like this.”

“Eunoe!” Aspen said in sing-song. “We've got some new friends. Please
help me talk to them.”

Eunoe sighed.

So did Kyla. “I'll go keep Aura company.”

Aura was grabbing on to a table next to the sofa, and Kyla could see she
was starting to lift off the ground.

“Aura!” Kyla hissed. “No flying!”

“I can't help it. I'm becoming entirely uncomfortable. Help me out of
this costume. I'd like to go home.” With that a hole burst through the fabric
at Aura's left ankle. A blast shot through and she started to rotate with her
feet in the air. Kyla rushed over and grabbed her by the waist, pulling her to
the ground, and looked around frantically. Luckily no one else noticed. Then
another hole burst from her stomach and the two girls drifted into the wall at
the back of the room. This time someone did see. The person in the bear
costume stood at the hallway entrance staring at them.

“Oh, crab-apples,” Kyla muttered.
















Chapter
Sixteen  


Fear and Loathing  
“Up the
stairs, first door on the left.” Kyle barely looked at Kyla and Aura as he
gestured toward the bathroom. He, along with most of the others in the room,
had become entranced by the goings-on of the moving picture box, which Kyla now
understood to be some sort of terrible game. She thought this was poor hosting
on Kyle's part, yet she was considerably more concerned with Aura who wanted to
dissipate through the holes in her costume and fly home. At present Kyla was
holding her to the ground so she wouldn't drift around the room.

“Just come upstairs!” Kyla hissed in her ear. “That bear is staring at
us. I just want you to get out of sight first!”

Getting up the stairs was a struggle, even with Aura's cooperation, as
she was becoming more agitated, and the more upset she became, the stronger the
winds emanated from her body. Parts of her outfit were starting to balloon, and
others sent blasts of air through holes that shot papers and trash across the
floor. With some effort Kyla pushed Aura through the bathroom door and shut it.
Aura immediately diffused out the holes in her costume and reformed as the
fabric settled to the ground. She was nearly transparent and the winds from her
body sent the costume sweeping in circles on the floor.

“It was so tight in there!” Aura complained. “Like being in a box. I
don't think I could manage being a groundling! Solid clothing is so
restrictive!”

“Yeah, but if we don't wear it we gotta deal with ticks and nettles.”
Kyla had experience with both. “You gonna go home? Or maybe you could just turn
invisible and hang out?”

“I need fresh air. I'm going to fly around outside for a bit. See you
later.”

Kyla heard a rush as Aura flew under the door. She picked up the skeleton
costume, considered trying it on, and finally folded it up with a sigh and tied
it around her waist. Now, at least, she was free to rejoin the party and absorb
some human culture.

Except there was somebody in the hallway.

The bear stood at the top of the stairs, watching her as she stepped out
of the bathroom. It waved but said nothing.

“Hi!” Kyla forced a smile. She didn't like forced smiles and felt her own
was recognizably insincere, but she was afraid the person in the costume had
seen too much. He had, at least, seen fit to come upstairs to investigate.

Kyla didn't want to draw attention to it. “So... I remember you from the
street. Outside. You picked up my map for me. That was you, right?”

The bear nodded but said nothing.

“Yeah. Thanks for that. So are you a friend of Kyle's?” Kyla judged by
the bear's height it must be a child inside that costume, and so reconsidered.
“Little brother, maybe?”

The bear nodded again. It gestured for her to follow and started down the
stairs. Kyla hesitated but it turned around and waved her to follow again.

“Yeah, I'm coming down. Came here to party! Just had to help my friend
with her costume.”

Kyla froze for a second. Aura was gone and she had no explanation.
Luckily, the bear either didn't notice or didn't care. It led her downstairs
behind the couch where something very amazing must have been happening in the
game as everyone was shouting and cheering. Eunoe and Aspen were still talking
to Kyle's friends in the kitchen. Eunoe saw Kyla and gave a frantic wave for
her to join them. Likely she needed rescue from a dreary conversation. Kyla
stepped toward the kitchen but the bear beckoned her to follow down the
hallway. She gestured a silent apology to Eunoe and followed the bear. Where
was he leading her? He had seen her and Aura in the back of the room. Perhaps
he wanted to ask about that privately. But why not do so upstairs?

The bear led her through a rear door and into a yard. It was dark, with
only a little light emanating from the kitchen window. She could see Eunoe
through it, trying to look engaged in her conversation. Aspen, on the other hand,
was smiling and laughing.

The bear led Kyla to a small building at the far side of the back yard.
He creaked the door open and motioned for her to come inside. Kyla stopped.
Something was wrong. Where was he taking her?

“Uh...I'm just going to let Kyle know where I am, ok?”

The bear shook his head frantically and pointed into the shed.

“How old are you?” Kyla asked. He held up seven fingers.

“And you're Kyle's brother?”

He nodded.

“Fine, but I can't see anything in there. You go first.”

He nodded again and stepped into the small building. At first she thought
it might be a child's play house, but she could see in the dim light that the
walls and shelves were lined with shovels, hammers, and other tools, many of
which she didn't recognize. Human inventions. A strange place for a child.

“I guess you're wondering about what you saw in the house. With my
friend, you know. I guess it looked like she was floating around. She wasn't,
you see. It's just a trick.”

The bear looked at her for a second before speaking. His voice was deep
and gruff, for a child.

“I want my stone.”

Dunkin. Kyla opened her mouth in a soundless scream as he grabbed her
throat and pushed her against the far wall, pinning her with his body.

“Where is it?” he growled.

“I don't know!” Kyla squeaked. The dwarf's grip tightened.

“You gave it to Elial Ciana. What did he do with it?”

She could no longer speak but shook her head. The dwarf squeezed harder,
and her eyes felt like they were going to pop.

“You're going to get me that stone. I know where you live. I know where
your family lives. I know where your friends live. If you don't want people to
start disappearing, you need to get me that stone. So start thinking. He must
have told you something. Did he keep it? Did he give it away?” He released his
grip to let her speak.

Kyla shook her head frantically. “I don't know!” she finally sobbed.

Dunkin squeezed tighter. “Then I guess I have no reason to keep you
alive.”

Her eyes darted about for something she could use to hit him, but he
noticed this and was able to grip both her wrists together in his one free
hand. He was amazingly strong. She kicked him to no avail, and just as she was
about to give up her struggle she had a flash of inspiration. On the top of a
shelf over Dunkin's head was a large object. She couldn't see what it was in
the dark, but it had a cord that dangled to the floor. She kicked at it to try
and pull the object down on Dunkin's head, but she couldn't get her foot
wrapped around it, so she kicked off her shoe, grabbed the cord with her toes,
and pulled. The object moved but didn't fall so she tried again. This time she
yanked hard and the object fell onto the dwarf's head with a clang, which was
followed by a yelp. He let go of Kyla and clutched his head. He recovered
quickly but Kyla was already scampering across the yard to the house. As she
grabbed the door knob he yanked her back by the waist of her pants and tossed
her to the grass, stepping between her and the door. She managed a cry for help
which was cut short as he tried to stomp on her. She rolled to the side and
ran. There was a tall wooden fence along the side of the yard. Kyla, being
light and accustomed to climbing trees, easily scaled it with the dwarf in
pursuit. The dwarf struggled to heave himself up, so Kyla stopped to look
around the yard in which she now found herself. It was darker even than Kyle's,
as the lights in the house were off, and Kyla couldn't see where the gate might
be. This pause cost her valuable seconds as Dunkin burst through the wooden
fence and lunged at her.

There was a space between the side of the house and the fence. It led to
the street. A streetlight shone there and Kyla hoped if she got into the light
someone would see her and come to her aid. Dunkin anticipated her move and
angled to cut her off, forcing her to run to the other side of the yard. She
scurried over the back fence and found herself in a dark lane that stank of
garbage. She turned again toward Kyle's house but again Dunkin cut her off,
bursting through the fence and snorting like an angry bull. She turned and ran.

She gasped for breath and caressed her throat, which still hurt. She had
a strange energy brought by the fear which carried her faster than she had ever
run. She tried to call for help but her throat was swollen and she couldn't get
much volume. She darted around a corner and saw a house bordered by junipers.
Looking back, she couldn't see Dunkin but heard the thud of his footsteps. She
crawled on her stomach into the junipers, which scraped at her skin. Now that
she wanted to be silent she found she could not. She had to work to breathe,
and each time she inhaled it sounded to her as loud as a scream. Dunkin's
footsteps trotted past but then stopped and slowly reversed. Then he was
silent.

“I know you're around here somewhere,” he growled. Kyla forced her lips
together to keep her heavy breaths from bursting out her mouth.

The footsteps moved slowly to the other side of the lane. “Linkin told
you we needed that stone,” the dwarf muttered. “You wouldn't be in this
position if you had listened. Now I have to get my hands dirty.”

There was a sound of clanging metal. Kyla peered past the roots of the
junipers to see but couldn't tell exactly where Dunkin was or what he was doing.

“I won't be able to let you live, of course. You must know that. But
there's no reason your friends and family need to get involved. If you tell me
where the stone is, of course.” There was a shuffle of gravel. “I'll make it a
clean kill, and the people you love will keep on living. Long as you come out
and tell me what you know.”

Kyla didn't believe him. She didn't think she'd have the courage to
confront him if she did. She had never been so terrified. The burst of energy
that had carried her here was already wearing off and her body was starting to
shake.

“I guess you want to make this hard, then. Fine. I know you're here. Your
elf stench is burning my nostrils. It's only a matter of time.”

The faint outline of Dunkin's boots slowly trod in front of her face. Her
mind searched in vain for an idea, an escape, but her brain had vacated and
left her body drained.

A yelp burst from her lips as something gripped tightly around her left
ankle and dragged her back out through the junipers.

“Thought you could hide from me, huh?” Dunkin pinned Kyla to the ground
with a knee just below her neck. His breath stank. Kyla squirmed but the
powerful dwarf kept her pinned. She tried to scream, to force the last bit of
air from her lungs, but a mighty hand clamped over her mouth. The other, she
could see in the dim light, picked up a large rock. Kyla clenched her eyes shut
and waited for the blow.

There was a wind, sudden and strong. It wasn't enough to move the dwarf
but Kyla could feel the rush of dirt over her face and judging by the dwarf's
foul exclamation he must have gotten some in his eyes.

“Kyla!” came Aura's voice. Is was barely audible yet urgent and piercing,
rushing past with the wind. The wind circled, and swept back again, yet the
dwarf didn't loosen his grip. Kyla opened her eyes to see Aura coalesce a few
feet away, hovering in the air. The dwarf growled.

“Leave me be, Spirit, lest you wish to join the elf in her grave!”

Aura turned more opaque, and the wind circling her whipped into a frenzy
as she spoke in an airy yet thunderous tone. “I am Aura, Daughter of the Air,
ninth child of Duke Ukko. My family has long borne the duty of carrying the
winds and clouds, from the freezing mistrals of the north to the heavy rains of
the tropical monsoons. We are wind, we are storm, we are thunder, we are
rain.  We are the hot winds that dry the desert sands, yet we are also the
gentle breeze that soothes the farmer’s brow. We carry both life and death, for
without air the living would not bear breath, yet our terrible storms bring
death on their wings. Flee, dwarf, or meet my fury.”

Dunkin snorted. “Air can't harm me, spirit. You flee. I am
stronger than the wind, the rain, and all your storms.”

Aura remained expressionless. “Prepare to run, Kyla.”

Kyla expected clouds to form and lightning to blast the dwarf, or a great
wind to carry him off. She braced herself for Aura's strike. She had seen Aura
turn the world on its axis and didn't doubt her strength.

But the winds started to settle, and no thunder came. Aura stared at
Dunkin with an eerie calm, and Kyla sensed the dwarf was having second
thoughts. He didn't fear strength. Strength, however, was not the weapon of
Aura's choosing. The Daughter of the Air dissipated into a breeze, and though
Kyla couldn't see it, she could hear the dwarf gasp and choke as he dropped the
stone and rolled onto the gravel clutching his chest. Even in the dark Kyla
could see it swelling to a painful size. He started pounding his breast.

“Out, Spirit!” he gasped weakly. Aura had gone in through his mouth and
was inflating him from the inside.

“Go!” came Aura's airy whisper. “He is too strong for me to stop, but I
can slow him down.”

Kyla paused. “What about you?”

“He can't hurt me. Go!”

Kyla ran. She feared for Aura but shamefully feared more for herself.
Aura could turn invisible and fly away if she needed. There was nothing Kyla
could do to help. She ran, turning every corner to lose Dunkin in case he got
away. Her heart pounded. She shouted for help but didn't wait for it. She tried
to find Kyle's house but couldn't remember the way back. She headed for one of
the lit streets. There was a group of children dressed as monsters, which she
avoided because now she wasn't sure if they were children or true monsters. She
saw a small grove of trees by a pond. A trail ran through it. It was poorly lit
but she felt more comfortable in the dark trees than among the human buildings.
She ran into the park and climbed under a bush by the pond, curled into a ball,
and cried.
















Chapter
Seventeen  


Lost and Found  
Aspen needed a
moment to decide if she could stop being frightened. The fire had been
terrifying, and then a noisy red vehicle had come and men in funny hats had
extinguished the flames. Now these human guards – or 'officers', as they called
themselves – had pushed everyone into different vehicles and taken them here.
Aspen and Eunoe had nearly been separated, but Aspen had latched onto her so
tightly the officers finally shoved them into the same vehicle.

Lili had put up a struggle and was currently wearing a set of manacles.
She had been drenched every time she started a flame, and when she got
physically violent she had been sprayed in the face with something that made
her rage and scream. She was guarded by two men and shouting at Sheriff
Withers, who was Kyle's father and the owner of the home Lili had ignited. Lili
claimed the fire had been an accident. Aspen wasn't so sure.

“Just give me the device,” Sheriff Withers asked in a commanding tone.

“What device?” Lili shrieked.

“Whatever you're using to start those fires.”

A confused officer was examining Lili's arms. He looked at Sheriff
Withers and shrugged. “She must have ditched it.”

“She started a fire in my car,” Sheriff Withers growled. “Send
someone to search the route to my house. She might have tossed it out the
window.”

As Lili struggled, Saul appeared relaxed and was chatting with a human
man with large spiked hair. He had ropes leading from a tiny box to his ears.
Aspen couldn't hear the conversation but the human smirked and put one of the
ropes into Saul's ear. Saul got a stunned look on his face, which broke into a
smile.

“This is the best thing I have ever heard in my life!” he grinned. Aspen
was curious, but still a little frightened to move lest she draw attention to
herself from one of the officers.

Lili was hauled through a door on the opposite side of the room, though
Saul was too preoccupied with the rope in his ear to notice. Aspen sighed. What
a horrible relationship those two had.

Eunoe squirmed. “I haven't seen Kyla. Or Aura.”

Aspen hadn't either. “Aura probably left. Maybe Kyla's still in the
house?”

“I doubt it. The guys with the helmets searched the place during the
fire.”

“I don't think she'd have left without us. We need to look for her.”

“They aren't going to just let us go.”

Sheriff Withers returned from the back room, followed by screams from
Lili. He looked in turn at Saul, Eunoe, and Aspen. “Who's next?”

Eunoe stood. “Excuse me, Sir? Sheriff Withers? May I go next?”

He looked annoyed that Saul wasn't paying attention. “Sure!” he finally
said. “Why wouldn't you want to go next? Have a seat.”

Eunoe approached his desk and sat down.

“Just her!” Sheriff Withers shouted at Aspen, who apologized and returned
to her seat.

“Name?” Sheriff Withers demanded.

“Eunoe.”

“Last name?”

Eunoe paused. Aspen worried. Nymphs didn't have last names, but it seemed
expected of humans. “Mnemosyne,” Eunoe finally said.

Sheriff Withers sighed and looked up. “How do you spell that?”

Aspen watched as the Sheriff's expression relaxed. Eunoe had captured his
gaze.

“The fire was an accident,” she said. “My friend – er, acquaintance – is
rather ill and careless. We will be happy to pay for any damages she has
caused.”

“I have insurance,” Sheriff Withers grumbled, though his eyes were still
locked and his tone much more amicable. “And the fire didn't do too much
damage. Mostly just the carpet and couch. We're more concerned about her
violent temper than the fire”

“Of course. What will you do with her?”

“Psychiatric evaluation. Does she have any mental health issues that
you're aware of? Is she using any drugs?”

“I think she might be evil.”

“Why were you together tonight? Who did you know at the party?”

“Kyle and I have a mutual friend. I came with her.”

“Right. Kyla, was it? Do you know where she went?”

Eunoe had a hint of worry on her face. “No.”

Another officer walked in the room, dragging a young man covered in blood
and dressed as a corpse. Eunoe turned to look but this broke her gaze with the
Sheriff, who was now looking back down at his sheet and writing. He looked
gruff again.

“Now what was your last name again?” he asked. “Do you have any ID on
you?”

“Mnemosyne. And no.”

Aspen didn't know what he meant by ID, and doubted Eunoe knew either.
This interrogation was going to be dreadful, but Aspen was sure Eunoe could
manage. She always did.

Aspen's attention was drawn away as a female officer walked by. She wore
a belt filled with interesting gadgets. Aspen reached out to touch one, but
this just earned her a slap on the hand and a reprimand. She clasped her hands
in her lap.

One of the desks had a small statue of a person with a very large head.
As the desk jostled, the head would bob and shake. This kept Aspen's attention
for some time, until she caught a flashing light in the background. There was a
small box with a window in the next room. One of the officers put something in
the box. There were some beeps, and a short wait, and the officer removed the
item and ate it. The food looked the same before and after it went into the
box, so Aspen couldn't guess what the box was doing. Perhaps it was some sort
of ritual.

Aspen's attention went back to Eunoe. The interview was taking a long
time. Sheriff Withers kept asking personal information and she was struggling
to come up with answers. When she did come up with something he couldn't
proceed without writing it down, which he couldn't do unless Eunoe broke her
gaze, which in turn made her lose control of him. So what should have been a
few simple personal questions turned into an hour of Sheriff Withers trying to
glean her identity and Eunoe trying to figure out how to give him one without
drawing suspicion.

In the end, Eunoe was named Eunoe Mnemosyne, she was forty-five years old
(a believable number to humans, it turned out, though this surprised the
Sheriff), lived at 36 Forestry Road in Arkwood, and had no other family.

The real hang-up was the phone number. Eunoe told him it was 6. He didn't
take well to this. It turned out phone numbers consisted of a set amount of
digits, and Eunoe was unable to ascertain how many were required. Sheriff
Withers did not suspect her of lying; rather, this information was so common
among humans he couldn't believe she wouldn't know anything about phone
numbers. Therefore, he started to think she was toying with him, and this
unraveled Eunoe's entire story, including her 'ridiculous name'. In the end, to
avoid getting manacled and hauled back to wherever they were keeping Lili,
Eunoe had to lock his gaze for half an hour, engage in idle chit-chat, and
gesture to Aspen for help. All Aspen could think to do was hope for a miracle.

The miracle came in the form of a tall, scaly-skinned and amusingly
draconic man in a long coat and hat. It took Aspen a moment to realize it was
Denzig in disguise. Eunoe didn't see him until he stepped up beside her.

“Sheriff Withers?” Denzig extended his hand in greeting.

“Oh, Denny!” The Sheriff stood and shook Denzig's hand. Eunoe looked
relieved. “I'm sorry, Denny, I've been locked up all evening with these
hooligans. How can I help you?”

“My niece – a friend of these hooligans – has gone missing. I thought she
might be here, as they were at the party together.”

“Oh, I'm sorry, Denny, I didn't realize these were friends of your niece!
There were two girls with them that were never located. We believe they may
have stepped out before the fire. Should we send someone to look for them?
Which one is your niece, anyway?”

“Fire?” Denzig paused. “Kyla. And no. They may have headed to my place.
I'll check there before raising any alarms.”

“I hate to say it but your niece's friends here are giving me an ulcer.
The one who started the fire assaulted an officer and gave us no end of
trouble. She's in a holding cell now. And this one's been lying to me about her
personal information all evening.”

“Ah! The whole lot of them are—what would you say—transient. Oh, I've
tried to clean them up and find them some friends, but they've been having
trouble integrating. I'm sorry for all the trouble, Sheriff. I shall pay for
any damages and take them all off your hands. Trust me, I will see to it they
cause no more problems.”

The Sheriff looked uneasy. “I don't think I can just let them go. The one
in holding is violent. She needs help.”

Denzig nodded. “Yes. I've booked a room for her at Triple Pines Rehab.
This'll be her third stint, I'm afraid. I've also set up a psychiatric
evaluation in the morning. I hope that isn't stepping on your toes. You can
call them, if you'd like.”

Sheriff Withers looked at Eunoe, Aspen, and Saul in turn and sighed.
“That won't be necessary, Denny. Take her. She needs a psychiatrist more than
she needs a cell, and maybe a proper bed will do her some good.”

“Quite true. I shall take care of it, Sheriff. I know the best
psychiatrist in the country, and you have a lot more important things to worry
about than a bunch of reckless teenagers. I apologize for any trouble they've
caused. If you need anything from me, just let me know.”

“Thanks, Denny. They're all yours. Robertson, let the wolf out of the
cage.”

***

Kyla awoke to
a hand on her shoulder. She let out a yelp and sat up to see a middle-aged elf
down on one knee and looking at her with a grin. Kyla looked around. She was in
a small park, and she could see by the surrounding buildings that she was still
in Whitehall. It was early morning and there were very few vehicles patrolling
the roads, and the only human in sight was a woman jogging by the park who
didn't spare the two elves more than a glance.

“You alright?” the elf said with a soft voice. He peered at Kyla’s neck
and caressed it with a finger. She grimaced at the pain and he quickly withdrew
his hand. She didn't recognize him but seeing another elf was somehow
comforting. He was finely dressed in well-made traveler's ware and made no
effort to cover his ears. She looked down. She was still in her costume, though
now it was dirty and torn. The events of last night came flooding back and her
eyes darted nervously in search of the dwarf.

“It's okay. No one's going to hurt you. Where are you from? I can tell
you certainly don't belong here,” the elf soothed her. “Someone's done
quite a number on you. It wasn't one of the humans, was it? Perhaps I can take
you home.”

Kyla stared at him. She was relieved to be safe but still too afraid to
trust someone she didn't know.

“I can see you're frightened. My name's Marik.” He extended his hand, and
Kyla clasped his wrist as a greeting but as she grabbed it he pulled her to her
feet. The sudden move caused her to jerk back and step away, her rear foot
landing in the shallow mud at the edge of a pond. Marik quickly held up his
empty hands in a non-threatening pose.

“You can't just sit around here all day. I need to get you to safety. If
some human finds you in your condition you're likely to be taken to a hospital
and that will cause all sorts of confusion. Damage Control will have to be
called in, and it will turn in to a real mess. Where is your home? I can see
you safely there.”

She looked the man up and down. He had a thin sword at his side. The hilt
was finely carved into the shape of an elf woman. Kyla was no warrior but that
didn't look comfortable to hold in a fight. She doubted he could hold off
Dunkin regardless. Still, traveling with him would be better than traveling
alone.

“I need to get to Denzig's cave.” Her voice was weak and broken, and her
throat still swollen and sore.

“Good to hear you can speak! I'm afraid I don't know any Denzig.”

“He's a dragon. He lives in that volcano.” Kyla pointed the way. Marik
twitched at the mention of a dragon. “He's a friendly dragon,” she assured him.

Marik looked unconvinced but nodded and forced a smile. “Well, let's get
going, shall we? How did you end up in a human town, of all places?”

It took several minutes for Kyla to open up, but after some gentle
prodding she told him about her visit to the star station, and Denzig, and the
Halloween party, and the dwarf, and how scared she was and how relieved she
felt that Marik had found her, and thank you so much for taking her back to
Denzig's cave. All this she said between sobs and tears.

It never occurred to her to ask Marik what he was doing here.

***

“This is quite
disturbing. Quite.” Denzig peered over the wall in the church yard, thinking
maybe she had found her way to the edge of town. “Has she said or done anything
that might indicate why this dwarf might be chasing her?”

Aura remained invisible and soared overhead to get a better vantage. “She
never mentioned anything to me.”

“There was a dwarf at the dance,” Aspen piped in. “I mean we saw her talk
to a dwarf on the way to the dance. I didn't like him.”

Eunoe looked perturbed. “We shouldn't have sent Saul back with Lili.”

After last night's scandal Lili had demanded to go back to Equinox, and
Saul had chosen to go with her to calm her down. Denzig vented a small stream
of flame out of his mouth. “I'm just happy to be done with the demoness. We
need to find Kyla. The dwarf could still be after her. I hate to say it but you
should have killed him, Aura.”

Aura floated to the ground and increased her opacity. “I couldn't. His
lungs are weak and vulnerable but his chest and diaphragm are strong. He
managed to push me back out. I have never seen that much strength in a meat
creature his size. And then a dark power enveloped him and whisked him away.”

“Dark power. Yes. This is important. Terribly important. I'd report it to
my boss if he weren't such a dimwitted numbskull. But I'll get the message to
someone. I'd like to find Kyla first, however. There are too many smells in
town to track her by scent. I could search from the air but I can't turn
invisible. In fact, I will draw a lot of attention. I think I can serve better
as Denny and ask questions around town. Aura, you stick to the air. Aspen and
Eunoe, take the west and the east.

“We can't split up!” Aspen blurted.

“We can't get too far apart,” Eunoe explained, “or she'll die.”

“Fine. Find your way to the Withers. Don't let them see you. Search
though the back alleys and look for signs. We need to hurry.”

It was a fruitless and disorganized search. Aspen and Eunoe found some
broken fences near the Withers' home, and Aura returned to the spot where she
had encountered the Kyla with the dwarf. They were unable to track Kyla's steps
any further. Denzig did run into Susan Montgomery at the coffee shop, and she
claimed to have seen a girl of Kyla's description in the park that morning with
a strange man.

“Let's get back to the cave,” Denzig said as he met back up with Eunoe,
Aura, and Aspen. “Susan's description of the man in the park didn't sound like
any dwarf, but you never know. She's not the most reliable source. If Kyla's
safe, she'll go back to my cave. If not—well, I may need to call in some
favors.”

When they arrived Denzig found two people waiting at his dinner table.
One was a tall elf male Denzig had never seen, and the other was Kyla, who was
shaking. Her neck was badly bruised and her clothing torn. Eunoe and Aspen ran
up first, looking her over and soothing her and completely ignoring the man
beside her. Denzig, once he was satisfied Kyla was safe, approached the man,
who smiled.

“Where did you find her?” Denzig asked. He rarely forgot to open with
pleasantries, but seldom had he been this concerned.

“She was sleeping in a park in town. Looks like she's had quite a rough
night. I was going to escort her home, and she mentioned you had a portal.”

“Thank you. Thank you very much, good sir.”

Aspen and Eunoe were still fawning over Kyla, looking at her cuts and
bruises. Her eyes looked raw from crying. She sniffed and looked up at Aura who
was circling near the roof of the cavern.

“Did he hurt you?” Kyla asked the air spirit. Denzig was touched. After
all this, her thought was for her friend.

“No. He could not. But he got away.”

Kyla nodded and turned to the elf man. “Thank you, Marik. I can go back
with my friends.”

“I said I would see you safely home and I shall!” he insisted. “A portal
to Equinox would shave a great deal of time off my journey anyway.”

Denzig shot a flame from his nostril. “It was quite fortunate you found
her. What were you doing in Whitehall, anyway? I very seldom see any non-human
folk around.”

“I'm on my way to see a friend. I was passing by town yesterday and saw
all the decorations and lights and thought I'd check it out. Quite a macabre
celebration those humans were having, if you ask me!”

“Yes,” agreed Denzig, “but rather fun. You girls should head back. I'm
sure there are people worried about you. You should stop by a doctor, Kyla.”

Kyla gave Denzig a quick hug. “I'm sorry we caused you so much trouble.”

“No trouble, my dear. No trouble at all.” Denzig took Marik by the wrist.
“And you, good sir, have done me a great favor, and some day I shall repay you
in kind.”

He smiled. “Don't mention it.” He turned to the girls. “Well, guess we
should let Denzig have a rest. Where's the portal?”

Eunoe gave the dragon a gentle touch on the arm and helped Kyla down the
corridor. Aspen, apparently afraid of his bursts of flame, kept her distance
and waved. “Sorry about Lili and the fire.”

Denzig shrugged. “No problem. On my first trip into a human town, I ended
up eating a dozen people. Was a lot trickier to clear the air after that, let
me tell you.”
















Chapter
Eighteen  


Meanwhile...  
“You look
ill.”

Kyla peered out from her covers to see Aura hovering over her bed. It had
been a week since the incident with Dunkin. Kyla had been having bad dreams.
Last night she dreamed she had been tied in a web and a great spider was
approaching to consume her. She was alone in the dark, afraid and helpless. She
was too weak to cry out, and though she struggled against the webs that bound
her she was unable to fight or escape. She watched in terror as the spider
approached with a click-click. She awoke just as the spider's fangs
dripped venom on her face. She was soaked in sweat yet felt cold.

She didn't wake up screaming this time, at least.

“I'm okay,” she muttered and threw off her covers. She had started
missing some classes, though Elial had arranged to have someone bring her
homework. Her stomach rumbled.

“Would you like me to bring you breakfast?”

Kyla sat up. “No, thanks. Appreciate it. I'll just go to the cafeteria.
Need to get out of bed. Are you going?”

“I have a class this morning, but I saw Eunoe head down about fifteen
minutes ago. Let me know if you need anything, Kyla.”

“Thanks, Aura.”

Aura started to dissipate into wind and Kyla felt a surge of panic. She
shot out of bed. “Wait! Let me walk down with you. I'll be quick.” She didn't
bother to change out of her pyjamas. She felt her hair. She hadn't brushed or
washed it for days. She yawned. She no longer cared how she looked. She slid
her feet into her slippers and shuffled her way behind Aura.

Kyla said her goodbye to Aura at the cafeteria entrance and stumbled
inside. It was crowded for the breakfast rush. Her mind in a fog, she bumped
into people and muttered insincere pardons and wandered a few minutes before
finding her way into the food line. Grabbing the daily special, she found her
friends and slumped in the seat next to Eunoe. The table felt more crowded
today.

“Good morning!” chirped Eunoe, who had been friendly to the point of
cloying lately. She seemed to feel guilty for what happened with Dunkin, though
Kyla didn't see how she could blame herself.

“I thought you were going to go back home.” Saul, on the other hand, had
become more serious around her. She was so accustomed to his teasing that him not
teasing her emphasized that there was a problem.

She yawned. “Equinox safer. New magic wards.”

“Kyla, this is Ach'vach.” That was Aspen's voice. She had taken the
middle ground of not treating Kyla differently at all, which was the treatment
Kyla preferred.

“Bless you.”

“Pleasure to meet you.” It was a low rumbly voice.

Wait a second. She looked around the table.

Saul was sitting across the table next to Aspen. Then a green man. Then
Eunoe. Then herself.

Wait another second.

Her eyes dragged back to the green man. She took a bite of food and
chewed slowly. There was something about him that didn't strike her quite
right.

“Hey!” she finally exclaimed with bits of food falling from her mouth.
“Who's that?”

“Ach'vach!” Aspen said in a manner that sounded like she was clearing her
throat. “He's in my singing class.”

“Call me Vock.” He smiled, though his large teeth made it feel
threatening.

“He's an orc!” Kyla recalled seeing an orc or two in Aspen's singing
class during the first week, but was embarrassed to realize she couldn't tell
one from another.

” Yes. And he's a sweet soul.”

Kyla only knew of orcs through stories. They were usually the villains.
But he was eating a raw fish off the bone and so had at least one
crucial thing in common with Aspen. The tale of The Death of Emeri came
to mind. “Don't orcs eat elves?” she asked.

“Only in war time,” Vock grunted. “Or famine.”

“That sounds fair.” Kyla let out another yawn.

“He was there when we fought Ilian and Opin to go to the dance. Remember?
Ach'vach says I beat him up while I was fighting the class. That's when he fell
in love with me, but he was too shy to come talk to me.” Aspen leaned forward
and started to whisper. “And he's a little scared of Eunoe!”

Eunoe snorted, but when she saw Kyla looking at her she forced a smile.

Aspen leaned back. “Well, last week we started working on a duet of the
dawn and we got paired together. Turns out he is just the sweetest man I've
ever met!”

Kyla found the idea of a dryad in love with an orc to be odd, but then,
there was a centaur and harpy getting cozy at a table across the room so Kyla
got over it and returned to her meal.

The peace was short lived. There was a shrill cry from Kyla's left and a
heavy grunt from her right. She supposed the grunt came from the orc, so she
looked left to resolve the other half of the equation. Lili had dropped her
food tray and held up her ignited hands.

“What are you doing here?” the demoness shrieked. The table jerked as the
orc leaped to his feet and hit it with his bulky legs. Kyla's cup toppled and
spilled her juice onto the table. She watched as it trickled over the edge and
dripped to the floor.

“What's wrong with you?” Eunoe shouted.

“It wasn't my fault!” Kyla started before realizing Eunoe was yelling at
Lili.

“You want to finish it right here?” Lili screamed at the orc. All eyes in
the cafeteria were on her now. Two professors – one of whom Kyla recognized as
the centaur who taught Saul's engineering class – spoke to each other and
headed toward the table. The orc reached for his belt (for a weapon, Kyla
supposed), but finding nothing there he held his hands up defensively.

“I do not wish to fight!”

“You were pretty keen on it last time! Too scared to finish it?”

“I was tired! Hadn't slept in days! Now I just want to eat with my
friends.”

“Oh, so these losers are your friends now? Come on, Saul, let's find our
own table!”

Lili doused her flames as Saul's professor trotted up to the table.

“Keep your trouble to yourselves,” he warned. “Any more flames from you—”
he pointed at Lili “—or any trouble from any of you and you'll be out on the next
coach. Understood?”

The professor looked at Saul who smiled weakly, then trotted away. The
other professor, a ghostly woman who looked like an air spirit, gave Lili a
hard stare. Lili jolted and though her face twisted in rage she said nothing.
Saul stood and attempted to lead her to another table, but she wrenched her
hand free and sat down. She glared at Vock, who grabbed Aspen's hand and looked
away. Eunoe shifted uneasily and started caressing Kyla's head like a parent
might a child's. Kyla sighed. So much for finding solace with her friends.

***

“What can she
possibly see in him?” Eunoe looked up from her knitting, which lay coiled in a
pile next to her on the grass. Kyla shrugged but Eunoe hadn't been soliciting a
response.  “He's a brute. I mean, yeah, he can sing, but he's still
an orc. Did you know he's training to be a soldier? He just takes the singing
class for fun. Do you have any idea how many trees orcs chop down? By all
reason Aspen should hate him!”

Aspen laughed stupidly at some comment by Vock. Traitor. Aspen had gone
and snatched up the first boy that came along. Eunoe didn't mind that Aspen was
dating. No, that was good for her, to get out and have some fun. But she didn't
even acknowledge Eunoe anymore. She had gone to class with Vock this morning.
He met her right at her tree without telling Eunoe, who then made a fool of
herself yelling at the vacant oak before realizing Aspen had left.

An orc! Why not someone with a brain? What about Saul? Sure, Saul was a satyr
but at least he was smart. And then he'd stop bringing Lili around.

“No, Kyla! Guanine always goes opposite cytosine!”

Kyla, half-heartedly filling in for Aspen, was still having a hard time
grasping the concept of base pairs. “I'm tired of doing this.” She dropped her
beads back in their containers. “I need some sleep.”

“Do you want to get something to eat?” Eunoe turned to Kyla who was now
curled up on the grass with her eyes closed. Had she even been listening? Eunoe
gave Kyla's shoulder a shake.

“Hey! Do you want to play sticks and stones?”

Kyla squirmed and curled into an even tighter ball. “No. What's that?”

“Oh, you've never played? We use to play all the time in Arkwood. Aspen
and I were the reigning champions!”

“I really need a nap.”

“You sure you don't want something to eat?”

Kyla pried an eye open. “Eating isn't sleeping.” The eye closed firmly.

“It's not that I don't like Vock. I mean, he seems nice enough. Not what
I expected in an orc. It's just, you know. Aspen's fragile. He'll hurt her eventually.”

“Uh-huh.”

“She's going to come crying to me. I know it. And it'll be up to me to
solve everything.”

“Yeah.”

“I just don't want to see her go through that, you know? Kyla?”

Kyla squeezed her eyes shut and frowned. “You know, if you don't let me take
a nap, I'm going to go find Dunkin and let him finish me off. Or, better yet,
you.”

“Right. Maybe I'll go see what Aura's up to.” Eunoe started to rise, but
as she did Kyla's eyes shot open and she gasped in panic. The poor girl was
terrified of being alone. Eunoe sat back down and watched Aspen and Vock as
Kyla slept.

***

“What's wrong,
Sin?” Saul caressed a lock of Lili's hair. He called her Sin, not because she
was a demoness, but because it was short for Cinnamon. It was a clever dual
meaning though. Her face was twisted in rage but he could tell she was nearly
crying. She would never admit it, of course.

Flames licked off her fingertips. “Why do you hang out with them?”

“Ah, they're not so bad. They're interesting, at least.”

“Well, I've had it. They blamed everything on me at the party.”

Saul didn't know how to respond. The fire was clearly her fault. “You
want to go see what's playing at the theater tonight? I got some good heckles
lined up.”

Lili looked at him. “I can't. I'm helping with the hampers for the
homeless.”

“Right. Well, see you tomorrow, then.”

Saul gave Lili a quick peck on the cheek before running off to class.

***

Bremnos tucked
a large pinch of silage into his cheek.

This was a boring and fruitless meeting, considering they were discussing
the fate of the world. It was always so when political delegates were invited.
Two of the snakes on Director Anh-Bul's head were hissing at each other, which
offered Bremnos more insight than the words coming out of the Director's mouth.
Anh-Bul had no connections to the military. Why was he even talking?

“...and so I think such a complete network of these wards could keep them
off the planet.”

General Agrimarch grunted. Bremnos liked him. Brief and direct.

“For the director of a school you're an idiot.” The ogre stood and
stretched his arms as though awakened from a nap. “Cost and manpower would be
unattainable. Thousands of years, probably, to set so many wards. The star
system has failed already – who's to say they won't find a way to bypass the
new wards?”

Anh-Bul looked offended, but this only made him sit higher and speak more
firmly.

“They've protected Equinox. We've seen it. Two Avowed were detected and
captured on campus. And don't lecture me about cost. Put me in charge and I'll
see the project complete in two weeks.”

Agrimarch raised an eyebrow. Bremnos chewed his silage slowly. He wished
Elial were here to see this.

The ogre paced closer to Anh-Bul's chair. The gorgon shrank back in his
seat.

“Foolish promise. So foolish I have no desire to address it. You have no
concept of the demands of resources or manpower.” The ogre turned to the rest
of the council. “Dunkin is unaccounted for. One witness survived his escape; a
prison guard, who took stress leave after seeing his comrades killed.”

Bremnos gave a derisive snort. Soldiers never got such stress leave.

The ogre continued. “Marik Esilgard. He filed a detailed report but his
current location is unknown. I suspect foul play. His family is being contacted
to see if we can locate him. So far, no one has seen him since the incident.”

“Could he be with Erebus?” the elf delegate from Highwood asked.

Agrimarch shrugged. “Possible, but the wards in the prison were set to
detect the Avowed. Dunkin was the only one noted. As of now, Marik is not a
suspect. That does not mean we aren't suspicious.”

“Any sign of the dwarf?” This question was raised by Madam Gzoula of the
Vi'ikali lizard folk.

“He was last seen in the human settlement of Whitehall, near Ventilation
Site 1109-B. The circumstances are classified.”

“We all have clearance here!” Anh-Bul objected.

Bremnos felt it was his turn to step in. “If I may, General.”

“Of course. Everyone, this is Taxiarch Bremnos Aviremn of the Kulgoth clan.
He has been appointed by King Oberon as a functionary in the Royal Army, so
please treat him as such. Bremnos.”

“Thank you. I apologize for this interjection, but I have been following
this case with the assistance of one of my contacts, whose identity is also
classified.” He gave Anh-Bul a brief glance. Bremnos suspected the Director
knew of Elial's involvement, but he likely didn't know the details. “There are
civilians who have accidentally become entangled with some of the followers of
Erebus. We need to protect them. Several leaks have been uncovered within the
military, and until we can plug them, many of the details surrounding Dunkin
and Erebus will only be given on a need-to-know basis.”

“Only Bremnos, Oberon, and myself have been granted full access to the
reports,” the General nodded. “The rest of you will be informed as we see fit.”

This brought some opposition from Anh-Bul, but he was quickly shot down
by Agrimarch. The meeting continued for hours, wherein very little was
accomplished.

***

You have
done well.

Marik smiled and offered a slight bow. “Thank you.”

“What!” Dunkin gurgled. His voice bubbled like a brook and blood trickled
from the side of his mouth. He couldn't seek medical treatment for his lungs without
fear of capture by the military. He had refused to divulge the details to
Marik, but Marik knew Erebus had saved him. Marik had feared Dunkin's great
strength once, but the dwarf had exposed his weakness in being bested by Kyla
and an air spirit. Failure, unfortunately, hadn't humbled the dwarf's attitude.

“He did nothing!” the dwarf shouted. “He had her but he did nothing! He
hasn't even taken his Vows. Why should we trust him?”

Marik smirked. Dunkin didn't understand the plan, though it had already
been explained. “Someone needs to be able to bypass the wards. I don't need
supernatural strength anyway. Look where it's gotten you. A war can't be won by
muscle-bound idiots alone. And asking about the stone would have raised
suspicion. I will obtain the rubbing once I've earned her trust. Quite
fortunate that she made one before giving the stone to Elial.”

It was fortunate she told you of its existence.

“Well, the trick is to just let her talk. Took a little prying because
the oaf here terrified her”—Marik smirked as Dunkin gave him a hard glare— “but
once she starts yapping everything she knows pours out like a waterfall.”

“Get me into Equinox and I'll show you how to take care of business,”
Dunkin muttered.

We have more pressing matters. The military knows they were
infiltrated at Sulafat station and have mobilized to uncover the remaining
Avowed. The two who created the filament have already been captured. We must
strike before more are discovered. Dunkin, you are to begin the assault at
Acubens. Marik, you will keep an eye on the elf and gain her trust. You will
also need to gain access to military communications. When the darkness falls
find out what you can about any defensive strategies Oberon may assemble. This
is your primary mission.

Marik smiled. “Very well. Perhaps I'll pay Anh-Bul a visit.”

Dunkin let out a derisive snort which was accompanied by a bubble of
blood bursting from his nostril and a burbling cough. “Fine. I'll do the
fighting. You keep on schmoozing.”

Marik ran his fingers over the hilt of his sword. “Schmoozing is going to
win this war.”

Dunkin coughed. A bubble of blood burst from his mouth and ran down his
chin. He wiped it with his sleeve. “We'll see.”

Marik spotted Linkin in the corner. He was rocking back and forth and
muttering about how he was going to prove himself to Erebus. His sanity
disappeared a little each day. No matter. Marik could find a use for the oaf.
















Chapter
Nineteen  


Trial of Error  
Light on.
Light off. Light on. Light off.

Aura regretted buying the light orb for Kyla, who now lay on her bed,
tapping it on and off. It was a logical gift as Aura's breeze kept
extinguishing her candles. Kyla had been planning to buy a lantern but Aura
thought a light orb would be both safer and classier. It could even hover in
the air wherever it was placed. Kyla adored it. She adored it so much she
wouldn't stop playing with it. Aura didn't mind sleeping in the light, but the
constant change from light to dark and back again was making it difficult.

“Kyla? Could you please stop doing that?”

“Oh, sorry.” The light went off and stayed off.

There was a pause.

“Aura?”

Aura grunted. She had almost fallen asleep. “Yes?”

“Thanks for the orb.”

“You're welcome.”

There was another pause.

“Aura?”

Aura grunted again. “I'm trying to sleep.”

“Oh. Sorry. Thanks for saving me from Dunkin though.”

“You're welcome. Now may I please get to sleep?”

“Yeah. Sure.”

Aura settled into her mattress and closed her eyes. She could feel her
mind drifting away into sleep. Unlike flesh creatures, whose minds stayed
occupied with images and memories during their sleep, air spirits enjoyed a
serene state of dreamless slumber, uninterrupted by...

A faint sob from the other side of the room drew Aura back into
consciousness.

“Kyla, I have an early class tomorrow.”

The reply came through another sob. “Sorry.”

Aura sighed and sat up. “What's wrong?”

“He was going to kill me! Because of a rock!”

Aura wasn't sure what to do. “I-well, we stopped him. It's over now.”

“Yeah.” Kyla didn't sound convinced. “It's just that he's still out
there.”

“They set up wards around campus. He can't come onto the grounds without
setting off an alarm.”

“So I'm trapped here?”

Aura hadn't thought of that. Equinox had become Kyla's prison. “They'll catch
him soon.” She didn't even know if anyone was looking for him, but she trusted
Denzig was handling it. “I'm sure if you go to sleep you'll feel better in the
morning.”

“Maybe.”

“Good night, Kyla.”

“Yeah. Good night.”

***

Aspen sensed
someone lurking outside her oak tree. She suspected it might be Eunoe or
Ach'vach but to be safe she slipped out the back of the tree and peeked around.

Kyla was standing at the side of the walkway. There was a strange orb of
light hovering over her head, and she was fiddling with the yo-yo she had
gotten in Whitehall. Aspen had seen her walking around campus with it lately.
She was getting better at it now. She could get a good five or six consecutive
tosses before the disc bounced and dropped to the end of the thread. Then she
would roll the string back around the disc and start over.

“Kyla?”

Kyla squealed and jumped and turned in the air, ready to throw the disc
at Aspen.

“I didn't mean to alarm you. Do you need something?”

She was now clutching at her chest and breathing heavily. “No. Oh, you
scared the pine nuts outta me.”

“But you know I'm always here at night.”

“Yeah. That's why I'm here.”

“But not to see me?”

Kyla looked at the ground. “I just don't want to be alone.”

“Is Aura away?”

“No, she's sleeping. I was keeping her awake. I figured Eunoe was
probably asleep too. But you don't sleep, right? So I thought I'd hang out
here.”

“Oh.” Aspen could see Kyla had been crying, and more for fear than
sadness.

“That orb is new,” Aspen observed. “It's like a little sun.”

“Yeah, that's what I said! You can turn it on and off by tapping it. Aura
gave it to me. They use them in Aeolis because all the wind, you know, makes it
hard to use candles and torches.”

Aspen gave it a few taps to see it flicker. It hovered where Kyla had
placed it. “Lovely. Light without fire. Like in Whitehall.” The humans had
similar orbs but those orbs had all been fastened in place. This one was
conveniently mobile.

Aspen's attention turned to the yo-yo tied to Kyla's finger. “You got
that from Kyle, right?”

“No. I bought it from some other boy. Kyle taught me how to use it. The
boy who owned it could do a bunch of cool tricks. I'm just learning up and
down.”

“Are you going to go back?”

Kyla shrugged. “I hear his family might not be too happy to see us
again.”

“Maybe not.”

Kyla made another attempt with the disc. She managed to make it do five
up-and-downs before it came up halfway, spun, and dropped down again. “It takes
practice,” she mumbled.

“Can I try?”

“Oh! Sure. This loop just goes over your finger like this. Hold it with
your palm up, flick your wrist, and turn your hand to catch it when it comes
back up.”

Aspen tried, and the disc dropped to the end of the string and spun. She
pulled her hand up to get it to return but it just bounced on the string and
soon came to a rest. “I think I broke it.”

“No, it just takes practice. Here, let me show you again.”

It was amusing to learn from Kyla, as she clearly knew little about how
to use the yo-yo, but the little she did know she taught with enthusiasm. They
spent some time at this, and Aspen was happy to see Kyla forget her troubles
for a while.

“I'd better get to bed,” Kyla finally said with a smile. It was weaker
than her old smiles, but it was good to see.

“Thank you, Kyla. That was fun.” Aspen turned to meld back with the oak
tree. Then she turned around. “Let me know if you need anything else. Any time.
I mean it.”

***

The following
day Aspen was sitting by the hickory grove next to the stream. Ach'vach had
brought the seeds of an ichthim flower, a rare anemone loved by orcs, so
they could plant one together. Kyla, looking disheveled, had lost her smile
from last night. That meant she hadn't slept enough and was a little grumpy.

“I want you to teach me how to fight.”

“I don't really know how to fight, Kyla. That whole thing with the staff
was just because I was using bonded wood.”

“Not you, Aspen. I mean Vock.”

“Oh. Of course.”

Ach'vach planted the ichthim seed and swept the loose soil
overtop. Ichthim was a purple flower held in high regard by the orcs. It didn't
grow locally but Aspen and Ach'vach had learned a Song of Sprouting used to
help plants in difficult environments. He patted the ground and started to
sing. Kyla sat on the grass and watched as the orc's surprisingly high singing
voice guided a small green sprout through the surface. Slowly it grew and
stretched toward the sun. Leaves uncoiled and a small bud formed at the end of
the stem, and Ach'vach stopped.

“I mustn't help it further,” he explained. “If I don't allow it to bloom
on its own, it won't have the strength to survive. We shall make it blossom
together.” He looked up at Kyla. “Why do you want to learn to fight?”

“Didn't you hear what happened?”

“Yes. I don't think fighting would have helped. Aspen told me the story.
The dwarf sounded very strong.”

“Yeah, but being helpless is pretty useless too.”

“Fighting takes years of training and practice to master. And there are
many styles. I suppose I can still show you a few things. Stand up.”

Ach'vach and Kyla rose to their feet. The orc stood a full foot taller
and was much broader and more muscular. Kyla looked like a child next to him.

“If I were to attack you, what do you think you could do?”

“I dunno. That's why I asked you.”

“When the dwarf attacked you, what did he do?”

“He grabbed my leg and dragged me out from under a bush.”

“That's right. And how did you defend yourself then? You did escape,
right?”

“Yeah. Aura saved me.”

“And if I attacked you now, do you suppose Aspen would sit by and do
nothing?”

Kyla looked at Aspen. Aspen shook her head. “You know I wouldn't!”

Kyla gave a weak grin. “I know, Aspen. I've seen you kick this orc's tush
already.”

Ach'vach smiled. “That's right. Aspen told me the story. The dwarf lured
you outside before he attacked you. He got you alone. You have friends, Kyla.
They are your greatest protection. We orcs prize physical prowess, and we hold
many competitions to show our skills in fighting. But that is only sport. In
battle, we value our allies. Now matter how strong a warrior is, he depends on
other soldiers. They are a team.”

“Yeah, but they can't be around all the time.” Kyla had tried following
Aura around, but the air spirit was often invisible or flying which made her
hard to follow.

“No. But they are your greatest defense. Don't forget your friends.”

“I think you don't understand. I want to be bigger. Stronger. I need
exercise and training. I can't sit around and let people take care of me all
the time!”

“Do not worry about being bigger and stronger. Stop focusing on what you
are not. Focus on what you are. Strength did not give Aura victory over the
dwarf. She knew herself and what she could do. She was not trained in battle,
yet she was victorious.”

“She can fly! She can turn invisible! She controls the wind! I can't do
anything!” Kyla was almost shouting now.

Ach'vach remained calm. “Even the mightiest warriors can fall. Great
power does not assure victory. You need to conquer your mind. Right now you are
controlled by fear. Control that fear. That is the most crucial step to
survival.”

“That's what I want! Tell me how to fight so I won't need to be afraid!”

“You should be afraid. Lack of fear leads to recklessness. Every battle or
fight could be your last. Accept this. Do not remove your fear, but learn to
act in spite of it. If you keep a level head, you have that much advantage over
an opponent.”

Kyla did not look happy with Ach'vach's advice. She was looking around,
agitated. Aspen stood up and grabbed her hands.

“I think we can teach you a few things just to make you feel more
confident,” she suggested, looking at Kyla but directing her voice at Ach'vach.

“Of course.” The orc stood tall and put his hands on his waist. “Kyla, if
you had to strike me, where would you aim?”

Kyla motioned toward his face with a slow punch, then down at his groin.

“No.” Ach'vach grabbed her arm. “Punch for the throat. It is weak on most
people. Yet this wouldn't work as well on the dwarf; their necks are stout and
thick. Eyes are almost always weak. You can gouge a thumb in there and any
enemy will let you go long enough for you to escape.” The orc paused. “Except
lizard folk. They have a protective layer over their eyes.”

“Yeah,” Kyla nodded. “This is the stuff I need to learn.”

“Fine. I can show you some defense techniques. Just be careful not to
become overconfident. In a real fight there is no guarantee of success. First
let me check your instincts. Here, I will attack you. I will not hurt you but I
will do all I can to bring you down. See if you can defend yourself.”

Ach'vach took a few steps back and charged Kyla. He was tall, and
muscular, and she panicked, closed her eyes, and kicked blindly. Her foot
caught the inside of Ach'vach's kneecap and pushed it to the outside of his
leg. There was a sickening pop and Ach'vach dropped to the ground. He groaned
and grasped his hands around his right shin. Aspen scrambled over to him.

“Are you alright?” she asked. His knee was protruding from the side of
his leg. “Get a doctor!” she shouted to Kyla, who was standing over Ach'vach
with a terrified look on her face. Kyla nodded, but Ach'vach sat up, grabbed
his kneecap, and popped it back in place. The sound made Aspen's stomach turn.

“I'm so sorry!” Kyla kneeled next to him and put her hand on his thigh.
“I didn't mean to do that!”

Ach'vach grinned through a grimace. “Anything that works is a good move!”
















Chapter
Twenty  


The Shadow's Face  
Eunoe spread
out on the grass next to Kyla in the square by the administration building. She
had invited Aspen and Aura as well, but Aspen was at the theater with Vock and
Aura was attending a seminar on mistrals.

She felt responsible for what happened to Kyla at the Halloween party.
She should have been watching her more carefully. She had let those boys
distract her in the kitchen. They were in a strange environment, with people
they had never met, and Eunoe should have kept everyone together. She was the
eldest in the group. It was her job to take care of them.

“That's Grim the Beastmaster.” She pointed to the lower east part of the
sky. “See those five stars? And up there is Amerile the Water-Spirit. And the
Menagerie of Botemis.”

Kyla looked unimpressed. “Yeah. My dad told me about all those when I was
a kid.”

“Which is the star you went to?” Eunoe asked.

“I don't remember. I think it was that one.”

“Is that Sulafat?”

Kyla shrugged. “Maybe.”

“I used to stay up all night and look at the stars. I didn't know what they
were, then, but I learned the constellations and all their stories. The other
nymphs used to run around and drink and dance with the satyrs, so most of the
time it was just me.”

“Oh.”

Eunoe had expected a follow-up question. Though Kyla didn't ask, Eunoe
decided to answer it.

“This was before Aspen. Aspen changed my life. I didn't know how to live
for someone else before our souls got tied together.”

“You still don't.”

Ouch. “Maybe not, but I'm better than I was. To be honest I've been
having a real hard time. I got so used to having Aspen around I became jealous
that she was spending so much time with Vock. And do you know what the worst
part is?”

“No, I do not.” Kyla said this curtly. Eunoe sensed she didn't want to
listen but she continued anyway.

“I like Vock. A lot. I didn't at first. It took a couple weeks but I've
really started to like him. He's noble, honest, and has a good heart. How many
people like that have I turned away because I thought none of the guys trying
to talk to me were good enough?”

“You have a problem. I told you that before.”

“I know. It's just now I feel like I'm losing Aspen to Vock.”

Eunoe could feel Kyla looking at her. “You two have been stuck together
for years. Don't you need a break?”

Eunoe sighed. “Yes. And no. We do get tired of each other sometimes. I
still want to have her around. It's strange.”

“Yeah. I have a family. It's kinda the same thing. They get annoying
sometimes but I still love 'em”.

Eunoe was silent. Nymphs seldom had real families.

Something in the sky blinked. Eunoe sat up. It took her a moment to
realize what happened.

“Kyla! That star just went out! Acubens!” Eunoe pointed out where the
star had been just a moment ago. “Now there! Another one!” Eunoe blinked again
as a third one went out. And a fourth. “They're all burning out!”

Kyla looked up and murmured. “Oh, crab-apples. I'd better not have to
deliver all those filaments.”

***

Kyla's heart
pounded. The alarm was sounding, and she could hear someone calling her name.
Everyone was in a panic that all the stars had gone out during the night, but
Kyla was more concerned with the letter she had just received. The language and
spelling were jumbled and confusing, but the last line caught her attention: 'Meet
me in Kildath if you want your familie to be safe
come alone.' She couldn't tell if it was a threat or a warning. It was
signed 'A freind' but Kyla was doubtful.

The Kildath was a clearing in the Montgrelle Forest, about a half-hour
south of Equinox. A large battle had taken place there once. She didn't know
the details but it was the setting for The Tale of Sumir Antela. Sumir
died at the end of the story. Kyla was afraid she might meet the same end.

Kyla peeked out from her corner. No Saul, no Aura, no Aspen, no Eunoe. No
one to stop her. The campus grounds were loud and busy as everyone rushed to
the emergency assembly. Doubtless they were going to find out what happened to
the stars. Kyla wanted to find out as well.

But the letter. This was more urgent. Maybe the author was holding her
family hostage. She had to leave the safety of the grounds. She would be alone.
It was probably a trap. Should she tell someone? She couldn't chance the author
finding out. Kyla sprang up, staying in the shadows as best she could lest Aura
happen to fly overhead. She could hear the Daughter of the Air's voice calling
her name, and occasional shouts from Eunoe. Once convinced they wouldn't be
able to see her, Kyla started running.

If there was one thing she had taken from Vock it was to understand she
might die at any time, and to master that fear. And she was afraid, yet fear
for her family overshadowed the fear for herself, and so she ran. She had never
been considered a fast runner, at least not by elf standards. But now she had
motivation.

Someone was trying to hurt her family.

Branches whipped Kyla's face as she rushed through, but she felt no pain.
While she normally would have stumbled over tree roots and fallen branches she
deftly wove through the trees with a strange focus and drive.

The Kildath was easy to find. Kyla burst between two blackberry bushes,
scaring off a bear that had been snacking from the other side. Scratched,
bleeding, and exhausted, she walked into the clearing. A stone monument in the
center marked it as an ancient battle site. It was less impressive than she had
imagined. She leaned over with her hands on her legs, panting heavily as she
glanced around. There was no one here.

“Bit?” she called. If anyone in her family was going to be taken hostage
it was him. “Mom? Dad?”

No answer.

Kyla spotted an old tree stump near the far edge of the clearing and
worked her way over to it. She plopped herself down and took a moment to catch
her breath. She pulled out the letter. She had the right place and, as far as
she could decipher, the right time.

“Hello?” she called out.

There was a rustle in a bush at the opposite edge of the clearing.
Another bear? No. This one spoke.

“Please don't run away.” The voice sounded familiar, but it wasn't the
dwarf from Whitehall, so that was a relief.

“Who's there?” she called.

“Promise you won't run away!”

Kyla was skeptical. This person expected her to be scared, which meant
she probably should be. She picked up a rock.

“Put it down!” the voice shouted. “I'm not here to fight.”

“Come out then! Where's my family?”

“They're safe. I haven't touched them. Only watched.”

This was somehow more frightening. Kyla would feel much better if she
could see her enemy, and so she dropped the rock. “Come on out. I won't run
away.”

Slowly, cautiously, a short stubby leg extended from the brush, followed
by an arm and a bearded face. It was a dwarf. Not the one that attacked her in
Whitehall: it was the other one. Linkin. She shook with fear and one leg turned
to bolt away, but she held herself firm.

“What do you want?” she demanded

“Just relax. Just relax.” The dwarf's tone helped Kyla do the opposite of
relax. He slowly stepped forward, his hands help up with open palms. He stopped
moving as Kyla turned to run.

“You said you wouldn't run. I just...I just want to make a deal.”

“Your friend tried to kill me!” she shouted.

“Yes. Yes, I heard. Dunkin has anger problems. Look, I don't like him
either. Neither does Erebus anymore. He likes—” and the dwarf looked up and cut
his sentence short. “That one's a secret. Did you bring the rubbing?”

“The what?” Kyla pulled out the letter. Somewhere in the garbled first
paragraph was the word 'rubing'. “I didn't bring it.
I couldn't understand this stupid letter!”

The dwarf seethed, rubbed his head, and looked around. “I need it. Erebus
is coming. I can help you. We need to be on his side, you see? You do too. And
your family.”

“He took out the stars!” Kyla realized. “All of them!”

“Yes. The stars are dimmed. The sun will be next. Then, darkness. We
won't be able to see. Neither of us. Erebus doesn't care about us, you know. It
will be a long cold darkness. If we give him the rubbing, he can end all our
torment.”

“Why does he want the rubbing? What does it say?”

Linkin shrugged. “I don't know. Something about Chaos.

“How do you know about the rubbing, anyway? Have you been spying on me?”

Linkin paused and looked around. “I don't know. I mean, I don't know how
I found out. I mean, I haven't been spying on you. I can't...I can't go on the
grounds, you see.”

He clearly didn't want to tell her how he knew, but Kyla suspected he had
discovered a way to bypass the wards and been watching her room. “Aura will
kill you if she catches you, you know.”

“Aura?” the dwarf asked. He looked up, then back at Kyla. “I don't know
Aura.”

“She nearly killed the other dwarf.”

Linkin smirked, and then a laugh escaped his lips. “Yes! Your friend. The
air spirit. Yes, that was something. Dunkin was humiliated. Erebus had to save
him! Yes, well, death doesn't concern me. No, I fear a long, dark, cold life.
If we don't get the rubbing it could be ages to get Chaos free. Long, cold,
dark ages. Better to end it quickly. If I get the rubbing, Erebus might let us
survive in comfort. Or he will awaken Chaos to destroy us. Either way is better
than a long war with Erebus.”

The scope of Kyla's problem was only starting to sink in. She had come to
the clearing to try and protect her family. Now it seemed the existence of the
world was at stake. Kyla felt like she had snakes writhing in her tummy.

“I destroyed the rubbing,” she lied. “So you'd all leave me alone.”

The dwarf twitched. His speech became mumbled whispers interspersed with
shouts at Kyla. “I-I don't believe you. I can't believe you. I must
get it. Oberon has the original. The stone. I can't get it from him. I need the
rubbing. Please. It will be a long, dark death. Erebus will forget about me. He
has already forgotten, I think. I know you have it. You're lying!”

“Well I'm going to go destroy it right now!” She felt this was a good time
to run but she paused to hear his response.

“Bring me the rubbing. Here. Tomorrow. Every day I come and you are not
here with it, I shall leave a piece of your family. Yes. A body part, I mean. I
can get there quickly. I have power, you know. From Erebus!”

This sparked Kyla into action. As soon as she bolted Linkin sprang after
her. She screeched for help, but she knew there was no one nearby. Coming alone
had been stupid. Though she could run faster than Linkin, she was already tired
from the run to the clearing. She thought she wouldn't make it but thoughts of
her family spurred her on.

Kyla reached the edge of the clearing. She looked back to see the dwarf.
As soon as he reached the shadows of the trees, he vanished. She stopped and
looked around. Where did he go?

“Linkin?” she called.

There was no answer.

Had it all been in her mind?

Was this just another nightmare?

She looked at the letter in her hand. She couldn't risk it. She needed to
warn her family. Kyla started running again. She was tired but a strange new
energy pushed her legs forward. She had never run so fast. She bounded around
trees and over fallen logs.

There was a flash of darkness. It zipped through the shadows, following
the most shaded pathways through the trees until it coagulated ahead of Kyla.
Linkin stepped out of the shadows screaming, but if he was saying words Kyla
couldn't make them out. She was going too fast to stop or turn. Even if she
managed to avoid him he would just zip through the shadows and catch up to her
again. She had to take him down. Was he as strong as Dunkin? She didn't want to
give him the opportunity to show her. She thought of punching him in the
throat, or gouging his eyes, but her body responded to the only success she had
ever witnessed in a fight and swept her foot at the inside of Linkin's leg. She
caught the dwarf's kneecap and—much to her own surprise—heard the sickening pop
as it slid out of place, and jumped over him as he rolled to the ground. He
clutched his leg and wailed.

“Why did you do that?” he shrieked. “I... just...wanted...the...stone!
The rubbing!” His eyes welled with tears. It was heartbreaking, like watching a
child in agony, but he was a very dangerous child and he had threatened Kyla's
family. Despite the threat he presented she found it difficult to leave him
writhing in pain. “I'm sorry,” she muttered. Then she fled.

There was no one walking the campus grounds when she arrived. They were
all in the Assembly, probably. She wondered if they were learning what she had
just discovered. Erebus was attacking. He was planning to bathe the world in
darkness. At least, if that crazy dwarf had been telling the truth. Somehow
that sheet of paper, that rubbing of the stone, was valuable to the enemy. The
original stone was now protected by the King; it should be safe. But she
wasn't. She had a copy. She should destroy it but she needed Erebus to know
she destroyed it and had made no other copies. Then he'd have no reason to come
after her. Revenge, perhaps, but at least her family would be safe. Wouldn't
they?

How would she let Erebus know? She tossed some food and the light orb in
her bag. She hoped there was a coach. She stopped halfway out the door. Would
there be a coach? Would it beat Linkin home? Likely not. A portal, perhaps. Was
there a portal near Aspengrove? Equinox was the closest she knew. But a dragon
might be able to help! She ran for the portal in the Communications building.
She hoped Denzig was home.

The building was empty of students, but there were a few maintenance
workers and professors milling about. Kyla considered telling Elial what was
happening but he wasn't in his office and she couldn't spare the time to look
for him.

Leading to the portal chamber were two large wooden doors. They were
lined with metal and usually propped open to accommodate the many couriers that
passed. Now they were closed. She pushed and pulled and banged on them but they
wouldn't budge. The Chief Groundskeeper rounded a corner.

“Portals are closed!” he boomed. “You should be at the assembly!”

Kyla didn't bother to explain her debacle and ran around the corner to
the hangar of the Steeds of Light but discovered it was locked as well. She was
going to have to run for it. How far was home? It could be days. She'd never
make it before the dwarf but she had to try.

She got as far as the proving grounds. The assembly must have just let
out, as crowds of students started flooding out of the Assembly Hall.

“Kyla!” came Aura's voice from above. “Where have you been?”

“I have to get home!” Kyla shouted back. “Can you fly me?”

Aura looked over at Haven Hall. “I can't carry you, but it isn't far.”

“No. Home home!”

“Oh, Kyla, thank goodness!” Eunoe ran up and gave Kyla a hug. Then she
gave her a stern look. “Where have you been?”

Kyla wanted to explain everything about Linkin and the rubbing and
Erebus, but all she could manage was “Home! Now!”

“Kyla, what's going on?”

Kyla didn't have time for this. She turned to run but Eunoe grabbed her
by the shoulder. Kyla looked back and met Eunoe's gaze.

She could feel her anxiety melt down her body and out her toes.

“Kyla,” came Eunoe's gentle voice. “You need to calm down. I understand
something important and scary is happening. Tell me what's going on so I can
help you.”

“I don't think you can help.”

Eunoe let go but she didn't break her gaze. “Please, tell me.”

 “Linkin—one of the dwarfs from the star station—he met me in a
clearing. He said he'd hurt my family if I didn't bring him the rubbing of the
stone.”

“What rubbing?”

“I made a rubbing of that stone. You know, I put a paper on it and
brushed over the letters with a pencil to make a copy. I had to give the stone
away and wanted to keep the memory. Linkin knows about it. If I don't give it
to him, he'll hurt my family. If I do give it to him, he said something about
waking up Chaos.”

“Are you going home now? To warn your family?”

“Yes, but I can't get there fast enough. Aura can fly and warn them,
though.”

Eunoe looked up. As she broke eye contact Kyla felt her fear return and
tie knots in her stomach.

The Daughter of the Air bowed. “I shall alert your family. Where do they
live?”

“Aspengrove. The house over the shoe store.”

“Where is Aspengrove?”

“That way.” Kyla realized she didn't know how to give the proper
directions. She hadn't paid much attention on the coach ride here.

“I will seek them out quickly. Aeolis has declared martial law and I have
been ordered to help my betrothed take arms. They can wait for this.”

“Betrothed?” Kyla had many questions about this, but they would have to
wait for a less urgent time.

“I have a better idea.” Eunoe peered over the crowd of students. “Aspen!
Get over here!”

“I don't think Aspen can help.”

“I can help but I can't come without Aspen.”

Kyla was confused. “I'm faster than you.”

“Trust me, Kyla. I can get you home.”

“What is it?” Aspen pushed through the crowd. She looked annoyed until
she saw Kyla. “Oh! Kyla! You're okay!”

“We have an emergency. Take Kyla to your tree. It's less crowded over
there. I'll meet you in two minutes.”

When Kyla saw Eunoe soar over the science building on the back of a
flying white tiger, she thought perhaps this whole day had been a dream. She
slapped each of her cheeks to wake herself, but still the great cat gently
descended with a roar. Once satisfied it was real, Kyla stood with her mouth
open. It was truly the most remarkable thing she had seen. Yet more pressing
concerns squeezed the amazement from her mind. She had a ride home.

Eunoe slid off the back of the tiger as it settled to the ground. “This
is Castor. Hop on, Aspen.” Eunoe extended her hand but Aspen didn't take it.

“It's beautiful!” the dryad gasped. “But what if I fall?”

“We have to go,” Kyla insisted. “Can it carry all of us?”

“I made him strong enough to carry Aspen and myself. You don't weigh
much. We should be fine.”

Kyla approached Castor with her hand outstretched to his nose, as she had
been taught to do with strange animals. The tiger sniffed her hand and gave it
a lick. Eunoe picked Kyla up and set her on Castor.

“Keep your legs back. He needs room to flap his wings. Come on, Aspen.”
Eunoe reached out and grabbed the dryad by the arm and pulled her forward.
“Let's go.”

“I don't know if I'm going to enjoy flying.”

“You've never been off the ground!”

Kyla was impatient. “Just get on! It's not an option!”

Aspen looked concerned, looked back to the crowd, presumably looking for
Ach'vach, but not seeing him, finally relented and let Eunoe help her atop the
tiger behind Kyla.

“Oh! Soft!” Aspen mewed as she gripped Castor's fur. Eunoe climbed in
front and leaned forward and clutched the scruff of the tiger's neck. It
bounded forward and Kyla's stomach lurched as he flapped his wings and lifted
into the air.

Aspen, apparently unsatisfied with her grip on the tiger's fur, let out
urgent breaths and wrapped her arms around Kyla's waist. Kyla too was afraid,
but it was so exhilarating. It was different than the fear she had felt with
Dunkin or Linkin. This fear felt like it had a reward at the end. And seeing
the view of the campus from above, it did. She could see the crowds of students
staring up at them, pointing. Many of them could fly themselves but had never
thought of a tiger doing so.

“Lovely up here, isn't it?” came Aura's airy whisper as she flew past.
“Shall I accompany you?”

Kyla was tempted, because she knew Aura could handle Linkin should he
show up in Aspengrove, but Kyla had Eunoe, and Aspen, her family, and all the
elves back home, and didn't want to keep Aura from her betrothed. “No, but
thank you, Aura.

“Very well. Feel free to send a messenger if you change you mind.”

“Yes, I will.” Kyla said this despite knowing there was no one back home
that could bear a message to Aeolis. Aura disappeared into the wind. Aspen
gasped and encased Kyla in a crushing grip as Castor swooped over the buildings
below.
















Chapter
Twenty-One  


Aspengrove  
Aspen closed
her eyes as Castor descended through the forest canopy. Though she sat in the
rear, Eunoe was leaning forward and Kyla was too short to block any of the
branches from slapping Aspen in the face. She was grateful when Castor finally
settled on the forest floor. Kyla leaped from Castor's back before the tiger
was at a full stop, and Aspen followed. Eunoe thanked Castor with a scratch
behind the ears.

Unlike Whitehall and Equinox where the buildings jutted from the
landscape like blockish warts, the homes in Aspengrove were integrated into the
trees. It was well-hidden from a distance. Rather than a single building each
home was made of several small pods connected by ladders and narrow walkways
through the branches. As aspens were not well-suited for this design, the homes
were built into maple or oak trees that appeared to have been grown for this
purpose. They were also far enough apart that each home was not visible from
the others, which provided solitude. It was a tranquil place, and Aspen thought
she might prefer living among the elves of Aspengrove to the satyrs and alseids
of Arkwood.

Kyla's home was crafted into a short but thick-trunked oak. The largest
room was the only part of the home at ground level and circled the base of the
tree. Through a window Aspen could see a display of shoes. That must be the
shop. The center of the oak was hollowed out and a narrow ladder carved into
the wood so one could climb to the upper rooms through the trunk.

“Mom!” A woman stepped out of the shop and Kyla almost bowled her over
with a hug. The woman smiled and patted Kyla on the head, though she eyed
Castor nervously.

“Interesting way to get home!” she said. “Shouldn't you be in class?”

Kyla slowly let go of her mother. “I need to talk to you.”

Kyla's mom looked suddenly worried. She looked at Eunoe and Aspen in
turn. “Come in. I'm Lianaria. Call me Lia.”

Aspen, unfamiliar with Elvish etiquette but too shy to admit it, let
Eunoe go first. Eunoe and Lianaria extended open hands and held each other by
the wrists. Aspen copied. For all the grief she gave Eunoe for being bossy,
Aspen was always glad to have her around to forge the way in unfamiliar or
uncomfortable situations.

“Mom, this is Eunoe and Aspen. And Castor.”

“Nice to meet all of you. Why don't you come inside? We can talk in the
store.”

“Where's dad?”

“He's in the workshop with your brother.”

“Really?” Kyla looked surprised. “Bit's never been in the
workshop. He's so lazy.”

“He's improving.”

Kyla pointed to the southeast as she entered the shop. “The workshop's
way over there because it stinks. Dad has to skin the rabbits there and stuff.
We just have to sit in the store in case a customer comes. They don't come very
often. Not too many people live around here! So dad goes on a lot of trips to
deliver shoes to other towns.”

Aspen followed the others inside. The store smelled of fresh leather and
wood, which Aspen rather enjoyed. She gave the shoes a quick scan but found the
decorations more interesting. Art pieces hung from the ceiling and dotted the
shelves just inside the windows. They were skilfully made from sticks, acorns,
and ornately carved walnut shells. Aspen traced the shapes of one such piece
with her fingers.

“My mom made those,” Kyla said. “She's a really good artist. People used
to buy her stuff, huh, mom?”

Lianaria offered a weak smile. “Used to. I seldom have time for it now.”

Aspen gave Kyla a careful look. She still looked anxious, though coming
home had relieved her considerably. “You should tell your mother.”

Kyla's slight smile disappeared. “Yeah.”

“Tell me what?”

Kyla recapped the story of Denzig, and Whitehall, and the worker's
strike, and the Halloween party, and the dwarf. Kyla became increasingly
emotional as she told of her meeting with Linkin in the clearing. Lianaria's
face was stern, though not uncaring.

As Kyla reached the part where Eunoe appeared with Castor, they were
interrupted as an elf with long brown hair entered the shop. At first Aspen
thought it might be Kyla's father, but as he brushed the hair from his face she
frowned as she recognized him. Marik. To be certain she noted the hilt on his
sword which was uniquely carved into the shape of a woman. Aspen gave him a
cold stare. Something about him felt unsettling.

Kyla, her face now red and tears streaming down her cheeks, gave a smile.
“Marik!”

Marik's eyes widened. “Oh, hello. Kyla, right? I hope I'm not
interrupting anything. I think you mentioned you live here. I had quite
forgotten.” He smiled.

One winter, years ago, Aspen had tried to sleep in a strange tree.
Outwardly it looked strong and inviting, yet as she passed through the bark she
found the wood inside had been infested with insects and become hollow and
rotted. Marik felt like this tree. On the outside he was pleasant and strong,
yet there was an infestation behind his smile. Kyla either didn't notice or
didn't let on.

“Mom, this is Marik. He's the guy that found me in Whitehall. This is my
mom.”

“Lianaria.”

“Who do you know in Aspengrove?” Kyla asked.

Marik bent down to brush off his shoes. “Just you, I suppose. And the
dryad. Aspen, right?” He looked at Eunoe. “I'm sorry, I don't recall your
name.”

“That's Eunoe.

“I'm lodging in the room above the bakery for a few days to rest up from
my trip. Just visited a friend down in Apple Lake, and now I thought I'd go
back and pay Equinox a visit. See if they have any job openings for a charming,
handsome elf!” This drew a chuckle from Kyla. “Turns out all this walking has
worn my boots through and so they said I should pop in here.” Marik looked at
the girls in turn. “Equinox hasn't been shut down, has it? Over the star
situation?”

“No. I just had to come home for a bit. Family emergency.” Kyla's face
went dark. “I can't talk about it.” She brightened up again. “Here, try these
on!” She grabbed a pair of fur-lined boots made of animal skin. There was an
intricate design of an elk's head dyed on the side in dark blue. Marik slid off
his old boots (which looked in fine condition to Aspen, but what did she know
about such things) and slid on the new pair.

“Perfect fit!” Marik smiled. “How much do I owe you?” He pulled a small
bag from his belt and pulled out a pair of silver coins.

Lianaria grabbed his hand and closed his fingers. “On the house. For
helping my daughter.”

“Oh, dear, I didn't do anything! Just walked her home is all. Take the
money! I insist.”

“Please. I owe you this and much more. It would mean a lot for you to accept
this humble gift.”

Aspen wanted to protest, but couldn't think of a good reason. Marik had
been nothing but helpful, and she couldn't explain why she didn't trust him.
Yet seeing him offered gifts made her feel ill.

“Well, I thank you.” Marik turned back to the door and looked at Kyla.
“Perhaps I shall see you around.”

Kyla nodded. “You should come for dinner! You can meet my dad!”

Marik gave a smile that made Aspen want to punch him in the face. Her own
violent thoughts were making her uncomfortable but he was just...just like an
eel drenched in oil, was the best comparison she could conjure. 

He opened the door to leave. “I would love to have dinner but I already
have arrangements. I'll see you again! Thank you very much for the boots.”

He left and Kyla picked up his old boots. “Might be able to salvage the
materials,” she explained as she put them in a bag hanging on the trunk of the
tree. Aspen watched through the window as Marik disappeared through the forest.

***

“So what have
you been up to, Bit?”

Bit shrugged and continued eating his mushrooms, though his eyes were
glued to Eunoe. Kyla and Bit had once been best friends, but the last few years
he had grown sullen and quiet. Puberty, mom said. Kyla had been wild and
rebellious at that age. He had become gloomier and lazier. She thought he
should have grown out of it by now.

“So you knitted that? That's some fine stitching.” Kyla's father,
Philosthenes, sipped at his peppermint tea as he looked at Castor through the
window.

Eunoe shrugged. “I've been working with animals for centuries. It's kind
of intuitive now.”

“The tiger isn't knitted,” Kyla explained. “Eunoe makes a really long
scarf with these magic beads on it and then something something
and makes an animal!” There were a few middle steps she hadn't seen.

She noticed Bit's eyes widen. “How old are you?” he asked Eunoe with a
whisper.

“None of your business, that's how old!” Kyla flicked his ear.

Eunoe smiled. “We nymphs don't usually keep track, but I'm at least three
hundred.”

“Nymphs are immortal, honey,” Lianaria said as she poured Bit some
peppermint tea.

“Yeah, fish-brains!” Kyla said, which earned her a displeased glance from
both parents. She had meant it to tease, but lately her parents were insistent
she treat Bit with more respect. She missed the old days when they used to play
and make fun of each other and laugh about it. Now she had to act all grown up.

“We can die,” Eunoe corrected. “We just don't age. Chop off my head and
that'd be the end of me.”

Aspen, who was eating nothing, looked down at the table. “Please don't
talk about that.” An awkward silence followed.

Eunoe sat up and smiled. “About those stars, right? All going out at
once?”

“What is that about?” Philosthenes asked. “I haven't heard
anything.”

“What did they tell you at the Assembly?” Kyla looked over at Eunoe.

“They were vague. They said to be alert but there was nothing to worry
about, but everyone on campus with ties to the military have either been called
home or organized into patrols.”

Aspen looked down again. “Ach'vach had to go home. The orcs were all
called back.”

Eunoe put a hand on her shoulder. “He'll be alright. I'm sure it's
nothing.”

Lianaria leaned forward. “Kyla? You look like you're going to be sick.”

She felt like she was going to be sick. She shared a glance with
her mother, who nodded.

Philosthenes sat up stiffly in his chair. “What do you know?”

Kyla swallowed her food, set down her fork, and pushed the plate away.
“It's Erebus.”

Bit snickered at this which earned him a smack in the back of his head
from Lianaria.

Kyla recapped the story to her father. He was less stoic than her mother,
and came around the table to hold her as she talked about the attacks from
Dunkin and Linkin. She sobbed as she spoke. “I meant to tell you! I started
writing a letter but then I didn't know how to say it and I thought maybe you'd
worry, and then maybe you'd make me come home and I didn't want to because then
I wouldn't get to see Aspen and Eunoe anymore!”

“It's alright,” he assured her. He always said that, and it had always
been true. However, until now Kyla had only ever dealt with skinned knees and
missing toys. “I do wish you had told us. We're here to help you, after all.
We'll just give them what they want. It'll be fine.”

“I can't! That stone they were after – I guess it's some kinda
thing to help free Chaos. I don't have the stone but I made a rubbing of it and
they know about it. I think the other dwarf was spying on me. He's been spying
on you, anyway. That's why I came home. He said he was going to hurt you if I
didn't give him the copy I made. But I can't give it to him. They'll
destroy everything! What should I do?”

Lianaria got up and looked out the window, though Kyla knew she wouldn't
be able to see much with all the trees surrounding the house.

Philosthenes wiped the tears from Kyla's cheeks. “Have you told Director
Anh-Bul?”

Kyla shook her head. “No. I tried to find Professor Ciana right away but
he must have been at the Assembly. And I just wanted to get home as soon as
possible.”

Everyone at the table went silent. Bit let out a little laugh,
half-expecting it to be some joke, but upon seeing everyone's faces he went
silent again.

“How long has he been watching us?”

“He didn't say.”

“But he knows where we live. And he knows where you live.”

“Why did you go off alone?” Lianaria frowned. “You should know better.”

“He tricked me.”

“You are not to go anywhere without telling me. Phil, we need to
alert the Elvingaard about these dwarves.”

“Of course. I'll send a message to Scarsdale in the morning. In the
meantime, keep that tiger around.”

***

Thud. Thud.
Thud.

Growl!

Kyla's eyes shot open. She tapped her light orb and threw on a robe.
Eunoe, curled up on the floor, rubbed her eyes and sat up. “Castor!”

The girls ran downstairs to the shop.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

Someone was knocking at the door. They could hear Castor growl another
warning, and a panicked but muffled cry. Kyla stood away from the door and
ducked low behind a shelf.

“Let me get it. You stay back.” Eunoe picked up a heavy-looking boot –
which unfortunately was the most threatening item in the room – and crept up to
the door. There was another thud, and Eunoe whipped the door open and held up
the boot, ready to swing.

“Hi!” came a cheery voice.

It took Kyla a moment to realize who it was. “Marik?”

There were footsteps from above and Kyla heard the hatch from the upper
level.

“What's going on?” came Lianaria's worried voice.

“It's ok!” Kyla shouted back. “It's Marik!”

Marik stepped inside, dragging a bound and gagged Linkin, and threw him
to the floor.

“Found this gentleman skulking around outside. He made some veiled
threats. Thought I'd see what you wanted to do with him?”

Kyla shouted back upstairs. “Actually, mom, you'd better get down here
right away!”
















Chapter
Twenty-Two  


The Weakest Linkin  
Lianaria
watched the dwarf through slotted eyes. This dwarf had attacked her daughter
and threatened her home. She stepped forward and crouched down to get a better
look at his face. Marik stood on his neck, the point of his sword in the
dwarf's ear. The dwarf was writhing and his eyes darted madly.

“Get him out of the house. We'll deal with him outside.” Lianaria
wouldn't have this creature sully her home. She turned to see Philosthenes
climbing down the ladder. “Go get Vendrik. Marik and I will tie this sack of
crab-apples to a tree.”

Kyla's eyes widened. Lianaria often reprimanded Kyla for her foul
language and doubted she had ever heard her mother swear. Lianaria had never
felt so furious. How dare this dwarf terrorize her family!

Philosthenes took a hard look at Linkin. “I don't want to leave you with
the dwarf. I'll send Bit.”

“Huh?” Bit climbed down behind Philosthenes. He looked confused, likely
awakened by the commotion.

“I'm not sending Bit out alone. Not with these thugs hanging about.”
Lianaria kicked the dwarf in the chest to indicate to whom she was referring.
“There could be more.” She turned to Kyla. “Get the rope out of the trunk by
the wash-basin.”

As Kyla nodded and clambered upstairs, Marik grabbed the dwarf by the
hair and pulled him to his feet. He pressed the point of his blade to the
dwarf's throat. The dwarf mumbled something. Lianaria couldn't make it out. She
led them outside to an aspen tree.

Philosthenes grabbed Bit by the arm. “Very well. Come on, Bit. You're
coming with me.”  Bit resisted at first, wanting to see what was going on,
but acquiesced when Lianaria put her hands on her hips.

“Get that tiger over here,” she told Eunoe. “If the dwarf tries to run,
he can eat him.”

Eunoe beckoned for Castor, who growled at the dwarf. The dwarf let out a
small shriek before growling back and then laughing.

The dwarf looked about madly as they pushed him against the tree.

“You and your family are dead!” he growled. “I know where you live. I
know where she lives.” He looked up at Kyla as she ran out of the house. She
had the rope, as well as a light orb and a bag of candles.

“What are you doing?” the dwarf shouted as Kyla placed the light orb over
his head. It hovered when she let go. The dwarf stared at it, panicked, and
then looked at Marik helplessly.

“Linkin travels through shadows,” Kyla explained. “I saw him do it.”

Lianaria doubted this. The dwarf already would have escaped, if that were
the case. As long as it made Kyla feel safe there was no harm in it. She
watched as Kyla set a circle of candles around the tree and took out a
firestick. She lit the first candle and used it to ignite the rest, so that the
dwarf was encircled in light.

“There. No shadows, no escape!” Kyla said. Meanwhile Marik was binding
the dwarf's arms behind the tree. Lianaria saw him give the dwarf a wicked
grin. Marik appeared to be enjoying this.

There was a sound of footsteps running through the trees. Marik's sword
flashed in the direction of the noise, though he was nowhere near it.

“He's gone,” Bit panted.

Philosthenes burst from the darkness. “Emona said he went to Scarsdale.
Elvingaard reserves were called in.”

Lianaria frowned. “Wonderful. Now what do we do with him?” Vendrik was
the only person in Aspengrove with any combat experience or military
connections.

 Kyla looked up. “We can send someone from Equinox. We can fly back
on Castor.”

Lianaria had come to Aspengrove because it was such a safe place to raise
children. Philosthenes could have had a more profitable career in a larger
center. He had wanted to, but had sacrificed his professional interests for his
family. But trouble could be found anywhere, it seemed, and Lianaria had been a
fool to think she could avoid it.

She wasn't so much a fool to realize she couldn't protect Kyla on her
own. Marik stepped forward and held the blade up to Linkin's throat. “I could
finish him for you,” he offered. A trickle of blood slid down the dwarf's neck
into his jerkin.

“No! You wouldn't!” the dwarf looked scared and pressed back against the
tree. “I'll slaughter you when...no, please don't hurt me. I'll do whatever you
want!”

“Please, no.” It was Philosthenes. “We don't solve our problems with
violence.”

Linkin laughed. “Violence is the solution! Maybe. No, it isn't.
You should let me go. But it's MY solution! No. It's Dunkin's solution. But I'm
going to kill the lot of you when I escape!”

Lianaria clicked her tongue. “I don't think you're going to reason with
this one, Phil. And my knots are good but I can't say he won't break free.”

Marik waved his sword in front of the dwarf's face. “Just let me know if
you change your mind.”

Philosthenes lowered the blade with his hand. “No. I agree with Kyla. You
girls head back to Equinox. It's safer there. Send someone for the dwarf as
soon as you arrive.”

Lianaria thought about this. She hated to separate from Kyla, but Equinox
would be safer. And she felt it wise to have Kyla far away should the
dwarf escape. “You girls head back. Send someone to pick him up.”

“Huh? Oh. Yes, mom. We'll go first thing in the morning.”

“You'll go now, Kyla.”

“Are you sure? We just got—”

“NOW!”

Philosthenes stepped forward. He gave Kyla a hug and helped the girls onto
Castor. “Keep those candles lit!” Kyla shouted as the tiger started flapping
its wings. “Or else he'll get away!” Lianaria just smiled.

After they disappeared through the treetops she looked at Bit.

“Go to your room,” she ordered. “Phil, please sleep in Bit's room
tonight. With your sword.” Philosthenes was no swordsman but he had been
trained in basic combat. However, he balked at leaving Lianaria outside with
the dwarf.

“I'd prefer to keep an eye on this fellow.” He put his hand on Lianaria's
shoulder. She smiled at him. The children had never seen her in this state, but
he had. She could be a tyrant in an emergency, and he understood why and was
patient with it. And, what's more, he trusted her judgment, which was why she
loved him more than she had loved any other man.

“Please protect Bit,” she said, taking his hand. “Marik, do you mind
helping me keep an eye on our friend here?”

Marik grinned. “I would be happy to help.”

Lianaria looked back at Philosthenes. “Please, Phil. There's another one
out there somewhere. Maybe more. There's only one way into Bit's room, and I
need you to guard it.”

“Of course.” Philosthenes gave Lianaria a quick kiss.

“Come on, Bit. You're going to bed.” Philosthenes headed into the shop
but Bit didn't follow.

“I want to see what's going on!” he complained.

Lianaria shot him a glare. “Go. Now.”

“Sleep tight!” Linkin giggled as Bit mumbled something and walked into
the shop after Philosthenes. “I'm going to find them and kill them. You can't
protect all of them. Not all the time!”

Lianaria made sure Bit was inside before she stepped over the ring of
candles and clutched Linkin's mouth closed. Her words dripped as she whispered
in his ear.

“If you threaten my family again, I'll kill you.”

The dwarf giggled, and looked as though he might challenge her threat,
but when he looked into her eyes he clamped his mouth shut and fell silent.

***

It was a cold
night which gave Marik an excuse to make some tea for Lianaria. A few drops of
passion flower extract, pilfered from her own cupboard, put her right to sleep.
He supposed Kyla would shortly be back at Equinox and he didn't know how soon
security forces would arrive, but some of the King's soldiers could teleport so
it was probably time to call it a night. Marik hadn't planned on sticking
around but in truth the light orb and candles effectively blocked Linkin from
escaping so Marik, with his soft heart, thought he should facilitate Linkin's
liberation.

“Guess you can go now. Thank you very much for your help!”

“What? You were helping me!”

So Marik had led him to believe. The deluded dwarf was trying to garner
favor with Erebus by recovering the rubbing but was too incompetent to do it on
his own. Fortunately for him Marik could use this opportunity to build trust
with the Nim family.

Marik knocked over a few candles, allowing the shadow of the tree to
create a bridge into the darkness of the forest. Linkin sank into the shadow,
slipped through his bonds, and reformed by Marik.

“You were going to kill me!” the dwarf hissed. “You cut my neck!”

“Well, all part of the show. And now you can get your revenge. Try to
make it look like I put up a fight.”

A minute later Marik was writhing on the forest floor with blood gushing
from his nose and mouth. Linkin had enjoyed his revenge a little too much.
Marik couldn't be truly angry. Had Philosthenes not stopped him, Marik had been
ready to kill the dwarf.
















Chapter
Twenty-Three  


No Rest for the Weary  
“I can't
believe it! I can't believe they'd do this to me! They're worse than Dunkin and
Linkin and Erebus!” Kyla was boiling inside. The military had sent forces to
Aspengrove, alright, but Linkin had escaped and now Director Anh-Bul and
Professor Ciana and some one-eyed minotaur told her she wasn't allowed to leave
campus. And her family had been taken to a military base and she wasn't allowed
to see them until the army decided it was safe.

“A bit harsh,” Eunoe frowned. “You're safe. Your family's safe. That's
what you wanted.”

“I don't want to be in prison!” Kyla drew a spoonful of stew but let it
drip back into the bowl. “This is stupid. Why can't I go to the base as well?”
It didn't make sense to Kyla. A military base would be safer than Equinox. She
should be able to spend her imprisonment with her family.

“What's going on?” Saul walked up to the table and sat down next to
Aspen. The table felt emptier today. Aura was still in Aeolis, Ach'vach had
been called back home, and Lili, while still at Equinox, was part of the
reserves and assigned to a patrol. Everyone was on alert now that the star
stations had been overthrown, and somehow Kyla was part of it. The army
wouldn't let her go anywhere.

Kyla looked up at Saul. She relayed the story with Linkin in the
clearing, and the trip to Aspengrove, and the meeting with the Director, but
she spoke so quickly she left Saul looking confused as he slowly bit into a
piece of mutton.

“Oh.”

Aspen summarized for him. “Dwarfs are trying to kill Kyla and her family.
Now she's not allowed to leave campus. She wants to go to the military base
with her family. We don't know why they won't let her go.”

Saul nodded. “I see.”

“Maybe they think your family will be safer if you aren't with them,”
Eunoe suggested.

“I bet its because they don't trust the military right now.” Saul licked
his fingers. “Because so many of them were in on the coup.”

Kyla hadn't heard this. Nor did she know what a coup was. “What?”

“Yeah, turns out the stars fell so fast because basically every station
had at least one person in Erebus' army. Or Chaos' army. Whoever's in charge.
Huge scandal. They're keeping it quiet.”

“Then how do you know about it and why don't I?” Kyla shouted. This made
her more afraid. Were more people going to come after her now?

“Lili heard from her commanding officer. It's classified information.” He
said this very nonchalantly and took another bite of his lunch and started
speaking while chewing. “So maybe they figure you're too high profile a target
to leave with a bunch of soldiers they don't trust.”

“I doubt Equinox is any safer!”

“No, but they've had wards up for weeks monitoring everyone for traces of
Erebus' power. Equinox just kinda lucked out because they were watching out for
you after you gave that stone to Professor Ciana.”

“Then why can't my family come here?”

“Dunno.”

Kyla dropped her chin on her hand and stared at her food. She slowly
pushed the bowl of stew away.

“Eat,” Eunoe ordered.

Kyla looked at her. “I'm not hungry.”

“I don't care. You need to eat.”

“I don't feel like it!” Kyla pushed the bowl farther away for emphasis. “I'm
going to my room.” She tried to squeeze past Eunoe but Eunoe wouldn't move. She
turned to go out the other way but Aspen, looking anxiously between her and
Eunoe, gave an apologetic smile and refused to budge.

“Oh, crab-apples,” Kyla muttered, and slid under the table.

She stormed out of the cafeteria toward Haven Hall. No one was going to
keep her here against her will. She wasn't a prisoner. She hadn't asked for any
of this. Why should she be trapped like she was some kind of thief or murderer?
What could they do about it anyway?

Kyla looked beyond Haven Hall. The edge of campus wasn't too far to the
east from the dormitories. What would happen if she marched off the grounds?
How would they even know? Was someone spying on her? She looked around. One way
to find out. After all, what was the worst they could do? Throw her in jail?
They already had her in a prison.

Kyla realized as she reached the Equinox borders that she didn't know
what the wards looked like. Besides the front gate there was nothing marking
the boundaries of the grounds. Well, she'd just keep walking until she got to
the woods. Just to see if she could.

She stopped. What about the dwarfs? She had already been accosted twice.
Well, three times if she counted Aspengrove. In fact, every time she left
Equinox a dwarf tracked her down. Maybe she shouldn't leave.

But she was a prisoner!

But she was safe.

But she wanted to see her family!

But she might endanger them by going to see them.

Kyla turned around and looked over the campus. There was a patrol
marching around the grounds. They were headed in Kyla's direction but they were
still a long way off. Kyla thought she'd best not be seen this close to the
boundary. If that were Lili's patrol, Kyla just knew Lili would blab if she saw
her contemplating an escape.

“Going somewhere?”

Kyla spun with a gasp, clutching at her heart. “Oh! You scared the pine
nuts out of me!” she gasped. “I thought you were one of the dwarfs. What
happened to you?”

Marik smiled weakly. One eye was swollen shut and the other had a scar
over it. His face and hands were spotted with bruises. “Your dwarf friend got
out of his ropes and did quite a number on me. Your mother bandaged me up. I
promised to bring you this, since I was headed this way.”

Marik handed Kyla a letter. It was signed by her father. She unfolded it
so aggressively it nearly tore, but Marik grabbed her by the wrist as she
started to read.

“We should get onto the grounds,” Marik suggested. “I doubt you're safe
here, and I don't care to be beat up by another dwarf.” He started walking,
pulling Kyla along. “Oh! I almost forgot!” Marik dropped his shoulder bag and
dug inside, pulling out Kyla's light orb and several pages of parchment. “This
light orb is yours. And my friend – she's a linguist and historian – she was
translating an ancient text and I thought you might be interested in seeing a
copy.”

“Thank you!” Kyla tucked the orb under her arm and looked over the
parchments. It was a historical document. Exactly the type of thing she would not
be interested in. She enjoyed stories about history, but always glazed over
when presented with actual historical accounts. She looked at Marik for an
explanation.

“It talks about an ancient battle with Erebus. There have been many, but
this is the oldest account my friend had ever seen. I haven't read it but I
thought you might be interested, since his forces have shown an interest in
you. She gave me a copy of the original as well as a translation.”

“Thanks,” Kyla said insincerely. She tucked the pages into the waist of her
pants. She looked over at the patrol, which was getting closer. She didn't see
Lili so that was some relief. “We'd better move.”

Dear Kyla:

Your mother and Bit
are well. I wanted to send you this message to let you know we all love you
very much. It hurts that we have to separate for now but you are in our hearts
always. Please know we are doing what we think is best for your safety. We have
been told very little about the situation beyond what we already knew, but I am
optimistic we shall get through this.

I want you to know
it is okay to be scared. Your mother and I feel scared for you every day, but
that means we love you and are concerned for your welfare. Please don't worry
about us. You will be in our prayers. Keep yourself safe.

Love,

Dad

Marik out a hand on Kyla's arm. “Oh, I'm supposed to tell you one other
thing. Your dad said should things go south to meet at the summer home. He
didn't write that in the letter in case it was intercepted.”

Kyla shrugged. “We don't have a summer home.”

“Well, that's what he told me to tell you.”

Kyla folded the letter and tucked it into her waistband. She didn't know
when she would be able to see her family again, so for now the letter was the
closest connection she had. Those and her rocks, of course, but they were more
difficult to carry around.

***

Eunoe rolled
her three-stone in her hand. Aspen was winning again, and Eunoe wondered if she
was using bonded wood. Aspen wasn't above cheating when she played Eunoe. Eunoe
tossed her three-stone at Aspen's. It rested about two feet beyond. Not a great
throw, but at this distance it might be enough. Aspen grinned as she pulled her
three-stick from the box.

“We should make a bet. If I win you'll fly me anywhere I want.”

Eunoe smirked. “Nice try! Not wagering at the last throw.”

“Chicken.” Aspen took aim and tossed the stick in the air. It landed on
its end right between the two three-stones, but bounced out.  Aspen cursed
and stamped her foot on the ground.

As they walked around the grass picking up their sticks and stones, Eunoe
spotted Kyla with Marik walking by the Chiron building.

“Hey! Kyla!” Eunoe shouted and waved. She didn't want to leave any hard
feelings from lunch. Kyla waved back, looked at Marik, and the two started
toward Eunoe.

“I don't like him,” Aspen whispered in Eunoe's ear. Eunoe looked at her.

“Why not?”

“I don't know. He feels fake.”

To Eunoe almost everyone seemed fake. “Ah. Well, fake or not, he's nice
to have around.”

Aspen said nothing but watched Marik carefully as he approached.

“Whatcha doin'?” Kyla said cheerily, in contrast to her sour mood at
lunch. She held up a letter and skipped the final few steps to Eunoe. “My daddy
sent me a letter! Marik brought it. Also some other thing about Erebus.”

Kyla pulled some parchments that had been tucked in her waistline. Eunoe
glanced at them with little interest. She didn't care much for history. “Saul
can read it and summarize for us,” she suggested, as she knew Kyla was unlikely
to either read or understand the document. “Would you like to play sticks and
stones with us?”

Kyla looked at the sticks and stones and shrugged. “I don't know how to
play.”

“I'd love to play,” Marik smiled. Eunoe saw Aspen wince when he spoke.
“I've played before but I recall scoring is a bit of a beast. I may need a reminder.”

“Sure. You get three sticks, three stones, and a three-foot tape. Each
set has a one-stick, two-stick and three-stick. Same with the stones. They're
all marked with a unique design so you don't get them mixed up. The number of
designs imprinted on the stick or stone tells you the value. See, Aspen uses
pictures of leaves on hers and I used bunnies.” She paused as she remembered
the night of the Fall Ball.

“Eunoe infested the whole campus with flying bunnies!” Kyla smiled,
though on seeing Eunoe's pained grimace she cut herself short.

Marik laughed. “That sounds like a story!”

Eunoe interrupted to avoid the story going any further. It might be an
amusing tale some day, but for now it was too fresh a humiliation. “Anyway, you
want to get your stones as close to other stones as possible. You get minus
points if they're touching, and they have to be in range of the tape. To score
you add the closest stones together. You throw sticks between the stones to
block points, but the stick can't block more points than the value of the
stick. Anyway you'll get the hang of it pretty quick.”

Marik grabbed a stone from Eunoe and smiled. “We'll be on a team!”

Eunoe looked at Aspen, who was frowning and watching Marik carefully.
“Maybe Aspen and I should play together.”

Kyla put her arm around the frowning dryad. “Nah, we can take you guys,
right, Aspen?”

“Yeah,” the dryad said absentmindedly. It was clear Aspen distrusted
Marik and simply didn't want to spend time around him. Eunoe didn't understand why,
but decided to keep an eye on him just in case. Aspen sometimes noticed things
no one else did.

Marik was fairly good at the game, and Kyla was abysmal, but Aspen won
the day with a solid toss of the two-stick. Aspen was a gracious winner with
everyone but Eunoe, for whom she always performed a little victory dance,
though today there was less heart in it.

“Hey guys. Care for another game?” It was Saul. He looked a bit singed
and stank of smoke and burned hair.

“What happened to you?” Kyla asked, scrunching her nose.

Saul shrugged. “Had an argument with Lili.”

Kyla looked hopeful. “Did you break up?”

“No. We were just talking and she flipped out.”

Eunoe smirked. “What was the last thing you said?”

“Oh, we were talking about...oh, how they're calling all the armies
together. If a war actually starts she might get called home to fight. Anyway I
said she shouldn't have to fight because she's a lady.”

“Lady's a stretch,” Eunoe muttered.

Kyla put her hands on her hips. “Any one of us ladies could beat
the snot out of you.”

Saul stretched himself to look taller. “Is that so?”

“Yeah. I took out an evil dwarf by myself.”

“Oh really? I heard that was Aura.”

“Well, yeah. Different dwarf. But Aura's a lady too. I bet if our army
was all ladies we could end this war.”

“Yeah. Cause you'd yap until the other army got bored and went home.”

“What?” Kyla looked at Eunoe. “Did he just say what I think he said?” Her
eyes shot back at Saul. “You have the biggest mouth of anyone I know. If
anything you'd bore us to death. Oh, speaking of which, could you
read this and summarize it for me? Thanks.”

Saul was taken aback, as he looked geared up to continue the argument,
but Kyla shoved Marik's parchments in his face. It took him only seconds to
scan them and hand them back.

“Some story about a fight with Erebus. He made the world dark, they
fought the darkness with some enchanted metal, and some evil wizard sucked some
people's souls into rocks. The end.” Saul handed the parchments back. “Now, if
you want to fight me, I'll meet you on the proving grounds at sunset.”

“Does it say what type of metal?” Marik interrupted.

Saul grabbed the parchments back and skimmed over it again. “It says it
was golden, but not that it was actually gold. Who knows?”

“Wait a second!” Kyla grabbed the parchments back. “He sucked people's
souls into stones? Is there a way we could get a soul sucked out again?”

“Hold it.” Eunoe crossed her arms. “You aren't doing anything. If you
have any crazy ideas pass them on to someone else. I'm watching you.”

“Of course!” Kyla smiled. “I'm not crazy.”

Eunoe smiled back, but in this respect Kyla was crazy and Eunoe
had to keep a close eye on her.

***

Kyla found
herself in a forest. It wasn't Aspengrove. The leaves were too green for this
late in the year. It looked like spring. Had she somehow missed winter?

Kyla didn't know where she was, or which way to go, so she listened.
Perhaps she could catch someone talking. She wouldn't have come here alone. Not
after what happened with Dunkin and Linkin. How did she get here anyway?

There was no sound. No birds, no animals, no water, no wind. Nothing. She
took a step and her footfall made no sound either. Was she a ghost? Had she
died?

If she were dead, it wasn't that bad. There was nothing to fear after
death. She was comfortable. She felt no cold nor warmth. It was peaceful. She
would miss her family but if she could find them she could watch over them.

Could ghosts fly? Kyla supposed they probably could. She jumped but came
back down. She concentrated on lifting into the air but nothing happened. She
saw a rock and tried to move it with her mind. Nothing happened. She had no
ghostly powers.

“Crab-apples,” she muttered, though no sound came out.

She bent down and picked the rock up. She dropped it. It behaved
normally, but there was no thud as it hit the ground. Maybe she wasn't dead.
Only deaf. It was hard to tell as she had no experience with either.

As she had no idea where to go, she walked in the direction she was
facing. She could see by the swaying of the branches and leaves that there was
wind but she couldn't feel it. That she couldn't smell anything came to her
attention as she passed some lilacs. She didn't like the smell of lilacs—which
confounded her mother, who loved them—but not smelling them at all was worse.
The only sense that was working properly was sight.

The forest eventually opened up to a large field of deep green grass.
There were rolling hills in the distance and no more trees. Kyla turned around.
The forest was gone. She took a few steps back, thinking she might somehow wind
up back in the trees, but now all she saw was grass and rolling hills in all
directions. Having no destination, she decided to continue on her original
path.

After some time, Kyla spotted movement in the distance. It looked like a
person. At least it had arms and legs and a head. Yet it was the opposite of a
person. It was like a part of the universe had been cut out where a person was
supposed to be. It was like a living shadow, but not flat like a shadow. It had
the width and height of a person. Only...only it had so much more depth.
Looking into the body of the shadow Kyla saw an infinite darkness inside that
finite body. It sucked the light from around it, so that it was surrounded by a
shimmering dark halo.

In front of the figure was a hole in the ground. It looked like a pond,
but there was no water. Instead there was vast darkness, like the shadow being,
only the darkness here was flowing. She couldn't see it flow. There was nothing
to see, but she could sense it.

It was a few moments before Kyla realized what the figure was doing. He
was fishing. A rod and line, also of deep shadow, weaved and bobbed into the
depths of the pond. There was a tug and a yank. The shadow being caught
something and tossed it onto the side of the pond.

It was a man. Or the absence of a man. It stood up and looked at her,
vacant arms outstretched. It was her father. Rather, the negative of her
father.

Kyla's knees shook and she dropped to the ground. The figure stood there,
still looking at her, arms still outstretched. Another shadow dropped on the
bank of the pit. It stood, and it was her mother, who beckoned Kyla over. Then
came Bit. And Eunoe and Aspen and Aura and Saul. Even Lili and Ach'vach. Kyla
couldn't tell how long she lay in the grass watching the shadows drop on the
bank one by one, but soon everyone she knew was standing there. And hundreds
more. Or, rather, the vacancies in the universe that resembled them. She could
sense, somehow, that these people were being ripped from existence. Subtracted.
The universe was now less without them, and void was taking their place.

Kyla closed her eyes. Erebus had won and Chaos had been freed. All the
armies of Oberon had failed, and the world was sinking into darkness.

No. Worse than darkness. Kyla had been in darkness. One could still
smell, hear, love, laugh, cry, sing in darkness. It was more than absence. More
than death. More than nothingness.

Kyla felt something tug on her from inside. She opened her eyes but saw
nothing, but she could feel the pull of the thread drawing her through the
rushing void. And she didn't care. Her future was gone, her family was gone,
her friends were gone. It didn't matter. She wasn't afraid. She wasn't relieved.
She felt nothing. Worse than nothing. A subtraction as she was pulled from the
universe. But she didn't care. She had no emotion. No love, nor fear, or even
relief that she felt no fear.

She stopped moving. She knew there were other shadow beings around her.
Her friends, her family. She didn't care. Nor did they. They were prepared for
the eternal emptiness ahead.

Then there was terror, and Kyla sat up in her bed screaming.
















Chapter
Twenty-Four  


Bad Decisions  
“This is very
interesting but I doubt the military is going to take an interest in it, Kyla.”

Kyla slammed her finger onto the page sitting on Professor Ciana's desk.
“What if it's true? We could capture Erebus and be done with it!”

Professor Ciana leaned forward. Kyla could tell he was trying to be kind
but had no interest in her plan. “Look, I know you're worried about Erebus and
you have every right to be. Rest assured all of King Oberon's forces are at the
ready. Besides, I'm afraid repelling Erebus isn't enough. He has assembled an
army of followers who may continue fighting in his absence.”

“Maybe but stopping Erebus is a real important part!”

“Well, I'm afraid I'm not going to be able to convince the Taxiarch to
commit resources to look for rocks that may or may not have ancient people
stuck inside of them.”

“Who's the Taxiarch? And I already know where one is! That gnome...the
Dean of Admissions! I can't remember his name.”

“He's the minotaur we met with the other day. And you mean Professor
Tilvingirlimn.”

“Maybe. Anyway he has a rock with...”

“Kyla, just relax. You've been through a lot. Now you're safe, and your
family is being well taken care of.”

Kyla could see she wasn't going to get anywhere with Professor Ciana. As
he had been her most likely ally, she didn't see where else she could turn.
Well, maybe it was a stupid idea, and maybe the paper was just a story, but she
didn't want to sit around doing nothing.

“Thanks anyway,” she mumbled as she grabbed the page from Professor
Ciana's desk and walked out. She looked back and he gave her a weak smile. Kyla
sighed. Well, she had promised Eunoe she would try to go through the proper
channels, but she wasn't going to let a good plan die because no one would
listen.

She headed straight for the Dean of Admission's office. She had forgotten
his name already. She wondered what she might tell the gnome. He seemed crazy;
maybe that was an asset. He might believe her. Though she didn't need his help.
She needed that stone. What did she have to offer? She could trade it for one
of her own stones. Not the tiger stone, of course. Or the great big quartz.
Maybe her light orb. No, that was a gift. Maybe she could just steal the stone?
No, that would lead down a sticky path.

Kyla arrived at the Dean's office with no plan. The mounds of paperwork
had grown since Kyla's last visit. The gnome was rooting through a box of old
books which cast dust into the air as he flipped through the pages. Some of the
knickknacks on the shelves had been moved or changed out, but the geode with
the face was still there. The Dean hadn't noticed her yet. She picked up the
geode and thought in her mind what she should say.

“Um...excuse me?”

The gnome spoke without looking at her. “Yes?”

“I was wondering if I could have this geode on your shelf. I need it
for...”

“Sure. Help yourself. Take anything you want. Got too much crap in here
anyway.”

“Oh. Thanks.”

Kyla felt a little disappointed at how easy that was.

***

“I got it,
fellas!” Kyla plopped the geode on the table. “Look at that. There's totally a
face in there.”

Eunoe inspected the stone without touching it. “I guess I can kind of see
something.”

Aspen was more positive. “Yes! Yes yes yes! I see it!” She picked it
up and looked it over before handing it to Saul, who was practically climbing
over her shoulder to take a look.

“I dunno.” Saul rotated it in his hand. “Hard to say. You know you're
preconditioned to see faces in things, right? Your brain plays tricks on you
that way.”

“Maybe your brain plays tricks on you.” Kyla beamed. “My
brain and I are a team!”

Saul thought about this. “Ok, clever enough. I'm just saying it could be
nothing. Besides, even if there is someone trapped in there, how would you get
them out? They're probably dead.”

“Eunoste!” Aspen clapped her hands. “Eunoe, Eunoste could do it!” She
looked at Eunoe, suddenly fell quiet, and looked down at the table. “Sorry.”

“You know I can't go back yet, Aspen.”

“I know.”

Kyla could see there was a story here. “What? What's going on?”

Eunoe frowned. “I'd rather not discuss it right now.”

“Why? What's wrong?”

Aspen put her hand on Kyla's shoulder. “Kyla, no. Just...we can't go
back. Not right now.”

Kyla could see they didn't want to go home but if Eunoe's leader,
Eunoste, could help defeat Erebus then Kyla had to see her. “Don't worry about
it!” she smiled. “I'll figure something else out.”

***

Later that
afternoon, Kyla pulled out her collection of maps from the library and was able
to trace a route to Arkwood from Equinox. She estimated a two-week trip on
foot, but she had no access to the portals and didn't think Castor would let
her on without Eunoe. She wasn't about to risk upsetting a tiger.

Kyla knew she should be more afraid, but she had been afraid so much
lately that it was starting to wear off. She also knew it was stupid to head
out on her own as she couldn't leave Equinox without Linkin or Dunkin tracking
her down. It was a stupid, terrible idea to seek Eunoste on her own. No one in
their right mind would allow it. That's why she couldn't tell anyone.

She folded up her belongings in a blanket, grabbed her light orb, and
headed for the gates. Arkwood was to the southeast so she was going to have to
walk by Kildath. She hoped Linkin wasn't there. She did a few practice sweeps
with her foot in case she had to take out his knee again. Then she looked
around carefully. There were patrols and professors and a number of others who
might be watching. People who knew she wasn't supposed to leave the campus
grounds. She needed to avoid the gate and so sneaked out the west side of the
square before heading south. There was better tree cover here, and before long
Kyla found herself surrounded by woods. She exhaled deeply and started walking.

“Where are you going?”

Kyla froze in her tracks. It was Aspen's voice, but it was coming from a
cherry tree ahead. The tree slowly took Aspen's shape.

“I didn't know you could turn into a tree. Why do you bother to rest
inside one?”

“You aren't supposed to be out here, Kyla.”

“I'm just taking a walk.” Kyla took a step to go around. Aspen moved to
block her.

“No. You can't be out here.”

Kyla stomped her foot. “Did Eunoe send you to spy on me?”

Aspen said nothing, which probably meant yes.

Kyla took a step the other way, only to be blocked again. “Get out of my
way!”

“No!”

She seldom saw Aspen so determined about anything. It was more of a Eunoe
trait. “Fine. I'll go back. Lead the way.”

Aspen smiled and headed back to the campus. “Don't worry, I won't tell
Eunoe if you—”

Before Aspen could finish, Kyla turned and ran. She knew Aspen couldn't
get too far from Equinox, as long as Eunoe was back there.

“You brat!” Aspen shouted. To Kyla's surprise
the dryad ran after her. She was fast, but Kyla's diminutive height turned out
to be an advantage as she found shortcuts under brush and branches that Aspen
had to move around. Yet the dryad knew how to maneuver in the thick forest and
Kyla wasn't sure if she could keep ahead.

Aspen did catch up to Kyla and took a swipe. Kyla wasn't about to knock
out Aspen's kneecap, but she dodged and climbed up a large oak tree. Her
childhood years of playing in the forest paid off. The forest here was heavy,
and there were enough high branches that Kyla could bound from tree to tree.
Aspen, unable to follow, ran along the ground below.

“I know where you're going Kyla! We'll get Castor and hunt you down!”

“You'll never see me from the air!”

“We know where you're going! And you're going to get it!”

Kyla had never seen Aspen so worked up. She looked more frantic than angry.
Kyla didn't like doing this to her but the world was at stake. She couldn't
turn back. “I need to see Eunoste!”

Aspen shouted something else but she was slowing down and her words were
drowned by the sound of snapping twigs and Kyla's feet on the branches. Then
Aspen's voice abruptly stopped altogether. She must have given up.

Kyla felt uneasy. She stopped and looked back. She couldn't see or hear
Aspen, though she couldn't be that far behind. Kyla dropped to a lower branch.
Aspen was lying on the ground, breathing heavily.

“Oh, no!” Kyla jumped to the ground and ran over to Aspen. “Help! Someone
help!”

Kyla supposed she must have gone too far from Equinox. It didn't feel
more than a mile, which was Aspen's expressed limit, but Kyla didn't know
exactly where on campus Eunoe might be.

“I'll get you back. I'll get you back.” Kyla grabbed Aspen by the arms
and tried to drag her but Kyla's small size and the rough ground made progress
extremely slow. “Come on, Aspen! Open your eyes!”

Kyla felt sick. This was her fault. She shouldn't have run off. She knew
it was dangerous.

“Why did you chase me?” she sobbed. “Come on! Wake up!” Kyla gave Aspen a
light slap on each cheek but there was no response. She pried an eye open,
checked for a heartbeat, listened for breath. She was alive, but Kyla couldn't
tell if she was going to stay that way. Again she tried to drag Aspen back
toward Equinox. She eventually reached the spot she had first encountered
Aspen. Still Aspen didn't wake up. Kyla sat down and cried.

There was the sound of branches breaking followed by a heavy thud and
footsteps. Linkin? Dunkin?

Worse. It was Eunoe. Her face was twisted in fury and rage, and Kyla felt
she would be better off fighting the dwarfs than dealing with the alseid right
now.

“Help me get her on Castor,” Eunoe ordered.

Kyla couldn't raise her eyes enough to meet Eunoe's accusing gaze.

***

Kyla had never
been chastised so badly, not even that time she pushed Bit out of a tree and
broke his arm. Eunoe yelled until she lost her voice. She was angry about Kyla
being so stupid, and leaving, and making Aspen chase her. Aspen, at least,
would be alright but she needed tending. There were a few moments when Kyla
thought Eunoe was going to hit her. She wouldn't have blamed her if she had.

All Kyla could do was sit quietly and take it.

Aspen recovered, though unlike Eunoe she wasn't angry. Rather she was
relieved that Kyla had come back to Equinox. She gave Kyla a hug as soon as she
could sit up.

Kyla started crying. “I'm so sorry!”

“It's ok! I'm glad you're safe. That was really a stupid thing to do, you
know.”

“Yeah. Eunoe already told me.”

Eunoe was less moved. “You knew it was stupid before you did it.” Her
voice was hoarse after all that yelling.

Kyla pulled away from Aspen. “I'm really, really sorry. I had to do something.
I can't just sit around and let Erebus take over, and nobody's going to help me
stop him.”

Kyla, finally able to look at Eunoe now that Aspen was awake, told her about
her dream with the shadows. “I think that's what happens if he wins. I can't
let him win. I don't want to stop caring about my family. Or you guys.”

Eunoe stared at Kyla, and Kyla couldn't tell if she was still angry.
“I'll go see Eunoste.”

Kyla hopped out of her seat. “I'll pack. We need to leave at night though
because—”

Eunoe grabbed Kyla's arm and pulled her down. “You aren't going
anywhere.”

“But—”

“No. You wait here.”

“But it's my—”

Eunoe's eyes bored into Kyla. Kyla wordlessly pulled the geode from her
bag and dropped it into Eunoe's hand.

***

Eunoe was
silent, but Aspen could feel how fast her heart was beating. Eunoe was
terrified. They had never discussed going back, but both knew it would happen
sooner or later. At least it would be a short visit.

“We should move to Aspengrove, after we're done school,” she said.

“That would be nice.” Eunoe's voice was meek. She was the strong one, but
her Charm had broken her, and Aspen hated them for it. Except for Eunoste.
Perhaps Eunoste would relocate with them as well.

Aspen held Eunoe tightly as Castor swooped and turned in the air. She
wasn't afraid of heights; not compared to her fear of fire, anyway. It was like
swimming in a cold lake. It was scary before you jumped in, and a relief when
you got out, but invigorating while you were in the water. That's how Aspen
felt flying on Castor. She was always nervous until they lifted off, and then
there was a rush and smiling and laughter, and you never wanted it to end but
at the same time it was somehow draining and you couldn't wait to set foot on
the ground again. She looked down now. There were too many trees to count, and
it was getting dark. She didn't know how long it would take to get home. It had
been a two-week trip on foot. Aspen wondered that Eunoe hadn't thought to make
Castor sooner.

***

Aspen woke up
with a start. In that moment of disorientation, she forgot where she was and
shrieked as she looked down at the trees below.

“You're crushing me!” Eunoe gasped. Aspen's arms were wrapped around
Eunoe's waist and in her frightened state Aspen had squeezed her in a most
terrible hug. It was dark but the moon was full. The sky looked naked without
any stars, and the threat from Erebus sank in. All those stars vanished in a
single night. That was some power. Dark and terrible.

“I think that's Eunoste's right there.” Eunoe leaned right and Castor
began to descend. Singing and raucous laughter drifted into the sky and Aspen
could see lanterns in Everin's Hollow. Many of the nymphs would meet with
satyrs there, and laugh and carouse all night. Eunoste seldom went to those
affairs. Sure enough, there was a light in her window. Eunoe guided Castor
gently through the treetops and as near Eunoste's home as she could.

The area was well lit. Some Charms made use of fairies and enchantments
for light, but here floating lanterns illuminated the small wood with
flickering fireflies. Canaste, the only redhead in the Charm, was leaning
against a tree trunk and talking to Solsimir, one of the satyrs from Rava Glen.
Canaste sneered at Eunoe and Aspen, but then ignored them and continued with
her conversation. Aspen put her hand on Eunoe's shoulder for support.

Eunoste's home was the only one with two storeys. Most of the nymphs
lived in small huts; a few amounted to no more than a hollowed mound of dirt
covered in flowers and leaves. None of the nymphs spent much time indoors
anyway, and few were given to housekeeping. Eunoe had been an exception and had
a larger wooden hut that she had kept tidy and simply decorated. Eunoste's
home, in contrast, was made from worked wood. It had been here longer than any
of the local nymphs or dryads. It was adorned with ferns and flowers, and
though it wasn't built into the environment as well as the Elvish homes of
Aspengrove, Aspen loved the intricate woodwork. Eunoste had once told her the
home had been built from bonded wood by dryads long ago; yet Aspen couldn't
believe dryads would be inclined to work together on a common task, or to
donate so much bonded wood that could never be returned. And Eunoste had never
told her why they would have given her such a gift. Of course Eunoste was older
than the Arkwood itself, and perhaps dryads were different millennia ago.

Eunoste's door was open so they walked right in. This was an Arkwood
custom: an open door meant welcome. They had learned the hard way that other
cultures found this intrusive and threatening. Indeed, Aspen could think of
many people she wouldn't want wandering into her home uninvited. Well, if she
had a proper home. No one but another dryad could get into her tree.

Eunoste must have heard them as she stepped to the top of the stairs,
lantern in hand.

“Eunoe! Aspen!” she smiled. “Welcome.”

***

“No. That's a
terrible move.”

“Why? Why is it terrible? My red stone blocks your purple.” It was Kyla's
first game of Apple Snap and already she knew she didn't like it. Of course,
Saul wasn't a very good teacher.

“Yes.” Saul returned Kyla's red stone to its starting position. “It does,
but my Black stone reverses it so the Green stone will remove it. See? So you
have to move your Black stone to my Green stone first.”

“What's the point of a game if it's this much work to play?” she
complained. “I'd rather just do my homework or something!”

“It's a lot of fun when you get the hang of it. Really strategic. Here,
just move your black stone over here.”

“It's not fun if you do all my moves! Just let me do it.”

Aspen and Eunoe were still in Arkwood, and though Aura was back from Aeolis
she had to work, and so Kyla was stuck with Saul. She had invited him to play
sticks and stones, but he proposed to teach her a better game. It was worse by
miles.

“Okay, just think about this carefully. You have two yellow stones by my
red. This means you can—”

He paused to let her think and expected her to finish his sentence, but
Kyla had no idea where he was leading. She couldn't remember what yellow stones
were even good for.

“Come on,” he encouraged. “You'll love it once you get it.”

Kyla furrowed her brow. “Just because I collect rocks doesn't mean I like
everything that has rocks in it.” She picked up one of the yellow stones and,
as she focused her thoughts, started sucking on it.

“Ew!” Saul grabbed her wrist and pulled her hand from her mouth. “Don't
get your germs all over it!”

Kyla looked at him. He suddenly reminded her of Bit. She put down the
yellow rock and picked up a red one. Then, slowly, she stuck out her tongue and
watched Saul's reaction as she drew the stone in for a lick. He froze for a
moment before grabbing the stone away. Kyla laughed. It felt good; she hadn't
laughed in a while.

“You're so gross! You're like a little kid!” Kyla grabbed another stone,
and another, forcing Saul to grab her wrists. Then she smacked her face onto
the game board and sucked one of the stones into her mouth and spat it out at
Saul.

His face froze in shock, and at first Kyla was worried that he was going
to get angry. She had only meant to tease. She watched him, uncertain if she
should laugh or apologize, until he broke a smile and bleated. “Guess you're
back to being super annoying!” he said. “I kind of thought you were going to be
gloomy forever. Glad you're over it!”

She wasn't over it, but now realized that hard times didn't mean she
couldn't be happy.

***

Marik took a
sip of tea. Director Anh-Bul's head of snakes was unnerving and it was hard not
to stare, but Marik had seen many disgusting sorts of creatures pass through
the prison system and knew how to maintain his composure. Anh-Bul added some
honey to his own tea, set it carefully on his desk, folded his arms across his
chest, and looked at him. “Now, what is it you want?”

Marik looked Anh-Bul straight in the eyes. This was a sign of ultimate
trust, to a gorgon, though Marik knew he had to be careful lest the Director
choose to turn him to stone. Two of Anh-Bul's snakes hissed, and Anh-Bul
grabbed a pair of crickets from a wooden box behind his desk and passed them
up. The hungry little snakes each grabbed one. Marik nearly coughed up his tea.
He had never seen that before. Anh-Bul must go through a lot of crickets.

“I've been looking into a new line of work. Spent the last fifteen years
in Internal Security and thought it was time for a change. I'd heard you were a
wonderful gentleman to work for, and I've always wanted to work with fresh
young minds.”

“What was your previous job, exactly?”

“I was a prison guard.”

Anh-Bul smiled. “Sounds like you're already qualified.”

Marik forced a smile. “Very amusing, Sir. I suppose they can be a
handful, but you seem to have things well under control.”

“Are you looking for a job in Security? Teaching?”

“Whatever you see fit. I'm sure you'll know where my skills can best be
put to use.”

Anh-Bul's eyes scanned Marik. His expression was haughty, yet Marik sensed
he liked what he saw. A little deference went a long way with this sort. Marik
doubted Anh-Bul was ever shown much respect. “I have a few ideas in mind. Why
don't you come back tomorrow morning and I'll have something ready for you?”

“Thank you, Sir. And I must say, that tea was delicious.”

As Marik left the room his smiled disappeared. The smile had been a lie;
his interest in Anh-Bul had been a lie. Marik caressed the hilt of his sword
with a sigh. His life was all lies now. Well, not all. The tea had truly
been delicious.
















Chapter
Twenty-Five  


Arkwood  
“How is
Equinox?” Eunoste pulled out a basket of fish for Aspen and some raspberries
for Eunoe. She knew them well. “I was wondering if you'd come back for a visit.
It's a long trip.”

“Eunoe made a flying tiger,” Aspen answered between bites. “His name's
Castor.”

“Interesting! Not much has changed here. You probably saw the girls out
having a good time.”

Eunoe inspected the berries for bugs before choosing the single
healthiest one and plopping it in her mouth. She loved the tartness of it. They
were hard to get this late in the year, but Eunoste had magic to preserve food.
Aspen's fish could be weeks old but still smelled fresh. “Yeah. We just saw
Canaste on the way in, but she didn't say anything.”

“Well, nobody's said much about it since you left.”

Eunoe grabbed another berry. To avoid the conversation making a more
uncomfortable turn, she pulled out the geode. “My friend found this stone. She
heard some silly story and thought there might be someone trapped inside. What
do you think?”

“You came all the way here for that?”

“Yes!” Aspen interrupted. “She's a very good friend. And I can see a face
in there, too!”

“That's not the only reason,” Eunoe admitted. “The other is a little more
personal. Later. What do you think about this?”

Eunoste inspected the stone. “It looks like a face, but you know, our
minds tend to play tricks on us in that regard.”

“That's what Saul said!” Aspen added excitedly.

“I do sense something. It's very weak. Either it's a very old soul, or
nearly dissolved. I can take a look at it. It could take a few hours. I trust
you can stay until morning?”

“Yes, of course. I expected as much. There's one more thing, though.
Aspen, would you mind getting some water? I'm pretty parched.”

“Oh. Sure.” Aspen would have to go to the river, which should give Eunoe
about ten minutes. As soon as Aspen's footsteps faded she turned back to
Eunoste.

“I need you to teach me how to reattach Aspen's soul.” Eunoe's voice
shook as she spoke.

Eunoste looked shocked. “Are you—are you trying to get rid of her?”

Eunoe fumbled with a raspberry before getting it into her mouth. “No! No.
Quite the opposite. I'm dreading it, but she's made other friends, and
sometimes I feel like there might be someone else she'd rather spend her life
with. Instead of being tied to me all the time.” Though Eunoe had been thinking
about this for a few days, the emotional impact was just starting to hit her.

“Oh, Eunoe! No! You're like sisters!”

Eunoe nodded as she tried to hold back tears. “Sisters grow up. They move
apart. It's nothing immediate. I just think it will happen, and I need to know
what to do.”

“Soul weaving takes a long time to learn.”

“I don't need to master the art. I need to untie our souls, and attach her
to someone else. That's it.”

Eunoste leaned forward and put her hands on Eunoe's shoulders. “I've come
to think of you as two parts of the same person. I can see this isn't easy but
I hope you know what you're asking.”

“Me, too. I just think Aspen would like to be her own person for once.
And there are other people who are better at letting her do that.”

Eunoste gave an encouraging smile. “You're better for her than you think,
but I'll teach you and trust your decision. I'll set her up in the willow by
the brook for the night. Come see me then. It shouldn't take too long, and then
I can get to work on your little rock.”

***

It was simpler
than Eunoe had imagined. “The trick,” Eunoste explained, “is that every soul is
different. You can't use the same technique on each person but if you know
someone well enough, you can figure it out. You are working blind: no touch,
sight, sound, smell. You must get a feel for the other person, and how they
think and feel, so you can intuit what you need to do.”

“Understanding others is not my strength.”

“No, it isn't, but you know yourself and Aspen well enough. At any rate
I'll guide you through the moves. You'll have to put in some real effort to
understand the new person you are attaching her to or it won't work. Be ready
to tie her back to yourself if you fail as she won't last long unattached. A
dryad's soul is like an umbilical cord.” Eunoste grabbed Eunoe's hand and
pressed it up to her navel. “Like this. Over, under, around here, pull. That's
it. No-don't pull now. She'll feel the release and panic.”

“Thank you, Eunoste.”

Eunoe hoped it wouldn't happen in the near future, but felt relieved she
could free Aspen when the time came.

“Now, about that stone.”

Eunoe had nearly forgotten. She handed the stone to Eunoste.

“This is harder. I have no living body to work with so sensing the right
move is difficult. This is where my years of training comes in. I need to get a
feel for the soul without any emotional cues. It took decades to learn.”
Eunoste closed her eyes and sat very still. Eunoe knew to keep quiet. She had
no idea what Eunoste was doing in these moments but she had seen her do it
before. Eunoste opened one eye. “Your emotions are very noisy right now. It's
difficult to hear.”

“Sorry.”

“Don't apologize. It isn't your fault.”

There was another minute of silence before Eunoste continued. “I found a
thread of soul. There is someone here. Do you need to communicate with them? If
so I need a host.”

Eunoe sighed. “Why not? I've already got two.”

“It will try to take over your body. Not as a threat; I don't think it
knows its body is dead. If we're going to do this, we need to do it now.”

“Do it.”

“Watch me carefully so you can undo the knot later.”

Eunoe watched as Eunoste's hands weaved through the air. It looked silly
if one didn't know what she was doing. Eunoe could feel the tugs at her own
soul. It was a sensation she was used to, being tied to another person. She
could also feel Aspen's sudden fright. “Aspen will be here soon.”

Aspen was up the stairs shrieking before Eunoste could finish. “What's
going on?”

“We're getting a new friend.”

“Without asking?”

“Just for a bit. You knew we were coming to contact a spirit.”

“I didn't know you were going to play host!”

“Who else? It has to be us if we're going to bring the spirit to
Equinox.”

“We can't just keep it attached to the stone?”

“No.” Eunoste stood up. “At least, not if you want to communicate with
it. I weave souls. I can't enable them to wander unattached like ghosts. At any
rate this one doesn't speak any language I know. You will find it much easier
to communicate this way. You can feel its thoughts and intents.”

“I can't read Aspen's thoughts,” Eunoe pointed out. “I just get strong
emotions from her sometimes.”

“Aspen has her own mind and physical form. She is simply tied to you; but
in the case of this spirit you are sharing a body.”

Eunoe felt a surge inside her. It did feel different.

“Okos imar toda?” she said, but she didn't catch the meaning.

Eunoste kneeled in front of her. “That's the other one. Can you
understand what she's saying?”

Eunoe concentrated. The other being was confused. She couldn't understand
the words but could feel the meaning. “It's a man. He doesn't know who you are
or where he is.”

Eunoe tried to communicate with the other being mentally but its thoughts
became more confused and a little fearful. “I'm just going to let him speak.”

“Issimalik afnik
imar. Dzag ik limin.”

Eunoe realized she was going to have to translate everything.

“He's worried about his family. I tried talking to him in my mind but he
couldn't understand. He feels surprised that someone else is using his mouth.”

Eunoste went into the next room and grabbed a mirror. She held it up to
Eunoe. “We need to let him know he is in a borrowed body.”

There was a moment of silence. Eunoe could feel the turmoil. It wasn't a
physical feel, or even a mental one, but a spiritual anguish as the foreign
being realized something was terribly wrong. Aspen let out a worried gasp. She
could feel it, too.

“He doesn't understand what happened. He is very afraid. He hears me
talking. He can't understand but I think he can sense the meaning, just as I do
him. He's frightened.”

“As he should be. Take some time to work with him. Your communication
with him is much more effective than I expected.”

“I don't know the words, but I understand what he means. Frankly he's
reacting much the same way I probably would.”

“We aren't going to keep him, are we?” Aspen gasped. “I mean, just until
he can help Kyla.”

“I can release him,” Eunoe assured her. “Just try to relax. Your anxiety
is upsetting him.”

Aspen gave Eunoe a dirty look.

Sunlight breached the side window. It was already morning. Eunoe didn't
feel tired but knew fatigue was on the way.

“Thank you, Eunoste. I would love to visit longer but I really need to
head out.” In truth Eunoe wanted to leave without the others knowing she was
here.

“Of course.” Eunoste gave Eunoe and Aspen a hug. “Thank you for the
opportunity to help you. It was a new experience for me.”

“We need the rock.” Aspen picked the rock off the floor and looked at
Eunoe. “For Kyla. And for when we put the other guy back in.”

“He won't go back in the rock,” Eunoste said. “Unfamiliar magic put him
in there. He needs a living host or his spirit will evaporate.”

Aspen looked suddenly sad. “Oh.” Eunoe knew the dryad would not allow him
such a horrible fate. She sighed. She was going to need to find a new host for
both of them now.

“Well, we should be going. Thanks again, Eunoste! Maybe you can come
visit us at Equinox some time.”

“A bit of a trip on foot!”

“I can whip up some transportation for you.”

***

Eunoe felt
sick as she heard the chatter of her Charm approach. She had hoped they'd all be
asleep but it sounded like they were just getting back from the night of
frolicking and drinking. She put her head down and walked straight for Castor.
Unfortunately, they had found the tiger first and were admiring him.

“Oh, look who's back!” said a voice that was not happy to see her at all.
It was Erimea. “So this is your little pet? I imagine you'll be leaving now?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

A satyr stepped between Eunoe and Castor. It was Elson. Eunoe tried to
step around him but he blocked her way. Eunoe could feel Aspen's rage. The
being inside her squirmed.

“How could you come back and not say hello?” Elson asked.

Eunoe was tired of being afraid of Elson. Look him in the eye. You
have to look him in the eye. She wasn't sure if that was her thought or the
being inside, but she looked Elson square in the eye and frowned. “Let me go.”

There was a gasp from the crowd. It was Canaste. “How dare you talk back
to him!”

Eunoe felt there was no use telling her side of the story. They all knew
it. They chose to side with Elson. She didn't understand why, but their shaming
hurt more than what Elson had done.

“Get out of the way!” Aspen stepped forward and gave Elson a shove. There
was an uncharacteristic vitriol in her voice and eyes.

There were horrified gasps from the crowd, and someone shouted some rude
names at Aspen and Eunoe. Elson looked at Aspen and raised his hand as though
to smack her. “Was I talking to you?” He turned back to Eunoe. “You talk a big
game but never follow through. Come back to my place and we can talk things
over and see what goes from there.”

Aspen spat on the ground. “She's not going anywhere with you!”

Elson raised his hand again but this time he didn't hold back. He swung
hard, but Eunoe's hand flew up and caught him by the wrist.

“Omorivan skit e vam.”

Elson yanked his hand away. “What did you just say?”

“Castor, get him.”

The tiger roared and the crowd scattered.
















Chapter
Twenty-Six  


The Plan  
“That is so
cool!” Kyla pried open one of Eunoe's eyes and peered inside, though Eunoe
quickly slapped her hand away. “You have somebody else in there? Is he
friendly?”

“Well, yes, so far. And most importantly, I can understand his thoughts.
His general thoughts, anyway. I don't know what language he's speaking.”

“We should go visit Professor Ciana!”

“He's away today,” Marik said. He had been kind enough to set up a picnic
for the girls, though he had chosen the most remote section of grass on campus.
“I think we'll manage. Can the spirit read these?” He pulled a parchment from
his bag. “These are the original copies of the translation I gave you earlier,
Kyla.”

Kyla grabbed the pages from Marik. “Oh, yeah! Show him this.”

Eunoe looked at the paper a moment. “Yes. This is his language.” She
looked at Marik. “You must have known all this would happen. What are the
chances?”

Marik shrugged. “I just brought what my friend gave me.”

Kyla peered over Eunoe's shoulder. “We gotta meet her. Is she a friend or
a 'friend'?”

Eunoe winced. “Quiet, I have to concentrate. I'm still learning how to
talk to this guy.”

“Sorry.”

A string of strange words escaped from Eunoe's lips as she read the
parchment.

“He says it's legitimate. He was actually there when this battle took
place. Chaos was tearing the world up and—”

Marik held up a finger. “Wait a minute. Chaos? How old is this guy?”

“Middle-aged. I can't interpret specific numbers yet.”

“No, I mean how long ago was this story? Chaos has been dormant for
millions of years. Or so I've been led to believe.”

“He has no idea. To him this all happened moments ago. Anyway Chaos was
tearing everything apart. He ripped souls right from their bodies. They tried a
deflection spell to protect themselves but it must have backfired. He remembers
a ripple of energy, and then suddenly he was with me and Eunoste.”

“What about Erebus?” Kyla asked. “The parchment talks about Erebus,
doesn't it?”

“Yes. Earlier in the war Erebus had blacked out the sun. He has the power
to extinguish light but they discovered one vulnerability. Liquid light infused
into a-a-it's a metal. I don't know a word for it. It looks like gold, but it's
much rarer. They used to trade for it from some northern country.”

“Aurichalcum.” Everyone looked at Saul. Kyla hadn't noticed his arrival.
“What? It's in high demand in the alchemical community. Makes sense it would be
aurichalcum. Gold and copper fused by fire spirits. Anyway I looked it up after
you made me read that parchment.”

“Yes,” Eunoe confirmed. “That's right. He says there are other
ingredients as well. It’s hard to read his thoughts here. There was a white
metal – platinum, I think, and silver and tin. It was a challenging process,
but there are veins buried in the earth that were made long ago. They used it
to create lights. These were the only sources of light Erebus couldn't darken.”

Saul took a bite of an apple, opened his eyes wide, and swallowed without
chewing. “There's a MAN inside your body?”

“Shush!” Kyla held a finger to her lips.

Saul looked at her. “There's someone inside her body!”

“Yeah! You weren't here for the first part so you missed it! Now shush!”

“You can't just gloss over something like this! Why aren't you all
freaking out?”

Kyla tapped her foot against the side of Saul's leg. “We have more
important stuff to worry about! Now quiet!”

Ignoring Saul’s outbursts, Eunoe continued to concentrate. “They used
these lights to keep Erebus out. His followers would launch assaults to destroy
them. They knew the aurichalcum was key to defeating him. Erebus' power
diminishes with light. In darkness he grows in strength but an environment with
no darkness, no shadow, would keep him powerless. Thus he relied on his mortal
armies to pave the way. They slew the smiths who worked the aurichalcum.” Eunoe
paused. “He was guarding one of the sites. Now he's here. He knows little else,
though he assumes they must have won the war or the world would still be
enveloped in darkness.”

Kyla waited a moment to make sure Eunoe had nothing to add. “We need to
get some aurichalcum! I know just who to talk to!”

Saul was still transfixed on Eunoe. “You're possessed by a ghost? And
everyone's ok with this?”

Kyla kicked Saul in the side of the leg. “Hey! We're talking about
important stuff! So anyway, Eunoe, I bet I can go with Lug to find some auri—”

“No, Kyla!” Eunoe snapped. “You aren't going anywhere. We'll pass this
information along to the right people.”

“I already tried! They aren't going to listen to me. And I'm not going to
waste any time while there's people out there trying to kill me and my family.”

“Don't be stupid. Don't forget what happened last time you ran off.”

Kyla looked down, embarrassed.

Eunoe continued. “Anyway do you really think your parents want you
running around putting yourself at risk? There are armies out there ready to
face the enemy. You are safe here. Let them do their job, and you do yours.”

“What's MY job?”

“Do nothing. The most important thing you can do right now is go to your
room and take a nap.”

Kyla opened her mouth to protest but her words came out as a yawn. Perhaps
a nap was a good idea.

***

Kyla sat up.
The nap had worked. She threw on her clothes and rushed to tell Eunoe, who was
eating dinner with Saul and Aspen.

“It's brilliant!” Kyla gushed. “It's like Kyle's fridge but backwards.
See, I'll just make a little ball of that aurichalcum. It'll be hollow and
there will be a little door and when the door is open it's dark inside but when
you close it the light turns on! Then we just need a room that's all light and
he'll go into the ball to escape but then I'll close it and trap him inside
with the light on!”

Kyla smiled and waited for a wave of compliments. They weren't
forthcoming.

Saul wore a smirk that made Kyla want to punch him. “Yeah, I don't think
Erebus is going to just walk into a giant ball of aurichalcum. How big is he,
anyway? Aurichalcum isn't easy to come by and you'll need a lot! Anyway if it
would work, someone would have done it already.”

“Shut up, Saul! It's a great idea.” Kyla turned her attention back to
Eunoe. “See, I saw Linkin traveling through the shadows. He didn't really have
a size. He can be as big or small as he wants while he's in the dark. I
think so anyway. I just need a little ball. It's worth a try, right?”

“I think so!” Aspen gave Eunoe a hopeful glance, though Kyla was sure
Aspen was just trying to be polite.

Eunoe's response was simple but firm. “No.”

Kyla stood in her seat. “But it's a great idea! Look, no one's going to
take me seriously but—”

Eunoe hardly looked up from eating her soup. “Drop it, Kyla.”

“But—”

“No. Even if you could get the ball made, how are you going to lure him
into a room full of light?”

“Well, I haven't worked that part out yet.”

“It's an important part.”

Eunoe set her spoon on the table and clasped her hands under her chin.
She tried to grab Kyla in her gaze, but Kyla looked away. “You can't do this,
Kyla. There are experts on the case. You need to stay here.”

“Why won't anybody listen to me?”

Saul put a hand on Kyla's shoulder. “Hey, it's not like that's the worst
idea you've come up with. It's dumb, but it's not the worst. Eunoe just wants
everybody to be safe!”

Kyla shoved Saul's hand off her shoulder. “It's none of your business,
Saul!”

“Hey! Just trying to help!”

“I don't want your help! I just want you to agree with me!”

Kyla stood in a huff. Eunoe crossed her arms. “Don't think of running
off. Tell your plan to Professor Ciana. I'm sure he can pass it along. You
aren't leaving campus. Clear?”

Kyla turned red and looked at her shoes. They hadn't told Saul or Marik
what had happened with Aspen. “Clear.”

***

Marik hummed
the melody of The Aria of Elisima the Dragon-Queen as he headed to the
Administration Building. That song had been Carmin's favorite. He caressed the
hilt of his sword with his thumb. A chipper voice interrupted his serene
thoughts.

“Very pretty! What song is that?” Kyla asked, though she didn't wait for
an answer. “Where are you going?”

“Oh, hi Kyla! The Director has been looking for a job for me. I thought
Equinox would be a nice change from working in a prison.”

“That's where I'm going! I thought of a plan to stop Erebus. I couldn't
find Professor Ciana. Anyway he already told me the army won't listen to me.”

Marik frowned. “I doubt they will. To be honest I think they'll probably
just take the parchments I gave you and suck that soul out of Eunoe. They have
their own plans, and they aren't going to risk letting you run around causing
trouble.”

Kyla stopped walking. “But it's a good idea. Do you want to hear it?”
Again she didn't wait for him to respond. “I got the idea from a fridge in
Whitehall. I'm going to make a ball out of aurichalcum and put a little door on
it and infuse it with light, but when the door closes the light turns on, and
then we'll trap Erebus inside. See, he'll lose all his power!”

Marik raised an eyebrow. “Very clever! But what if someone opens it
again?”

“I'll have to hide it somewhere. Anyway once he's captured maybe someone
will finally listen to me and I can give it to King Oberon and he can worry
about it.”

“That is brilliant! But you know, I've served in the military.
They seldom listen to civilians. They prefer to come up with their own ideas.”

“Somebody has to listen.”

“They really don't. They certainly won't let you and your friends run off
to confront the enemy. I don't really blame them. I don't know if you
understand what you're dealing with. Just let the army do its thing.”

Kyla frowned. She pulled the translated parchment from a bag. “It's a
great idea. They'll have to listen.”

Marik shrugged. “I hope so. Why don't you go ahead and run it by the
Director? I'll come with you.”

Kyla beamed. Marik grinned. He loved her enthusiasm. Too bad Anh-Bul was
about to crush it.

***

“How would you
like to go on a trip with me?” Kyla felt terrible sneaking off again after what
had happened with Aspen, but she was hurt and angry after Director Anh-Bul's
rude rejection of her idea. He had called the plan stupid! And called her
juvenile!

Burburt squirmed uncomfortably. He was sitting on the grass with a pretty
little sprite who glared at him as Kyla spoke.

He directed his response at the sprite rather than Kyla. “I swear I don't
even know this girl.”

The sprite put her hands on her hips. “That's what you said about the
other one!”

“I met you on the first day! Orientation. It's me. Kyla.”

“Oh. Right.”

The sprite frowned. “And you want to take him on a trip, why?”

Kyla stepped back and held up her hands defensively. “Oh, no! I'm sorry.
Not like that. I'm trying to track down some aurichalcum. You're in alchemy, right?
You gotta know where to get some.”

Burburt looked at the sprite carefully. “I don't have anything to do with
aurichalcum. Pretty hard to get, nowadays.”

“Ok, but there's gotta be some around here.”

“No. Look, I can't help you. The earth elementals stopped trading it
years ago.”

“Oh. Earth elementals. Well, that's a start.”

Kyla walked away quickly as Burburt and the sprite resumed an animated
and weighty discussion.

***

Lug stared
back at Kyla. He had the picture of the unicorn she had bought him in Whitehall
posted on his locker, so things had eased up at work.

Heff looked at her and snorted. It sounded less angry than the snorts he
used to give her.

Lug thought for a moment. “I can no leave work.”

“But it's so important! We can stop Erebus!”

“Who is Erebus?”

“The—he's the bad guy that made the stars disappear. You haven't heard?”

“No.”

“What? How? Every army in the world is—”

A deep laugh interrupted Kyla. It was Heff. “He doesn't talk to anyone
outside work. When you get a job—a real job, like this—you don't have
time for anything else.”

That sounded horrible. “But I need him!” she pleaded. “I HAVE to stop
Erebus or he'll black out the sun and make the world go dark and cold and
everything.”

Heff emitted a throaty chuckle. “And you don't believe the armies of
Oberon can stop him? But you can?”

Kyla stood up defiantly. “I don't know if I can, but at least I'm
willing to try. That's more than a lot of other people are doing!” The
Director hadn't just said horrible things about her idea but he wasn't even
going to mention it to the military!

Heff smiled. “You are right about that.” He looked at Lug. “You are going
with the elf. We can manage without you until you return.” He looked more
amused than confident, which annoyed Kyla somewhat, but to her happy surprise
Lug obeyed. The change in the relationship between the two since Kyla's first
visit was impressive. They weren't quite friendly, but they were professional,
though Heff still called the shots.

“We'd better debrief here,” Kyla whispered as she followed Lug through a
long, branching corridor. “This is a secret mission.”

Lug perked up. “Oh! Secret mission.”

Kyla filled Lug in on her recent adventures, and her need for
aurichalcum. He listened eagerly, like she was telling him a story. “Yes, I can
find aurichalcum! Digans have.”

“Digans?”

“They made of stone, but different. Very strange. They make earthquakes.
Live in north.”

“Yes! That's right!” Kyla laughed as she recognized that point from talking
to Eunoe. She was excited now, as her plan was so quickly taking flight. “Can
you take me to them?”

Lug thought a moment. “Far away. Portals closed. Digans no like Oberon.”

“That's fine.” Kyla hadn't thought of it before but now that it had been
mentioned, she doubted she would be granted access to the portals anyway. “Is
there another way?”

“Yes. Go by boat.”

Kyla jumped up and down and clapped. “Oh! I've always wanted to see the
ocean!”

“Ocean? No. No ocean. Boat sails on magma.”

Kyla's clapping slowed down and her smile faded. “What?”

***

The harbor—if
that was the proper term—was smaller than Kyla had expected. It was smaller
than the chamber room at the center of the earth, and the boats didn't look
like they could hold more than a dozen people. They weren't wood, as she had
always pictured ships, but rather insulated metal, which made more sense for
sailing down magma, though their gritty and dark appearance took a lot of the
romance out of sailing. Indeed, there were very few people awaiting transport.

“Elementals dig through earth very quick,” Lug explained. “No need boats,
usually.”

“Can't we just dig straight to the Digans?” she asked. She was a little
excited to try one of these boats, just for the experience, but already the
heat from the magma was making her unsettled. And the prospect of a sinking
ship was frightening.

“I can but you will be squished.”

Well, she didn't want to be squished. Kyla sifted through her bag as they
waited for their departure. Light orb, clothing, pots and pans. She had thought
to bring food from the cafeteria but Eunoe and Aspen had been inside so she
would need to forage. She had no idea how long this trip would be. She hoped it
wouldn't be too long as people were going to be worried. She dreaded returning
because she didn't think she could survive another rant from Eunoe. She took
her yo-yo out and strung it to her finger to help push the thought to the back
of her mind.

***

Eunoe stood
over Kyla's bed with her hands on her hips and a scowl on her face. That elf was
going to get a whooping.

“I'm not sure when she left,” Aura told her. “She must have gone while I
was asleep. She might have had an early meeting or assignment. I'm sure she's
fine.”

“She took her bag. And her light orb. That girl's up to something.”

Eunoe felt a spiritual rumbling. The spirit inside sensed her anger. She
had taken to calling him Aias, as he had finally realized all his friends and
family were long dead and was understandably wracked with grief. It was hard
not to let some of this rub off on her, and so there was an intense worry and
sadness mixed with Eunoe's fury. She wasn't accustomed to such a tumult of
emotions and didn't care for it. She needed to find a new host for her guest.

“Are you going to class today?”

Eunoe turned quickly. Aspen was peering into the door. Eunoe was supposed
to meet her in the courtyard but had forgotten.

“I must get to my own class.” Aura turned invisible and Eunoe felt a
blast of wind as she flew through the slightly-open window.

“Kyla's gone,” Eunoe frowned.

Aspen gasped. “Maybe she went to class early?”

“She packed for a trip. Look, her bag is gone. That stupid little brat
took off last night.”

“Where?” Aspen thought a moment. “Maybe she went to see her family.”

“Maybe. I don't think so. I bet she went to find some aurichalcum.”

Aspen looked confused. “Some what?”

“Aurichalcum. We talked about it yesterday. It's a metal. She thinks she
can use it to fight Erebus.”

Aspen looked worried but said nothing. Her expression told Eunoe she was trying
to think of a plan but wasn't coming up with anything.

“Aias said aurichalcum came from the north. At least, back in his day.
Millions of years ago, for all we know. I don't know if that's valid, but
that's the information Kyla has. I'll bet that's where she headed.”

“North is very big,” Aspen noted.

“Yes, it is. We just need to find out the stupidest, most dangerous place
Kyla could have gone, and that's where we'll find her.”

***

The Digans of
Alfheim.

It took some searching, but after a few hours of asking questions and
flipping through reference books in the library, Eunoe found the answer. Long
ago the Digans had been the primary source of aurichalcum to the rest of the
world. However, centuries ago King Oberon and the Digan Chief had a falling out.
The Digans were reportedly an inhospitable folk, and several of the King's
merchants and messengers had disappeared during their visits. No explanation
had ever been given by the Digans, but they took offense at some accusations
and cut off contact with the rest of the world. They continued to fulfill their
primary function of moving the tectonic plates in the earth's crust, but
socially and politically had fallen off the map. Yet some daring alchemists and
explorers still sought them out in hopes of finding the rare and valuable
aurichalcum. Few returned. Now there were only a few known colonies left, the
closest of which was below the mountains of Alfheim.

Eunoe slammed the book shut. “Come on, Aspen.”

***

Kyla wiped the
sweat from her brow. This journey was not the joy she had imagined of a boat
ride. There was no fresh air, no dolphins or whales swimming alongside the
boat, no birds calling overhead, and no up-and-down of the waves. It was just
hot and smelled like a blacksmith's shop.

The captain of the ship was a large troll with black skin and silver
hair, and the crew consisted of a fiery demon who looked like he could be
Lili's brother and two orcs who loaded and unloaded the cargo. There weren't
many other passengers, though she recognized one as the ogre who had been
guarding the elevator during the strike. He didn't seem to recognize her. Then
again, he was pretty dim. He kept leaning over the side and poking a finger
into the magma. He would then yelp in pain, pull his finger out, and suck on it.
Then he would try again with a different finger. He was now on finger number
seven. His final three fingers were saved when Kyla started practicing with her
yo-yo, as the ogre became transfixed on the disc as it spun up and down on the
string. He chuckled every time it went back up and gave a concerned gasp every
time it failed.

It wasn't a direct trip. The ogre got off at the first stop, but Kyla and
Lug had to change to a small ferry manned by a cloaked figure who spoke in a
ghastly whisper. Kyla only caught a glimpse of his face, as he wore his hood
low, but she didn't care to see more as he appeared to have no skin. As he
rowed she could also see his hands were nothing but bone, and so she imagined
he must be nothing more than a skeleton.

The journey was made even more uncomfortable as the ferry was just a
metal raft, and with Lug's immense weight the magma occasionally slapped over
the edges. Occasionally small jets ejected droplets of molten metal up from the
magma. Thus Kyla had to sit in the center to avoid being burned. This didn't
bother Lug, of course, and though the ferryman's cloak caught many drops and
smoldered for much of the trip, he didn't seem the least troubled by it.

Kyla was getting tired, but she didn't dare fall asleep as she was worried
she would fall over the side of the ferry. Finally, it ended and she bounded
onto the safety of solid stone as Lug settled with the ferryman (for which she
later thanked him, as she hadn't considered her travels might incur some
costs).

“Are we there yet?” Kyla asked as Lug caught up to her and they headed up
a tunnel toward the surface. The ceiling of the tunnel was very high, so that
Kyla couldn't see the top, even with her light orb held high.

“No. Still far. Have to find another way to go more.”

Kyla worried this trip was taking too long. Her mission was, after all,
quite urgent. The tunnel led to a chamber. Inside was an elevator with doors as
large as the tunnel was high. There were two panels for buttons: one was
several feet over Kyla's head, and the other was smaller and at about the right
height.

The elevator opened directly outside. As she stepped out Kyla was happy
to see the sun and sky, and took a deep breath of fresh air. The wind was
cooler than it had been in Equinox, and while she regretted not bringing a
jacket it was still a refreshing change from the sticky heat on the river of
magma.

They were in the middle of a town of very large buildings. A giant
standing in front of a fountain eyed Kyla and Lug as they stepped onto the
road. He was wearing a helmet with a long crest of red hair. Kyla wondered what
sort of animal had hair long enough to make that contribution. He also held a
spear, the shaft of which was as wide as Kyla's body. Kyla greeted him with a
smile and a nod. The giant nodded in return but made no expression. Other
giants milled about the area as well. It was difficult to judge the size of the
community, as the buildings were so large she couldn't see past them, but by
their simple design she assumed this was a small town. She didn't feel inclined
to address the guard, who looked very focused on his job, so she selected a
friendly-looking giantess and tugged on the hem of her skirt, which reached the
giantess' knee and was just over Kyla's head.

“Pardon me,” Kyla smiled. “We are looking for the Digans. Can you help?”

“Iss aktun momoria evet.” The giantess had no expression on her
face, and so Kyla had no idea if she was being friendly or not. She pointed
toward a building on the opposite side of the fountain which had a large open
door and a sign bearing a phrase in several languages. The only one Kyla could
read said 'Visitor's Center', so it was likely a good place to ask questions.

***

Elial rushed
into Victory Hall. As with the campus grounds it was empty, with many students
conscripted into patrols or militias back home. Elial hadn't done any of his
regular administrative work for several weeks, and though classes were
technically in session, few people were attending.

He resented that Anh-Bul now requested every military communique get
cleared through him. Worse, when Elial arrived, there was now a desk outside
his office. At this desk sat an elf. He looked up and smiled as Elial
approached.

“The Director can't be disturbed at this time.” The smiling elf stood and
extended his arm. “He hired me to assist in his duties. You are Elial Ciana, I
presume? I'm Marik, the Director's advisor.”

Elial hadn't heard about this. He hesitantly clasped the stranger's
wrist. “Yes. I have an urgent message that I need to send to the Taxiarch.
Anh-Bul insisted on seeing my messages before I send them.”

“Certainly. Leave it here and I'll bring it to him as soon as he's
available.”

“If you don't mind I need to deliver this immediately. Could you at least
let him know I'm here?”

“Ah, I suppose I could intrude on him for a matter of military
intelligence. If you give me the gist of the message, I will let him know why
I'm interrupting him.”

Elial hesitated. He didn't like the idea of passing confidential messages
through a stranger, but he was in a hurry and couldn't see the harm in this
particular case. “Just tell him Kyla Nim has disappeared.”

Marik smiled. “Absolutely. Though I'm sure she's just running around with
her friends somewhere.”

“He'll want to know, I assure you.”

“We'll see.” Marik knocked on the door and stepped inside without
awaiting a response.

“Elial Ciana to deliver a message, Director.”

“Send him in.”

Elial mouthed a quick thank-you and walked passed Marik into the
Director's office. He noticed Anh-Bul had cleaned and redecorated. It looked
good. It worried Elial. Anh-Bul had been tolerable when he kept to himself. Now
he looked determined to fulfill the requirements of his position which was
going to make him unbearable.
















Chapter
Twenty-Seven  


The Caravan  
The city of
giants had an elevated walkway along the second floor of the buildings in the
town square for Kyla-sized folk, which she appreciated after nearly being
snatched up by an enormous mastiff. She and Lug headed for the Visitor's
Center, passing by a shop which displayed a few elf-sized items but mostly
carried wares for giants: giant candies, giant bottles, and giant spectacles.
Kyla became distracted by this, thinking how wonderful it would be to have a
giant pillow for a bed, when a quick tug on her sleeve from Lug reminded her of
the urgency of her mission.

The Visitor's center was small but tidy and operated by an old giant with
a monocle. He smiled as they entered. Kyla and Lug stood on a platform above
the giant's head. The walkway ran along the walls, where various maps and lists
could be read by visitors. Each was posted in several languages.

“Hi!” Kyla waved. “I'm trying to get to the Digans!”

The giant smiled again and pulled out a book. His movements were slow and
his bones popped and creaked as he moved. Kyla felt someone his age shouldn't
need to be working, though he appeared happy enough. He sifted through the book
for some time before looking back up at Kyla and spoke with a thick accent.

“No one by that name in Varis, I'm afraid. Perhaps they live over in
Kestl?”

“No. Not a name. The Digans. Rock people, like my friend here.”

Kyla could feel Lug jolt. He looked offended. “Not like me! Gray, square.
Live in Alfheim.”

The old man nodded. “Yes, yes. Alfheim. You need transport.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, we don't go straight there. The Digans are less than hospitable,
unless perhaps you have a stone friend for an escort. We do have a mammoth
caravan that passes by the border. Or, I suppose, you could go to Kestl and
then take a boat up river. Nice view but it's slow-going this time of year.”

“Oh! Mammoths would be lovely.” Speed was more important than scenery.

“Fine. Head down this road until you catch the stench of manure. Turn
right about two blocks.”

Kyla got a map from the old giant which highlighted many of the town's
points of interest. She examined it as they walked.

“A chocolate forest!” she noted with excitement. “I thought chocolate was
just a human thing!”

“I don't know chocolate,” Lug replied.

“They have a miniature museum. Does that mean everything is our size, or
miniature for us?”

“Don't know.”

“Hey, they have a winter festival in a few weeks! We should come back for
that, huh, Lug.”

“Not sure about work schedule.”

Lug's disinterest didn't lessen Kyla's excitement. She lowered the map and
realized she got more from looking at the town than by reading about it. The
streets below bustled with giants, some on foot and others riding in carriages
pulled by various sorts of large beasts. Across the road she spotted the
chocolate museum. Like most of the commercial buildings it had a section for
the giants as well as access for smaller folk. She strained her eyes to get a
look through the windows. She thought she saw a regular-sized person peering
back at her and she waved, but the figure quickly vanished from view. Odd that
there weren't many other tourists. This place looked to Kyla a wonderland.

“Look at that!” Kyla pointed to a giant dressed in black and white doing
a performance in the street. “This place has everything!”

“Yes. I think caravan is that way.”

Kyla caught the stench of manure and realized perhaps why there weren't
more visitors. It made her gasp for breath. She tucked her shirt over her nose
to mask the stench.

“My armpits smell better than this place!”

The caravan hub wasn't far, and upon their arrival they were met by a
blond young giantess. She looked like a young adult, but had the weathered look
of one who spent many hours outdoors.

“I'm Inga! Where are you headed today?” She had an accent but it wasn't
as thick as the old giant at the Visitor's Center.

“Alfheim mountains,” Lug answered shortly. Kyla guessed he might be
getting tired of the journey. He was missing work, after all.

“Ok. It'll cost twelve kil for the two of you.”

Kyla looked at Lug, who looked back. She had thought he was going to pay,
seeing as he had handled the ferry.

“You no have money?” he asked.

Kyla squirmed. “No. I thought you did.”

“You are not prepared for journey,” he scolded. He looked at the
giantess. “Put me on ground, please.”

Inga grabbed Lug around the waste and placed him on the ground. “My,
you're a heavy one!”

“Yes. Made of rock.” Kyla watched as Lug's feet thrust into the dirt. The
earth roiled and crunched beneath him. She could see the soil twist and writhe
farther and farther out from his legs, and then Lug's own body started to
churn. Kyla held her breath, wondering if he was about to fall apart, but his
expression was one of focus and not fear. After a moment he held out his hand
for Inga and, when she opened hers, dropped a handful of gold.

“Ok?” he asked.

Inga smiled. “That'll be fine. You're quite a little money-maker, aren't
you?” She picked him back up and placed him next to Kyla.

Kyla stood, mouth agape, until her brain could form words. “I didn't know
you could do that! Why do you even have a job? You could be rich!”

“I no work for rich. I work to do important thing.”

“Still, that's amazing!”

“Not amazing. Spin earth amazing.”

Kyla didn't agree but didn't belabor the point. They followed the
giantess through the building. On the other side she instructed another giant,
a young male with brown hair, to set a large seat on the back of one of the
mammoths. Inga called this a howdah. There were several other mammoths
laden with bags and bundles which Kyla took to be cargo.

When Kyla first approached the mammoth she was amazed by its size. She
had heard of them and had always imagined them the size of bears or maybe
moose. Up close she could see they were nearly on par with dragons. She jumped
as one whipped its tail.

“Its poops are probably bigger than I am,” she giggled.

Inga laughed. “Yes. Don't stand behind them.”

When the howdah was ready and the cargo all fastened, Inga picked up Kyla
and Lug and placed them in the howdah. Now that Kyla was growing accustomed to
the smell she was excited to ride the beast.

“Isn't this exciting?” she said. Lug didn't respond. “Are you ok?”

Lug paused before speaking. “Ground here is not good.”

“What do you mean?”

“Difficult to speak to earth.”

“Oh!” On one hand Kyla was relieved that Lug wasn't just tired of her and
her journey, but didn't know if dirt that couldn't communicate well was
something she needed to worry about. “Is that bad?”

Lug shrugged. “Don't know. I never come here before. Digans different
from me. Made of stone, yes, but different. Speak different. Earth different.”

Lug bowed his head and looked fatigued, if that were possible for a
creature made of rocks.

“You can go back,” she told him. “If you aren't feeling well. I'm sure I
can find the Digans from here.”

“No. Digans not safe. I come.”

Kyla's excitement at riding the mammoth faded to worry. She had
forgotten, however briefly, that she was on a very important mission and that
many lives could be at stake. The people here, the giants, seemed blissfully
unaware.

“Hey, Inga!” Kyla called. The giantess was ready to go, and was
personally leading the lead mammoth on which Kyla and Lug were riding.

“Yes?”

“You know how the stars went out a little while ago? Is that a big thing
here? Because where I come from everybody's freaking out.”

“No. These things happen. No reason to panic.”

“Oh. But, you know, it kind of is a reason to panic. Erebus is
trying to take over the world, you know.”

Inga smiled, but it felt condescending. “We don't believe in fairy tales.
There is no Erebus. The stars went out. Somebody will fix them and everything
will be fine.

Kyla didn't know what to say. She had assumed everyone believed in
Erebus. “But he is real. His followers tried to kill me.”

“His followers. So they say.”

“Well, yes.” Kyla had never seen Erebus. She realized she couldn't be
assured he was real. Was she on a fool's errand?

No. Her dream had been real. She had seen the dark abyss and felt the
eternal emptiness he represented. Besides, the spirit in Eunoe had fought him! “So
you aren't worried at all?”

Inga laughed. “No. Even if Erebus, and Chaos, and all the other ancients
exist, they haven't come to earth in ages. Why should they bother now?”

Why did they wait until now? This wasn't their first attempt. They
had tried at least once before, in Aias' day.

“People tell stories to understand the world,” Inga continued. “Some
stories are true. Some are false. I believe what I can see. I can see you, and
your friend. I can see the sun, the earth, the sky, and my mammoths. Nothing
else is real. Nothing else needs to be real. My life is complete.”

Kyla admired Inga's acceptance of what she had and what she did, but it
was peculiar to ignore everything else just because you couldn't see it.
“Everyone else is preparing for war. I mean, even if there's no Erebus he still
has an army. You aren't worried about that?”

“Why worry? Why would his army care about me and my mammoths?”

“I don't know but a lot of other people are going to be hurt.”

“People get hurt. If everyone lived like me, that wouldn't happen.”

Kyla supposed that were true. She had no response to it. It sounded
reasonable but in her gut Kyla couldn't accept it. She shouldn't be complacent
if other people were suffering. She might forget, or become distracted, but
Kyla didn't think she could stop caring. “What if they do attack? What will you
do?”

Inga shrugged. “I don't worry about what might happen. I worry about what
is happening. It is impossible to guess the future, so I live in the present.”

“But the future will happen!” Kyla protested. “I mean, yeah, live in the
present, great. You still have to prepare, right?”

“I'm prepared. I know I'll need food, so I have two bags of it. I know it
might snow, so I have boots and furs. I'm prepared. I don't need to prepare for
imaginary events. Don't misunderstand. I know many of you small creatures are
superstitious. That's fine. You live how you like. I live in the world I can
see, not the one I dream up.”

This sounded arrogant to Kyla but again she couldn't argue with it. The
conversation was starting to frustrate her so she changed the subject, and they
spent the rest of the day chatting about family and chocolate.

***

Dunkin
recalled his first few months in the Royal Army. There had been a particularly
obnoxious giant named Mime who had once pushed Dunkin's head into the latrine
(because the dwarf was made for dunkin', he said). The stench had made him
quite ill and unable to eat for a few days. Yet the nauseating odor of the
latrine was like butter cakes compared to the air in Varis. Giants required
very large latrines, and the outhouses that peppered the city weren't helping.
Yet they weren't the primary culprits: the giants practiced husbandry, and for
some reason kept their animals in the city limits. So the manure of mammoths and
manticores and a dozen other giant beasts wafted into the air. Varis was set up
to be a tourist town, yet appeared to have very little traffic. Dunkin wondered
if the giants understood the problem.

As much as Dunkin hated giants, he didn't resent Mime. Mime's incredible
size and strength gave him the right to abuse others. What Dunkin hated
most was people who weren't giants yet still gave him condescending
glances. Marik's face flashed in Dunkin's mind, and he took a swing at the air,
smashing that stupid grin into a bloody mass in his mind's eye. Giants, at
least, were meant to tower over people.

Dunkin watched through the shop window. The elf girl had to head this way
if she were going to Alfheim. The mammoth caravan was just up the road. Dunkin
had procured himself a pig to ride. His informant had said Kyla was accompanied
by an earth elemental, and the caravan would be driven by a giant or two, so
Dunkin would have to follow until an opportunity opened for attack. Yet he
couldn't take too long; if Linkin learned of Kyla's whereabouts he'd shadow
travel up in a blink. Dunkin hated to think of that twit getting the rubbing
first. Dunkin didn't care so much about the rubbing as the girl; someone had to
pay for the damage to his lungs, and he had no way to track down the air spirit
that had assaulted him.

It was two hours before the elf finally arrived, but she used the route
Dunkin anticipated. She was indeed with a stone elemental, even smaller than
Dunkin had expected. He grinned. He may not even need the negation ring. He
twirled it on his finger. Better to be safe, anyway.

Kyla looked across the way and Dunkin worried she might have seen him
through the window, so he ducked down and crawled for the door. He knew where
she was going.

The pig was still tied to the support beam. It squealed and tried to
shake off its reins and saddle as Dunkin approached. The pig ran as far as its
rope would allow, but Dunkin wrestled it into submission. It put up a decent
fight. Dunkin planned to eat it after he was done with it due to all the
trouble it caused. He climbed into the saddle, untied the rope, and spurred the
pig onward. It took off with an angry squeal. Dunkin skirted the pig around the
buildings, away from the road, and found a spot behind a barrel-maker where he
could watch as the elf and the elemental took their position on the caravan. A
young giantess prepared the mammoths for departure. Dunkin wondered how to deal
with her. An apothecary across the way gave him an idea. A jar sat on the
window, and while Dunkin couldn't read the language he recognized the passion
flower on the label. He had used such a concoction many times to put himself to
sleep during his miserable years at Sulafat Station.

And so, giant bottle strapped to his bag, atop a pig that needed to be
reined tightly to keep it from running off, Dunkin followed the caravan of
mammoths as they set out toward the mountains of Alfheim.

***

“What are you
doing?”

Eunoe tried again to push past Aspen, who was blocking the door.

“You can't tell Marik!” Aspen pleaded.

“And why not?”

“I don't trust him.”

Eunoe sighed. Marik had been nothing but kind, and Aspen couldn't give a
single reason not to trust him, but she was determined there was
something wrong with him.

“Fine,” Eunoe relented, “but we have to tell someone.”

“Why can't we just go find her?”

“People are trying to kill her! She needs soldiers, not a nymph and a
dryad.”

“We can fly on Castor!”

“The army has people that can fly as well. And they have seers. Wizards.
All sorts of resources. And they seem to have an interest in keeping her safe.
I'm sure they'll send for her.”

This didn't put Aspen at ease. “Marik works for the Director now. He sees
everything. We can't let him know what's going on.”

Eunoe frowned. Aspen was being frustrating. There was one person,
however, that could not only fly but had vast resources and could likely put
out a search without anyone knowing. And he was someone Aspen would trust.

“Then we're going to see Denzig.”

***

“Kyla's missing.”

“Well I didn't eat her, if that's what you're suggesting.” Denzig pulled
a large mitt from a drawer and pulled a metal tray from his fireplace.

Eunoe put her hand over her nose and mouth to avoid inhaling the smoke
that permeated the room. “No. No, I didn't think that. I thought you might help
us find her.”

“Oh. It's just that's the first thing people assume when someone goes
missing. Believe me, eating a good friend isn't a mistake I'd make again.
Anyway don't tell Kyla I said this but elves are terrible meals. Not a lot of
meat and what they do have is stringy.”

“She won't be offended by that,” Aspen assured him.

Denzig looked forlornly at the tray, which appeared to be filled with
tarts that had burnt around the edges. He sighed, a ring of smoke rising from
his mouth and mingling with the smoke already in the air. “I need to get a
conventional oven. Barbecuing is easy enough in the fireplace but baking
requires more precision. Maybe Mrs. Glasgow will let me use her oven during
book club. If it happens. The humans are in a panic, you know. Most of them
have holed up in their homes.”

“They know about Erebus?” This surprised Eunoe. Humans were typically
thought to be ignorant of the goings-on in the world. “They must be horrified!
The poor things.”

“Oh, no. They don't believe in ancient gods or ghosts or any of the other
things that scare sensible folk. But sometimes little things, like all the
stars going out, absolutely terrifies them. In fact, they're so scared they've
stopped warring with each other, and that's one of their favorite hobbies.
Would you like some cake? Don't worry, I didn't make it. It was on sale.”

“No, thank you. Anyway I think she went to Alfheim.”

Denzig looked confused. “Why would she go there?”

Eunoe relayed the story about Linkin, and the stone, and Aias, and Kyla's
convoluted plan to capture Erebus. By the time she was done Denzig was
finishing the last bite of cake, which Eunoe now regretted not sharing.

“That's very interesting,” Denzig said with his mouth full, “but pretty
daft to run off and do it on her own.”

Eunoe shot up in her seat. “Yes! Daft. Thank you. That's exactly the word
for it.”

Aspen gave a light applause to celebrate Eunoe finding the right word.
Eunoe sensed something from Aias as well; he lauded Kyla's efforts, though
Eunoe doubted he understood the scope of events.

“I can certainly take you there,” Denzig said. “This volcano shouldn't
have to go off again for a few hundred years, so I have a bit of free time. I
do have a brunch with Marcy Bechthold tomorrow. She's going to take a look at
the book I'm writing! Darling woman. One of the only people who opens her door
nowadays.”

“We don't need a ride. I have transport. The problem is there are dwarves
after Kyla and we may need someone to...er...”

“Oh! Yes. Of course. Dwarf tastes much better than elf, by the way. A bit
gamey, but I bet it would go well with a nice Rodenbach. I believe I have some
in the pantry!” Denzig disappeared for a moment and returned with a glass
bottle. “Only got one left.”

Eunoe was equally amused and horrified. “I didn't mean you need to eat
him. Just prevent him from hurting Kyla.”

“Oh! Oh.” Denzig looked at the bottle. “But you wouldn't stop me, right?
It's just that this has been sitting a while and I need to use it before it
expires.”
















Chapter
Twenty-Eight  


Porcum Ex Machina  
Kyla's stomach
rumbled. “Was food included in the price of passage?”

“No.” Inga eyed Kyla warily as she stuffed the rest of her breakfast in
her mouth.

Kyla sighed as she stood up and looked around. Now that she was on the
road she regretted not bringing rations. She was accustomed to foraging, but
regretted making it part of her travel plan. It was a chilly morning and this
late in the year food options were less delicious than spring and summer.

“Do you want to come with me, Lug?”

Lug had been quiet since they arrived in Varis and he dragged his feet as
he walked. The ground was strange to him, he said. “No crystals to eat here.”

“Could you come anyway? It's just that every time I wander off by myself
someone tries to kill me.”

Lug looked at her a moment before standing up. He lumbered over and
followed as she stepped into the brush.

Kyla scoured the area quickly, and ended up farther from camp than she liked.
She doubted Inga would leave without her but she didn't want to keep the
giantess waiting.

“Do you have to eat special kinds of rocks or can you just kind of eat
anything?” Kyla wondered aloud as she peered under bushes and tree trunks for
mushrooms.

“Anything. I eat anything, but I like quartz. And amethyst. And
turquoise. Mother said I have great apatite.” Lug offered a weak smile, and
Kyla felt like there was a joke hidden in there somewhere, but she had no idea
how to find it.

“What did you have this morning?”

“I no eat today.”

“Well no wonder you look sick!” It was hard for a being of stone to look
ill, but Lug was dragging his feet and his arms were hanging by his side.

“Can't eat. Earth here is strange.”

“Yeah but you can eat normal food, can't you? I'll make you something. Do
you like dandelion tea?” Dandelions were Kyla's first discovery of the morning.
She found the tea came out bitter this late in the season, and she had no
honey, but this was just another challenge she had to deal with. She was trying
to save the world, after all.

“Rock is normal food. Don't know if elf food is ok,” Lug mumbled.

“Well, I'll make some for you.”

They broke through a line of trees to a grassy clearing. “Puffballs!” Kyla
shouted excitedly. The ground was lined with white balls of various sizes. She
grabbed a few of the larger ones, split them open to make sure there were no
caps or stems inside, and stuffed them in her bag. “We're going to eat pretty
well!”

They wandered another half-hour. Kyla did find some wild leeks and
satisfied with her haul led Lug back to camp. She could still see the smoke
from the campfire though it had dissipated somewhat, and Kyla feared Inga was
putting it out.

“Hurry!” she urged Lug. He lumbered through the shrubs behind. Inga was
asleep next to the fire pit and the mammoths were nervously milling about. The
fire was reduced to embers, but still hot enough they could be stirred back up.
Kyla counted this as fortunate as it would give her time to make her own
breakfast before they broke camp. She hoped the mammoths didn't wander off; she
doubted she could manage them. She pulled a pot and a pan from her bag and
realized she had no water for the dandelion tea. She poked around and, on the
other side of Inga, spotted Inga's canteen. It was open and spilling water
across the ground. Kyla quickly stuck her pot under the flow but then looked at
the giantess' face. Had Inga fallen asleep with her canteen open? Or had she
passed out?

An empty bottle nearby sparked Kyla's fears. It was written in the
language of the giants and had a picture of a passion flower. Kyla was no
botanist but knew her mom sometimes used passion flower extract to help her
sleep. Inga must have overdone it. Kyla considered heading into the Alfheim
mountains on foot, as they weren't so far now, but hated to leave Inga in that
condition.

There was a sudden squeal and a rustle of branches to the left. Kyla's
heart skipped and her head turned to the sound. “Lug!” she called out. There
was a slow lumbering sound of stone as he sauntered over.

“Yes?”

“There's something in the trees.”

“Maybe bear.”

“Yeah. Maybe.” Then again, maybe not. There was a second squeal and a
tired-looking Dunkin emerged riding a large and equally tired-looking pig. Kyla
gasped and ducked behind Lug. “Get him, Lug!”

“You know him?” Lug asked.

“Yes! He tried to kill me!”

Lug lurched and turned his head. “Why he try to
kill you?”

Kyla couldn't recall how much she had told Lug about her adventures.
“We'll talk about that later!” She looked at Dunkin. “YOU did this to Inga!”

The dwarf smiled, though he didn’t seem at all happy. “She'll be fine.
You, on the other hand, will not.”

“I don't even have it with me!” she shouted. “Why won't you people leave
me alone?”

The dwarf's mouth widened into a grin. Now he seemed a menacing kind of
happy. “There's been a change of plans. I'm going to kill you, and then we
won't have to worry about your rubbing falling into the wrong hands. I'm sure
if Erebus still wants it he'll find a way to procure it after you and everyone
you love is dead.”

Kyla paused. She suddenly wanted the dwarf to be after the rubbing again.
“But you NEED it!”

“For what? Do you even know what it is?”

“Well...I mean, it has something to do with freeing Chaos, right?”

“No matter. Erebus can rule just fine without him. Better, perhaps.”

“You don't even want the rubbing anymore? Then why won't you leave me
alone?”

“You have taken up a fool's errand to stop Erebus. I doubt you could
succeed, but I thought it would be a pleasure to stop you, just in case.”
Dunkin coughed and spat a mess of blood onto the ground. His pig recoiled, but
the dwarf yanked the reins to keep it still. “Somebody has to pay for what your
friend did to me, and I needed to find you before Linkin. Seems you've made a
lot of enemies.”

Dunkin slid off the pig, which immediately tried to flee but Dunkin
yanked on the reins and tied them to a nearby willow. He stepped forward but
Lug blocked the way.

“You no hurt her!” Lug crossed his arms and held his head high.

Dunkin smiled and held up his left hand. On the middle finger was an iron
ring, which he spun with his thumb. “Do you know what this is?”

Lug peered at the ring cautiously. “I don't know. It no help you.”

“Oh, but it DO help me. It's an elemental negation ring. A remnant from
one of Erebus' ancient wars. He was kind enough to tip me off to its location.”
Dunkin sneered and his eyes wandered to Kyla. “I'm going to use it to kill your
friend. The air spirit.” He looked back at Lug. “It should work as well on
you.”

Lug shied back, causing Kyla to stumble away. He looked back at her and
braced his shoulders. “Run,” he said softly. Kyla hesitated. Lug turned and
took a swing at Dunkin, who held up the ringed hand and blocked the blow. There
was certainly a lot of force which sent a wave rippling through Dunkin's body.
Though his feet ground back several inches, he held fast to Lug's stony fist.
Then Lug shook and the rocks that made up his body collapsed into a heap of
rubble, save one that Dunkin gripped in his hand. He looked at Kyla and
grinned.

“Your turn, love!”

Kyla didn't like Dunkin calling her 'love', but now was not the time for
reprimands. She turned and ran, almost knocking herself over as one of the
mammoths had wandered up behind her to drink some of Inga's spilled water. She
decided she would be safer atop a mammoth than on the ground, but there was no
way up. She grabbed a fistful of the mammoth's leg hair and turned to see how
close Dunkin was. He hadn't moved yet, but as she slowed he tossed the rock in
his hand aside and moved forward. As soon as he did this, the rocks that had
once been Lug churned and rolled and reformed the elemental, who looked angry.

Dunkin heard the rumble of stones and turned. The panic on his face as he
saw Lug peering over him was priceless. Lug's great fist came crashing down.
Dunkin dodged and quickly stuck out his ring hand and grabbed Lug by the leg.
Once again the rocks collapsed into a heap. Dunkin glanced desperately at Kyla,
who couldn't help but smirk. Dunkin roared and started to charge but as soon as
he took his hand off of Lug's stone the assemblage began to reform and Dunkin
quickly ran back. He couldn't chase Kyla without letting go of Lug, but he
couldn't walk away without Lug reforming. Dunkin's rage was interrupted by
occasional helpless huffs.

Kyla had to laugh. Dunkin was trying to murder her, and yet she couldn't
help finding this funny. She should be frightened. She was, a little, but the
situation was so comical she felt even if he killed her she could at least go
into the next life with a good story to share. And a pig! He had ridden here on
a pig! If she survived she was going to write this fairy tale herself.

“Looks like you're stuck!” Kyla couldn't help her arrogant tone. “All
that great strength and you can't even catch a little elf girl!”

“I'll murder you!” Dunkin shouted. Rage overtook him again but reverted
to panic just as quickly as he lunged for Kyla and Lug's body started
reforming. He lunged back and the stones dropped again. Kyla flashed a haughty
smile as she calmly collected her things.

“Guess there's no rush!” she taunted. She packed her bag and slowly
wandered to the mammoth with the howdah. The strap that held the howdah in
place was too high for her to reach, so she slowly climbed its leg, looking
back to tease the fuming Dunkin with a smile. She didn't want to leave Lug
behind, or steal Inga's mammoth, but she supposed she could sit safely atop the
great beast and taunt Dunkin until either he got bored or Inga woke up. Either
way, she didn't need to worry about Lug's safety.

A wicked grin broke Dunkin's face. He clutched one of Lug's rocks in his
ringed hand and hurled another at Kyla. As long as he kept one piece held, Lug
couldn't reform.

“Oh, crab-apples.” She sank down into the howdah and the rock sailed
safely overhead, but now she could no longer see. She worried he would ding her
in the face with a stone if she popped up again. After a moment of silence, she
dared to take a quick peek over the side and saw Dunkin scurrying up to the
mammoth. He held a Lug-rock in his ring hand as the free hand tried to grab a
hold of the mammoth's fur. He leaped and grabbed a fistful but pulled too hard,
which the beast did not appreciate. It reared with a loud trumpeting noise, knocking
Dunkin aside, and began to run.

“I'll come back for you, Lug!” Kyla shouted. She supposed that the
mammoth would carry her to safety, and then she could work her way to the
mountains of the Digans. To her dismay Dunkin wasn't inclined to give up his pursuit.
He quickly untied his pig and, after subduing it in a brief wrestle, charged
after her, with one of Lug's stones still in his hand. And though the mammoth
ran with great strides and burst through trees and over boulders, that pig was
fiercely fast.

Kyla turned to see where the mammoth was taking her. It was difficult to
focus as she was bouncing up and down in the howdah. It wasn't painful, as it
was well cushioned, but she had a hard time orienting her head and feet in the
directions they were supposed to be pointing.

It occurred to Kyla, briefly, that an elf girl bouncing around on the
back of a mammoth while being chased by a dwarf on a pig was a wonderful
addition to the already comic scenario, but fear had come back and was ruining
the humor.

She managed to brace herself against the back of the howdah and peered
behind to see Dunkin racing behind, zigging and zagging around boulders and
bushes which the mammoth had trampled over with ease. Yet despite the mammoth's
great size and more direct path the pig was gaining. Kyla didn't know how to
speed up or steer the mammoth and watched helplessly as Dunkin closed in. He
tossed his Lug-rock aside, and though the momentum carried it bouncing forward,
it soon changed direction and rolled back toward Lug's remains. Dunkin stood in
his saddle as the pig approached. Kyla watched as the pig pulled up alongside
the mammoth, and Dunkin squared himself next to the howdah's strap that wound
below the mammoth's belly. She quickly looked for something she might throw at
him to dislodge him from his mount, but besides her bag, which she was loathe
to part with, there was nothing but soft pillows. She did attempt to throw one
of these but the rush of air sent it backward.

In a remarkable feat of athleticism Dunkin leaped from the pig's back,
grabbed the strap of the howdah and started scrambling up the side of the
mammoth. Kyla, both impressed and afraid, threw her bag over her shoulder,
grabbed the howdah strap on the opposite side and started to climb down. It was
difficult, as the mammoth jostled as it ran, but her childhood years of
climbing trees were not wasted and she managed to reach the mammoth's belly. It
was still a bit of a drop; not so much she would be afraid of making the leap
normally, but the rough, rocky ground and the speed at which she was moving
made her think the landing was going to be rather painful. Fortune smiled on
her as the pig, still running alongside the mammoth, crossed under its belly.
She supposed she could drop herself onto its back, take the reins, and ride
back to Lug's location.

And land in the saddle she did. Fortune was fickle, however, and though
the pig was much smaller than the mammoth he bucked much harder, and so Kyla
was sent sprawling along the rocky ground. It was as painful as might be
expected. She came to rest in a shrub which had already dropped its leaves but
had its thorns quite intact.

Kyla lay disoriented for a moment, but a trumpet blast shocked her mind
back into focus. She heard Dunkin shouting in Dwarven, though she couldn't see
the mammoth through the trees (though the path it had taken was clearly marked
by broken branches, crushed shrubbery and broken saplings). She scrambled to
her feet and ran through the shrubs toward the mountains.

It didn't take too long to break through to a shallow stream. The water
was low, so she was able to cross easily. However, there was no cover
mid-stream so she hurried to the other side and hid behind a small tree. She
could still hear Dunkin shouting in the distance, accompanied by occasional
blasts from the mammoth.  She wondered if she should go back to find Lug
but feared crossing the stream bed again. She knew Lug would be fine, and hoped
he wouldn't worry, but she decided she wanted to survive and so quietly made
her way through the trees toward the mountain.

It was half an hour to the nearest base. The trees stopped far short of
what should have been the tree line. The mountain protruded from the ground so
steeply she doubted she could climb it, and was surrounded by boulders. It
looked as though part of the mountain had once collapsed and crushed the
surrounding forest. There was nothing growing on it now; it stood out on the
landscape like a great monolith. She supposed there must be a cave or doorway,
as the Digans likely lived underground, but she could see nothing from here, so
she climbed onto the pile of rubble and began bounding from rock to rock,
hoping that luck might play its part.

Kyla was disappointed when luck finally did show up, but was
playing for the other team. Dunkin charged through the trees standing on the
mammoth's head, holding the ears and using them to steer the great beast. The
mammoth did not appear to enjoy this arrangement. Nor did Kyla. She panicked
and bounded toward the monolithic mountain, hoping the mammoth wouldn't be able
to cross the rocky terrain. Sure enough it stopped as it arrived at the field
of boulders. Dunkin shouted at the beast and yanked its ears, but the mammoth
reared and let out another great blast. Whatever pain Dunkin was inflicting
could not convince the creature to risk the unstable terrain. The mammoth
turned to run the other way, forcing Dunkin to leap off.

Kyla didn't know if Dunkin could shadow travel like Linkin, but doubted
it or else he would have already done so. She was relieved at first, as he
gingerly tested the stability of each stone and made slow progress, but then he
started pitching rocks at her and she had to try to take cover behind larger
boulders. Occasionally she would hear a loud cry in Dwarven and hoped Dunkin's
frustration was a sign that he might give up the chase.

Then she heard another voice. She couldn't understand the words but she
recognized Linkin. Her heart beat faster. She quickly drew her light orb from
her bag, hoping to keep the area around her well lit enough he couldn't sneak
up on her through the shadows, but she found that scrambling over the boulders
with one hand was slowing her down more than it was helping. She looked back to
see Linkin flitting from boulder to boulder. The patches of shadow were small
and irregular, so there was no direct route to Kyla, but he was outpacing her
progress. Behind she could see Dunkin shaking his fist and yelling at Linkin,
who had a smug expression and occasional maniacal laugh.

Kyla surveyed the rocks ahead, mapping the route with the fewest shadows.
She was so focused on escape she forgot to be afraid, and soon circled to the
end of the boulder field. An old stony path led along the edge, peppered with
loose stone, and led into a tall but narrow crevasse in the side of a steep
cliff. She quickly turned and saw no sign of Linkin. Hiding wouldn't be easy,
for if she crept into the shadows Linkin might spring on her at any time. As
she had no other choice, and as this was likely the entrance to the Digan's home,
she hoped she might be able to find some help inside. She ran for the opening,
holding her light aloft, but before she arrived she saw a flash of darkness
along the line of a crack which extended right up to the top of the cliff.
Linkin had found a route over the mountain. She was able to reach the cave
before him, and lit the entrance with her orb. But it was too late. Linkin had
already caught up, and grinned from the mouth of the cave.

“Dunkin thought he should be the one to kill you! You never hurt
him though, did you? No. It was the other one. The air spirit. You hurt me,
though!”

“Why can't you just leave me alone?” Kyla shouted. “I don't even have
that stupid rubbing with me!”

Linkin clicked his tongue. “You're making Erebus change his plans. Well,
not change them. Delay them. I told you this would happen. Now we have to deal
with the cold dark. But I still want the rubbing. That's why I had to
catch you first, when I found out you were coming here. You'll never defeat
Erebus. But I can release Chaos. End this. End everything. Nothing more to
worry about. No more running. No more fear. Don't you want that?”

Kyla was confused. “Don't you work for Erebus?”

“Well, yes. No. I do what he tells me, yes. He didn't tell me to come
here. To come after you. He said don't worry about it just yet. Change of
plans, you see.” Linkin started moving forward slowly as he spoke.

“Stop it!” Kyla held the light orb in front of her and started to back
away.

“I don't want to hurt you. Even though you hurt me. We can work together,
see? You see? You give me the rubbing. I'll give it to Erebus. He'll go back to
the original plan. He doesn't want a war. He only wants darkness. Chaos, Order,
doesn't matter to him. He'll awaken Chaos, if he can; if we give him the means.
And we can end all of this. No more misery. No more fear. No more.”

“I already told you I don't have it with me!”

“I know, but I can protect you from Dunkin. He's strong but he's stupid,
you see? Then you can get the rubbing and bring it to...”

A silhouette appeared in the mouth of the cave. “Stupid, am I?” Dunkin
growled. “What are you doing here anyway, you twit?” Dunkin walked up to Linkin
and shoved him to the ground. He shouted something in Dwarven, and Linkin
shrank back against the cavern wall. Dunkin started toward Kyla, who turned to
run, but a sudden tremor shook the ground. The floor behind her cracked and
dropped into a cavern below. She heard a thunderous crash of stone and looked
down the newly-formed chasm to gauge its depth, but the orb from her light
couldn't penetrate that deep. It was too wide to jump. Dunkin strode up to her.
Linkin shouted something and his face alternated between terror and rage.
Dunkin glared at Kyla. Red-tinted saliva dribbled from the side of his mouth,
and he hacked and spat a mouthful of bloody phlegm onto the stone floor.

Kyla decided she would rather risk the jump than deal with him. She
turned to make a quick leap but he grabbed her bag, which was strung around her
shoulder, and pulled her back. Kyla closed her eyes and prepared herself for
the blow she knew was coming.

A squeal interrupted them. A saddled pig, likely the one Dunkin had been
riding earlier, charged into the cave and leaped at him from behind. He turned
and let go of Kyla to meet his assailant, but he was too late. Kyla quickly
dropped to the ground and the pig launched itself at Dunkin, who pushed the pig
away but in doing so lost his balance, tripped over Kyla, and rolled into the
chasm. His screams ended with a painful-sounding thud, and the pig turned and
ran squealing out of the cave.

Kyla stood a moment, her eyes moving from the chasm, to Linkin, to the
mouth of the cave after the pig. It was so odd and very unlikely. Linkin, too,
looked puzzled, though showed some relief. He crawled toward the chasm and
peered down, yet kept a close eye on Kyla.

“He isn't dead,” Linkin said. “Hurt badly. Maybe Erebus will save him
again. Maybe not. Not until after sunset.” His voice turned to a growl. “I should
finish him off. He wants eternal darkness. We can't have that. You and I know.”

Kyla didn't know what to make of her situation, but it was clear Linkin
followed Erebus out of fear, not loyalty.

“I'm going to stop Erebus,” she told the dwarf. “Just let me go.”

Linkin sat on the ground with his knees to his chest and wrapped by his
arms, his eyes transfixed to the chasm. “I serve Erebus. I can't let you
capture him. Only, together we could let Chaos free, and end our existence
swiftly. Erebus will come, I think, to save Dunkin. He will seek you out, too.
When you meet him you will understand. You will bring me the rubbing.”

A cool breeze tossed Kyla's bangs from her face, carrying with it the
faint smell of moonflowers.
















Chapter
Twenty-Nine  


Warm Soft  
Kyla was
suspicious of Linkin's sudden amicability, but he even went so far as to
retrieve a log to help her cross the chasm. She thought, for a moment, he would
push her into the pit with Dunkin, and watched him warily as she crawled
across. When she reached the other side she kicked the log into the hole. There
was a crash below, followed by a muffled shout. Dunkin was alive, and
very unhappy.

Destroying her little bridge was a meaningless gesture: she knew Linkin
could follow her through the shadows, and she had cut off her own retreat. This
turned out for the best as she otherwise never would have had the courage to
wander deeper into the cave alone. As she left, Linkin retreated to huddle
against a wall at the mouth of the cave. Her stomach pitted as she pressed into
the darkness, her light orb casting hideous shadows. Even the echo of her own
footsteps made her jump.

Kyla felt more afraid now than she had been under pursuit of the dwarves.
While they were chasing her she had been scared but too busy to think about it.
Now she had nothing else to do but think about the alone-ness and
underground-ness of this part of her journey. She worried, too, about Lug and
Inga, but was ashamed to admit that her fear for herself overshadowed her
concern for them. This was probably normal, but she didn't like it. Her mother
and father always worried about her and Bit first, and Kyla admired that kind
of courage. She didn't have it, but she did have her yo-yo, which she pulled
out. It would at least keep her a little preoccupied.

As she climbed farther in and deeper down, it became evident that this
cavern had once housed a community. The walls became sharper and less worn,
pillars reached from the floor to the ceiling, and carvings decorated the
walls. Flecks of color indicated they had once been painted. They were
difficult to make out. Kyla thought one looked like a group of people handing
their laundry to a stone giant.

It became colder, too, and Kyla shivered. She wasn't going to survive
this. She had planned poorly, in her haste. She was never good at it – every
trip she made with her family started with her mother going through her bags to
make sure she packed what she needed. She never did, but never worried as she
felt she could live off the land if necessary. But not down here. This was not
a place for an elf.

Kyla's body numbed from the cold, and her mind from the fear. Her mind
turned off as her feet stepped forward, and she quite lost herself as the
corridor broke into branches. A moment of clarity inspired her to pick up a
chalky stone she found on the ground, and she began to mark her path, but even
this became automated.

The rooms became more elaborate, and sharper in detail. After a time, she
noticed the walls and floor were covered in a phosphorescent dust that emitted
an eerie green light. Stone doors were cut into the walls, though had no
hinges, and looked as though they slid open. Kyla knew she wouldn't be strong
enough to manage it. She passed through one section that seemed to have been
carved for smaller folk. Wooden doors decorated this section, though most were
rotted and many collapsed from their hinges. There was little else to see.

To add to her fears, Kyla became anxious as she realized she had no sense
of time down here. She could have been walking one hour or ten. Regardless, she
was fatigued, and decided she needed a rest, so she found a small room, pulled
out her blanket, and huddled in a corner.

***

Kyla awoke
with a start. She didn't know why, as it was deathly silent. Her heart skipped
as she realized she had left her light orb on, hovering above her head, and
thus had exposed herself to any number of threats from the darkness. There was
a rumbling and she tapped it off. The rumbling stopped.

“Kyla?”

She tapped the orb and dashed out of the little room. Lug was standing a
few yards away.

“You found me!” she shouted in a half-sob and threw her arms around him.
“I thought I'd be lost down here forever!” She let go. “I'm sorry I left you!
How'd you find me.”

“Crazy dwarf. And chalk.” He pointed to Kyla's most recent marking on the
wall.”

“The dwarf? Linkin told you where I was?” Kyla began to warm up to him.

“No talk to me. Talk to self.”

“Oh.”

“You are okay. That is good.” Lug looked around. “Someone is here. I
feel. They are close.”

“You can feel them? Oh, that's so wonderful! Thank you, Lug!”

“No thank me. You in serious business. Sorry I did not understand before.
I take you to Digans.”

Kyla followed as Lug walked ahead. He still seemed sluggish, and she
worried for his health, but knew no remedies for a creature made of stone. He
led her through a maze of doorways, and though he often had to stop and many
times turned around to try another passage, she felt comforted to have him to
follow.

Lug spoke after several minutes of silence. “Right way. I feel them.”

The tunnel eventually led to a large door. Kyla sighed and walked up to
it, placing her hands against the flat stone slab. “Can you get this open?”

There was a rumble. Kyla jumped as a pile of squarish stones rose to her
left. It was an elemental, like Lug, only more aligned in color and shape to
the blocky gray caverns. It was made of larger stones than Lug, but about the
same height overall. Its asymmetrical head and eyes made Kyla uneasy. She hated
to judge the creature without knowing it but it looked creepy.

“Lrrrrmmmrch rrrkhmr.” It took a moment for Kyla to realize that was
language. It had the same deep echoing voice as Lug but instead of the hint of
a distant rock slide it had an air of stone sliding on stone. Kyla looked back
at Lug for a translation.

“Rrrrkmmrrr rrrkhm.”

The stone elemental paused a moment. It rumbled something and stepped to
the door which slid open on its own and closed again as the stone creature
passed the threshold. “He go ask chief if we come in.”

It was only a few seconds before the door slid open again and the stone
guard waved them inside before returning to his post. The interior was well
lit. A dozen or so of the stone creatures sat or stood around the room. Most were
not much larger than Lug, and a couple were even smaller. All but one: the
largest of the creatures was sitting on a mound of rubble and stood to tower
over the rest. He looked three or four times as tall as the others. He
approached Kyla and Lug with deafening steps that shook the cavern and caused
some of the dust to drift like snow to the floor. The great elemental took a
knee and looked the two visitors over. He was most interested in Kyla and
slowly extended a finger to her side and rubbed her shirt. As he did this a
smaller creature, who was watching from the side, ran up and started squeezing
the shirt fabric. He was an odd-looking one, even less symmetrical than the
others. The great Digan let out a low rumble and the smaller one backed away.

“Rrrrrmrkhr mrmrh.” The stone giant stood to its full height as it
addressed Lug.

“Mrkhr mrr rhkhrm.”

There was a silence. “What are you telling him?” Kyla asked.

“He ask why we come. I say we want aur-auri...goldstone.”

The large stone creature strode to the second-largest who was seated by
the pile of rubble and conferred for a moment, then returned.

“Krhm krhm mrkhrk.”

“He say he trade for soft. Clothing.”

Kyla looked down at her shirt. “Pardon? He wants my what?”

Lug related this and got his reply. “Clothing.”

“What? He wants my clothes?”

“He want soft. Soft valuable here.”

Kyla opened her bag and took out her blanket and pillow. “He can have
these!”

Lug looked up at the waiting giant. “Krhm mrh rhmrhk.”

The giant nodded. “Mrkrhm.”

Lug turned to Kyla. “You make good gift greater. Generosity appreciated.”

“Ok, sounds good! Here you go!” Kyla held up the blanket and pillow. One
of the Digans from the side of the chamber retrieved it and handed it to the
Digan leader, who stood and watched Kyla patiently. She looked back over at
Lug.

“He still want clothes. He say blanket and
pillow is extra gift.”

“What? No! I'll freeze! Tell him I can't do that!”

Lug relayed the message and got a reply. “You want aurichalcum, you give
soft. You not freeze. Is not cold.”

“Not for a bunch of rocks but it is for me! Also I don't want to walk
around naked!” Though she also didn't want to leave empty handed. “Tell him
I'll bring back a whole bunch of clothes later!”

“He say you no come back. No one come back.”

Kyla was distraught. Lug seemed to sense it.

“He no care about naked. He care about soft. You
have fire to be warm.”

“Of course he doesn't care about naked! He doesn't have the same – you
know – bits that I need to keep covered up!”

Lug relayed a message and got a long rumbling response.

“You promised soft. You give soft.”

“I did NOT promise soft!”

“Maybe bad translation,” Lug admitted. “I think if he wants you must give
or he make trouble.”

Kyla was not happy with the arrangement but could see the Digan leader
was becoming agitated. She looked about but there was nowhere obvious to
undress. Not that it mattered, as she had nothing else to put on and would have
to walk back out naked anyway. Finally, with a sigh, she set down her bag and
disrobed.

The same Digan that had grabbed the blanket retrieved the clothes.
Apparently Kyla was not permitted to hand anything directly to the leader. He
took the gift of soft and lumbered heavily back to the pile of rubble.

Kyla noticed the smaller, creepier Digan leering at her. She put her arms
over her chest to conceal herself as best she could.

The Digan leader reached into the rubble pile and started tossing it like
a salad, mixing Kyla's gift in with the rubble. As the gray dust and assortment
of rocks were cast from the pile she could see it consisted mostly of clothing.
He sat on the pile and rumbled with satisfaction. He leaned back and spread his
arms in a most relaxed manner. He certainly liked his soft. The others watched
jealously. He did not seem generous with his comfort. Also, Kyla noted as she
saw a skull roll from the pile, he was willing to take by force if necessary.
Kyla was glad she chose to trade with him after all, though now she was
shivering.

The chief sat up and shouted a command at one of the Digans. The creepy
one in the corner leaped up, waved his arm as though trying to get the chief’s
attention, and let out a long rumble. The Digan leader waved his hand and the
smaller one stepped toward Kyla, who stepped back.

“He volunteer to get us goldstone,” Lug told her. “No worry.”

They were led out of the chamber and followed the little Digan who kept
looking back at Kyla. She decided being naked in front of these elementals was
not as harmless as she had supposed. “Ask him if there's a little room where I
can get dressed.”

“You have more soft? Clothes?” Lug asked.

“I'm gonna think of something. This guy's creeping me out.”

The Digan was happy to find a room for Kyla. It was about the size of her
room at home – small but sufficient for her needs. She emptied the bag and took
a look at the contents. A canteen, the cloth the food had been wrapped in,
rope, the bag itself, some paper, and a few utensils, including a large knife,
and a small pot and a frying pan. She sighed. Well, she wasn't going for
pretty. Only functional.

There was a low rumble and the earth shook. Kyla stood still a moment,
wondering what to do, but after several seconds it stopped. She supposed that
as earthquake management was part of the Digans' job she should expect frequent
tremors.

Kyla's bag proved too small for a dress but was perfect for a short
skirt, and she was able to tie this on with some rope. The pot and frying pan
served to cover her breasts and she noted with chagrin that the small pot was more
than sufficient in size. These too were tied around her with a mess of rope.
The food bag she had cut in two and lined the pot and pan so the cold metal
wouldn't stick to her skin. Now she had no bag to hold her canteen, wooden
spoon, and other utensils, so she tucked them into the rope around her waist.
It took some time to get the knots tight enough so the ensemble wouldn't fall
apart as she walked, but once finished she was pleased with what she was able
to put together using her own ingenuity. It wasn't pretty, but it worked.

Despite the time it took for Kyla to get her clothing together she was
still finished before the Digan returned. He had his fist enclosed around
something but refused to open it.

“He say he want trade.” Lug looked uncertain what he might want. Kyla
stepped back. Those eyes. It wasn't the size difference, or improper spacing,
or the color that scared her. They were hungry, but for what? Was he looking
for a mate? Kyla could think of several reasons that wasn't going to work. “Ask
him what he wants,” she asked warily.

“Khrrmmrhm krh rhmhk.”

The Digan tore his gaze from Kyla and stared at Lug. “Khrmrmmrrh
rhmmrhrk krhm.”

“He want warm soft.”

“I don't have any more soft! I gave it to the
big guy! Unless he wants this skirt I made from the bag!”

“Warm soft mean skin. He want your skin.”

“What? Is he crazy? Tell him this doesn't come off!”

“He say it come off. He can get it off.”

“Yeah but I'll DIE!”

Lug explained to no avail. “He say you no die. He want
warm soft.”

“But I already PAID for the aurichalcum! Does he even have it?”

When asked he opened his hand quickly and closed it again, then hid it
behind his back. He rumbled.

“He say you have goldstone when he have warm
soft.”

“No! Tell him I go back to leader – listen to me now, I'm starting to
talk like you – I'm going back to the big guy and telling him!”

Lug passed the message and looked alarmed at the rumbling reply.

“He changed passages. He say we no find way
back.”

“What?”

“Walls move. He make walls move. He say we no find way out. He take us
outside if we give warm soft.”

Kyla's eyes widened. “That sack of crab-apples! No wonder he took so
long! You tell him to give me that aurichalcum and get us out of here or you'll
crush him!”

“He say I weak here. You no worry. I get goldstone.”

Lug dashed at the Digan and grabbed his arm, wrenching it from behind his
back. He cracked the Digan's hand against the hard floor until the aurichalcum
jarred loose. The Digan kicked and wrestled. Lug might not be at his best but he
was still strong. He pushed the Digan against the wall, and Kyla crawled
through Lug's legs and grabbed the stone. Realizing she no longer had a bag to
keep it in she shoved it into the pot over her left breast. She turned around
but realized she didn't know where to go. She had not thought to use chalk on
the walls when following the Digan. She also didn't know if her trail would
work anyway since the Digan had changed the layout. Did he change one wall or
many?

“Go!” Lug said as he struggled. “I hold. You escape!”

“I don't know the way out!”

“I don't know. He no help. He crazy! You go!”

Kyla didn't want to leave Lug behind again but she had the aurichalcum,
and Lug did appear to be winning the fray. She hoped he could find her again.
















Chapter
Thirty  


Kick the Goblin  
“Down there!”
Aspen shouted in Eunoe's ear as she saw a glint from the ground. It was
difficult to talk as the rushing wind blew her words away as she spoke. It had
been sunny only moments ago, but now a cold wind and gray clouds were closing
from the north. Eunoe took Castor down, and Denzig, keeping an eye on them,
circled overhead as Aspen hopped off the tiger to see what lay in the brush.

It was a large jar, almost up to Aspen's waist. The label was written in
a strange tongue. They had flown over a giant settlement a short time ago, so
it wasn't out of place. There was a picture of a passion flower. A sleeping
draught, probably. Aspen looked around. There had been a fire. Someone large
had camped here. No sign of an elf, that she could see, but Aspen was no
tracker.

Denzig swooped down. He had been flying at his full size, but now shrank
to his less fear-inspiring stature.

“I see nothing, but this is very near Alfheim. Perhaps we should go back
to that town and inquire.”

Aspen looked around. There was forest to the east and north, nearly
devoid of leaves. A swath of trees appeared to have recently been knocked down.
Perhaps to be expected in a realm of giants, though unfortunate for the poor
trees. “Could she have gotten here first?”

Eunoe poked a stick through the ashes in the fire pit. Aspen had no idea
what she was looking for. “No idea. We need to find the Digans. They'll be
underground.”

Aspen felt something cold on her cheek. She jumped and swatted it.

“Snow,” Denzig told her. “Don't have that in Arkwood?”

Eunoe looked up and sighed. “Rarely this early.”

“It's beautiful, but it makes me feel lazy.” Aspen opened her mouth to
catch some flakes.

“It is enchanting.” Denzig sniffed the air. “There were many creatures
here a while ago. Big stinky ones. The odor is too strong to tell if any elves
came by.”

A woman stepped out from the trees to the east. “It was a caravan of
mammoths.” She had long black hair and dark eyes and looked much like a nymph,
though certainly not a dryad. She wore a finely embroidered black tunic laced
with silver and sleek black boots which rose to her knee. She wore no jacket
yet looked perfectly comfortable in the cold. She smelled of moonflowers and
was somehow familiar but Aspen couldn't place where she might ever have seen
her.

“Who are you?” Eunoe demanded, in a tone that sounded unnecessarily rude.

“You may call me Sophrosyne. I didn't expect to see any dryads out, now
that the forest has gone to sleep.”

“They aren't hibernating yet.” Aspen could sense the nearby dryads. They
were sluggish and hidden inside the trunks of their trees, but they hadn't yet
begun their annual slumber. “And I don't need to.”

The woman shrugged. “Not all do.” She turned to Denzig. “Well met, Sir Dragon.”
She bowed, and Denzig puffed a grateful wisp of smoke.

“Good day, lady.” He extended his right talons, which she kissed. She was
overly kind. Aspen appreciated it but questioned its sincerity. Yet something
about Sophrosyne made her difficult not to trust. She wore an emotional
mask like Marik, but she didn't make Aspen feel so oily inside.

Sophrosyne turned to Eunoe, who was frowning. “And you! Fair alseid. I
would never expect to see one of your kind in these parts.”

“Why not?” Eunoe seemed displeased, but Aspen couldn't guess why.

“A little late in the season, I suppose. Don't your kind head to warmer
parts in winter?”

“No. We alseids don't abandon our duties.”

That was a lie. Alseids were typically lazy.

The woman smiled. “Well, what brings you here?”

“We're looking for a friend,” Aspen said, but she got the 'shut up now'
look from Eunoe.

The woman looked at the nearest mountain. “There was an elf girl here a
while ago. She went into that mountain. She hasn't come back out. I suppose she
must be looking for the Digans.”

Eunoe’s eyebrow went up. “Elf girl? Short, brown hair?”

“Yes, that's the one.”

There was a tremor in the ground, almost knocking Aspen off her feet but
the woman stepped forward and caught her by the arm.

“Thank you!” Aspen said as she regained her balance.

“The Digans have been restless today. Be careful. I hear they aren't the
kindest folk.”

Denzig sent a blast of flame into the remains of the fire pit, and Aspen
backed away. There was no wood but the leftover coals picked up some of the
heat and started to glow. Denzig held his claws over them for warmth. “We need
to follow, then.”

“Yes,” Eunoe agreed.

“There was a cave-in,” said Sophrosyne. “It might be faster to catch her
on the other side. It's near the top of that mountain with the double peak. I
wish I could help further but I have other matters to tend. Good luck to you!”

Eunoe scowled as Sophrosyne disappeared into the trees.

Aspen wondered at this. “You don't like her.”

“I think she was lovely. It's Aias who doesn't like her but he doesn't
know why.”

“Well, it was lucky she happened to see Kyla.”

Eunoe nodded but her eyes were distant. “Yeah.” Aspen knew what that
meant. It was too lucky.

***

Eunoe, Denzig,
and Aspen agreed that Kyla would most likely be found on the opposite side of
the nearby mountain with the double peak. Despite their confidence no one
understood how they knew. It just came to them all at once. Aspen was
also surprised to catch the scent of moonflowers this late in the season, and
even more peculiar was a set of footprints that headed out from the woods and
back again. Yet it had only just started to snow, and no one could recall
seeing anyone walk by.

***

Kyla felt her
way along the icy floor. The stone was wet and she was shivering. What she wouldn't
give for a fire! She put her hand into the pot over her left breast to feel the
nugget of aurichalcum. She was worried it might disappear somehow, and she
wasn't going to return to the Digans to ask for more.

 She gave her orb another tap. Nothing. What a terrible time for it
to go out! And the darkness was palpable. Oppressive. It pushed her from all
sides at once, like she was being squished in a wet pillow.

Without light Kyla had to focus on touch and hearing. She gently slid her
fingertips in front of her to find handholds as the cavern sloped upward. Her
other hand held the orb. She thought she heard wind whistling in the distance.
She thought of Aura and wondered if perhaps an air spirit would wander down
into the caves, but she feared this wind was only a residual effect, a piece
that had been caught as it whipped past the mountain. Yet it meant there must
be an opening nearby. Though she heard it she couldn't feel it, and wasn't sure
from which direction the sound came. She decided to move straight ahead, hoping
a change in position might help her pinpoint the sound.

A voice penetrated Kyla's mind. She knew, somehow, that it was Erebus.

You'll die in here!

It occurred to Kyla that she should be terrified. She supposed she
probably was, but the cold made her so numb she didn't really care. And her
dream with the shadows gave her a stubborn resistance to anything Erebus might
say.

Why waste your life for a cause you don't understand? Come with me,
and I will take you somewhere warm.

“I doubt you have anywhere warm you could take me!” Kyla gritted her
teeth.

I have disciples everywhere, volcanoes and the infernal abyss among
them. Warmth. Peace. You needn't worry about you or your friends suffering on
the wrong end of a just war.

“I'm not stupid!” Kyla didn't know why she was arguing, but at least it
kept her mind off the cold. “What will happen when you win? Either I die, or
spend eternity as a shadow!” The dark immortality in her dream frightened her
more than death.

You will have freedom. Freedom from your body. Aging, disease-laden,
weak, tired, cold body. No more pain. No more suffering. No more death for you
or your loved ones.

“No more life either,” she muttered.

You suffer even now. Life brings suffering and hardship. Why must this
be so? In our world there would be no Death. No suffering. No change. No
hatred.

“And no love!” Kyla was moving again. She thought the passage was sloping
to the left, toward the sound of the wind.

No need for love. No need for warmth. No need for change. Only endless,
tireless, lawless living.

“That doesn't sound much like living to me!”

Nor does pain and anguish and suffering sound like living to me.

“Why are you here? I don't have the stupid rubbing with me.”

I want to give you a chance, Kyla Nim. I am not the villain you
believe. Darkness existed before Light. I was pushed aside to make room for
growth, which is only brought through pain and sorrow. You have stood bravely
against the dwarves. You fight against me. You cannot win. Join me, and I will
ease you into the eternity you desire. Chaos or Order matter not to me, so long
as you help usher out the burning light.

Kyla was crawling on her stomach now. A light blast of air lifted a
strand of hair. It was ever so gentle but a sign she was heading in the right direction.
She forced her body forward an inch at a time.

“You must be pretty weak if you need my help.”

You are stronger than you give yourself credit. The sun was designed
to keep me away, and until it is extinguished I must rely on creatures of
Order. Those who have seen the Light, and learned that darkness must reign to
hide the horrors of the world.

“I'm not going to help you. Are you going to kill me then?”

I haven't the power over life and death in myself, but those who
refuse to succumb to the dark will be consumed by it. You shall die here from
the cold, and escape this fate; but die knowing what awaits those you love.

Kyla had no words for this but kept inching forward as the darkness
pressed in. She could feel her heart in her chest. It was slow and weak, and
the oppressive blanket in which Erebus had her enveloped sapped her will and
strength. But she persisted. She could not, would not, let him win. He
continued to give dark counsel, but Kyla now blocked him out. She focused her
mind on getting into the open, where even if she died one of her friends might
find her and recover the aurichalcum at her breast.

The wind grew stronger. Kyla was numb but the cold air bit her skin. She
thought of giving up and letting it all go. How bad could it be, floating in
chaos? Was it like death? What did that mean? Was it oblivion? She refused to
accept it. Death could not be the end. She thought of her family. She wasn't
going to leave them behind. Not now. She just needed to focus. Get her mind off
the aches and pains and cold and wet and the oppressive darkness that sapped
her will. She started to sing.

'Small and green but
vile and mean,

Kick the goblin, ho!'

She sang aloud but could only manage an airy whisper.

'He loves naught but
shiny things,

Kick the goblin, ho!'

Erebus said something but Kyla continued to ignore him.

'Lock your windows
and your door

Kick the goblin, ho!

He'll rob you blind
and ask for more,

Kick the goblin, ho!'

It occurred to Kyla for the first time the words to the song were rather
rude. She had sung it many times as a child but never given it much thought.

'He'll smile and grin
to take you in,

Kick the goblin, ho!

But then you'll take
it on the chin,

Kick the goblin, ho!'

She regretted singing this to Grizzlesnout on the ride to the star
station. She must have offended him terribly.

Erebus was shouting into her mind, but it was nothing more than a distant
echo.

'Don't trust his
words, don't take his hand,

Kick the goblin, ho!

He'll steal your
children and your land,

Kick the goblin, ho!'

Kyla only knew the one goblin, but he was a decent sort. Whoever wrote
this must have hated them. She thought she should try a different song, but no
others came to mind and she needed something to help her focus.

'His eyes look bright
but don't be tricked,

Kick the goblin, ho!

All he deserves is to
be kicked,

Kick the goblin, ho!'

The darkness lifted and Kyla collapsed. Erebus was gone, and now the cold
and aches and pains overwhelmed her. She couldn't move. She had failed. Hadn't she?
She lifted her head. Her eyes were frozen shut, but even so she could sense her
orb's light had returned. She pulled up a hand to force her eyes open.
Everything was blurred but she could see the shine of ice and snow and it was
the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. Her hand fumbled along the ground
until she found a stone to help her remember the time she had crawled out of
the darkness.

Except she wasn't going to make it. She could feel the biting air and
flakes of snow whipping into the cave. The exit. It was so cold, and she was
nearly naked. She felt tired. So tired. She wanted to fall asleep, though she
knew it would be the sleep of death. Shivering and sore, freezing and
exhausted, she only wanted it to end. But she pressed on.

***

Eunoe struggled
to stay on Castor. The high winds kept trying to turn the tiger to his side. He
could still fly, but Eunoe had very little to grab. Already she was clutching
the tiger's fur and worried it was hurting him. She pinched her legs tighter
around his sides and tried to lock her feet together below but her legs weren't
long enough. Aspen clutched at Eunoe's sides, her head leaning against her back
to protect herself from the cold wind. Occasionally she would turn her head to
the opposite side, most likely scanning for Kyla on the ground or an entrance
to the Digan's kingdom.

Aias didn't recognize the area. He didn't know modern boundaries and
wasn't even sure what part of the world he was in. The Digans had been an
important race in his time and he expressed surprise that there weren't
merchant stations set up. In his day, everyone traded with the Digans.

Eunoe felt a tug at her arm and turned to see Aspen pointing to an
outcropping of rock. There was a light, nearly buried in the snow, and Eunoe
pulled Castor against the headwind to touch down in front of the mouth of a
small cave which had been invisible from the air. Kyla was face-down and nearly
naked except some rags and pots and pans strapped to her body with rope. 
Not dead, for she still had some color of health, but frostbitten and fading
quickly. Eunoe motioned for Aspen to help lift the frozen elf onto Castor's
back.

“Sit her between us. She needs our warmth.” Eunoe took her place in front
and felt Kyla's cold body press against her. Aspen sat behind Kyla, so the elf
was stuck between them.

Denzig flew down and looked at Kyla with concern. “Is she alright?”

“She's alive. We need to get her warm and dry.”

Denzig spat a flame, which made Aspen jump. “Get her back to that fire
pit.” Denzig trotted over to the light orb, which Eunoe and Aspen had left in
the snow. “She'll want this.” And he picked it up in his mouth and leaped into
the air. Eunoe watched as he circled back.

Aspen dug her nails into Eunoe's shoulder. “We need to go. She's dying.”

Eunoe nodded and squeezed her legs. Castor took two leaps through the
snow, flapping his great wings, before lifting into the sky.
















Chapter
Thirty-One  


Erebus' Assault  
I'm not
going to rescue you again.

“Of course not, m'lord.” Dunkin kept his head
low. Marik almost burst into laughter. Dunkin was bruised, beaten, and
bleeding, and Marik had never seen the dwarf so subdued. Linkin, for his part,
was sitting in his little corner. He was chastising himself for letting Kyla
escape.

“No! Why? We had her! She was in our hands! So easy!” he muttered.

We are prepared to mobilize. You know the plan. Do it.

“Kyla Nim's still trying to stop you.” Unlike the dwarves, Marik held his
head high when he spoke to Erebus. “I don't understand her plan but it seems convoluted.
She shouldn't pose much of a threat.”

She has learned my weakness. That is no small threat.

“Yes, but so far everyone in authority has dismissed her.”

“You should have killed her,” Dunkin muttered.

“And blown my cover? I don't think so.”

I'm not leaving that to chance. Find out Oberon's plans from Anh-Bul.
If this elf has thought of a plan to stop me, they likely have as well. To be
sure, Dunkin will kill her.

“My pleasure!” Dunkin grunted and raised his eyes to the Shadow. Then he
coughed and spat blood on the floor.

Obtain her rubbing as well. If any in authority learn what she knows,
we may need to usher in Chaos to win this war.

“Yes, of course.” Dunkin mumbled his reply.

“I'll take care of that,” Marik volunteered. He had been planning on
stealing it anyway; no need to compete with Dunkin for it.

Linkin was still in the corner, sitting against the wall and bobbing his
head up and down as he mumbled to himself. “Should've killed her. Had her.” He
suddenly screamed. “I had her!”

It was real work for Marik to keep his condescending sneer inside. He
would feel bad for the dwarves if they weren't so pathetic.

***

The sudden
snowfall meant there was nowhere dry to settle so Aspen stripped bark from dead
logs to use as ground cover. It was gruesome work but the local trees would
understand the need. She was unable to bond to it, the wood being dead, so all
she could do was lay the strips of bark on top of the snow. The wood from each
log was then taken by Denzig who made a great pyramid and blasted it with fire,
creating an inferno that was both warm and terrifying. Aspen found an old stump
several paces back and sat with her arms wrapped around herself to keep in as
much warmth as possible.

Eunoe tucked Kyla into her coat and sidled next to her. “Aspen! Up here.
Kyla needs your body heat. Sit on her other side.”

“The fire...” Aspen whimpered. She knew her fear was no excuse. Kyla's
current needs outweighed her own. She stood and approached warily, dodging
floating embers, and sat herself next to Kyla. Her skin was cold, and Aspen
feared she wouldn't survive. Aspen felt helpless. She knew a hundred songs to
help plants but none that would heal a dying elf.

Eunoe was watching Kyla carefully, occasionally feeling her temperature
and checking her breath. She had spent centuries caring for creatures in
Arkwood and had an idea what needed to be done. She was more of a mother than a
trained nurse, but offering more aid than Aspen could.

Denzig, satisfied with the fire, came to inspect Kyla as well.

“She needs food. I'm going hunting,” he said. His pupils looked more
elliptical than usual, and his voice hoarser. He grew to his full size and took
off over the forest.

Aspen and Eunoe sat in silence, as they often did, having worn out most
of their conversation years ago.

Kyla whispered something and tapped a pot she had strapped to her breast.
Aspen nearly jumped from her seat. “What did she say?”

Eunoe was breathing excitedly. “I don't know. Kyla? Can you hear me?”

Kyla coughed and sat up. She reached under the pot, closed her eyes, and
sucked air through her teeth as she pulled out a stone. “I said the aurichalcum
froze to my boob. I accidentally tucked it right against my skin.”

“Oh! You're ok!” Eunoe gave Kyla a hug.

Aspen clapped her hands and threw her arms
around the two of them. “I was so worried!”

“I still kind of am. Have you seen Lug?”

“No, I haven't.” Aspen had never met Lug, but Kyla had spoken of him and
Aspen was sure she would notice a creature made of rocks walking around.

“I hope he's ok. Where are we?”

Aspen looked at the forest. “Near Alfheim. East of the mountains.”

Kyla looked back. “I was in there,” she pointed at a nearby mountain. “It
wasn't snowing when I went in. How long has it been?”

“I don't know. It started snowing a few hours ago. Lucky you had your orb
or we wouldn't have found you at all.” Eunoe helped Kyla readjust herself to a
more comfortable sitting position. “You nearly died.”

Kyla simply nodded. “I met Erebus.”

Aspen gasped. “He's here?”

“Yeah. Well, he was underground. The dwarves followed me there too.
Dunkin's pig knocked him into a pit and then Linkin let me go. Then the Digan
chief wanted my clothes for the aurichalcum and this other guy wanted my skin
but Lug fought him off so I could escape. Then I got lost on the way out and
Erebus found me and I fell asleep in the snow and now here I am.” Kyla held out
the stone. “I got the aurichalcum, though,”

“Erebus let you keep it?”

“I don't think he could take it. He's just a shadow. He's powerful but he
even said he couldn't kill me. But boy can he make you feel like you want to
die. Anyway I don't think he could pick up the rock. That's probably why he
needs the dwarves so bad.”

There was a rush of air as Denzig reappeared with a large hairy beast in
his claws. Aspen had never seen anything like it. It had a tremendously long
snout that Aspen at first mistook for a hairy snake sticking out of its mouth.

“It's a mammoth,” Eunoe told her. “You've heard of elephants, right? Sort
of like that.”

“I thought they had died out,” Denzig said as he dropped the carcass by
the fire. “Shouldn't bother reading those human encyclopaedias. At any rate now
we can eat and make some coats for the flight back.”

“That's the mammoth I rode here on.” Kyla stood and looked sadly over the
animal. She pointed to a cushioned seat strapped to its back. “That's a howdah.
I sat there. I hope Inga's alright. It was hers.” The padding and pillows were
still inside, so with Denzig's help Eunoe freed it from the mammoth's back and
set it near the fire. There was enough room for the three girls so they crowded
together for warmth.

Denzig shrugged. “I apologize if you cared for this creature, Kyla. It
was wandering alone in the woods when I saw it. And you need food and
clothing.” He got to work, occasional bursts of flame shooting from the side of
his mouth as he stripped the fur from the flesh. It was a bloody mess, but to
Aspen no more gruesome than debarking dead trees.

“I need to go to the sun,” Kyla said firmly.

“No!” Eunoe started. “You're coming back home.” She sounded more
concerned than commanding.

“I didn't do all this to fail. I can't let him win.”

“There are other people that can help! I have Aias now. He knows what
needs to be done. And there's an entire army waiting to fight back. Let the
professionals help.”

“I already tried to tell Professor Ciana my plan. He said the army'd never listen to me. Director Anh-Bul told me to mind
my own business. I'll tell them what they need to do but they won't listen. I
bet they'll take my aurichalcum but they won't do anything with it. They're
getting all their armies together and they'll start fighting and a lot of
people will die, but it will be for no reason because Erebus doesn't care about
that. He just wants darkness. He doesn't even care about Chaos, you know. He
doesn't care about the rubbing. Not that much. I think it's a back-up. If he
starts to lose he'll wake up Chaos to destroy us.”

The winds picked up so Denzig spread his wings, one to protect the flame
and one to cover the girls like a great umbrella.

Aspen nestled against the back of the howdah. “This is cozy. I suddenly
feel a lot better. I don’t know what I’d do if you died on me, Kyla.”

Kyla stared into the fire. She looked sad, but not close to tears. Aspen
had seen Eunoe like this. It was a numb sadness that beset those who spent a
long time suffering. Yet until a few weeks ago Kyla had always been happy and
giddy as a child.

Shortly thereafter meat was cooked and fur blankets were made thanks to
Denzig, who had baked the bloody inside of the mammoth hide so it wouldn't
leave a mess. Aspen took her first-ever bite of cooked meat and enjoyed the
heat of a fire without fear for the first time. She wished they could sit here
forever, snuggling under warm blankets in a peaceful snowfall in the middle of
the wilderness, with the setting sun casting purple and orange rays on the
clouds and snow.

But then the sun blinked out.

***

Elial ran to
Anh-Bul's door but was intercepted by Marik. He gritted his teeth. “We need to
get the students through a portal. It isn't safe here.”

“Anh-Bul is in High Haven. I'm sure he will receive proper direction.”

“Have you been outside? The sun has gone out!” Elial
struggled with the urge to punch Marik in the face. The panic outside could be
heard from here, yet he sat with a vapid expression.

“I'm well aware. We need to call an Assembly to keep everyone calm until
the Director arrives.”

Elial hated to admit it but Marik was probably right. “Fine. I'll sound
the alarm and gather everyone. You'd better be ready to say something to relax
them.”

Marik looked like he was trying not to grin. “Of course.”

***

It was going
to be a long flight back to Equinox, and difficult in the dark. Denzig flew
ahead and kept a flame burning from his nostrils so Eunoe could follow. In the
distance she could see two rows of lights along the ground. As she drew closer
she saw two columns of creatures marching in the direction of the town of
giants they had flown over on the way to Alfheim. There were creatures of all
sorts: minotaurs, ogres, centaurs. It wasn't a large force, and at first Eunoe
thought perhaps it was a trade caravan, but they were all armed. It was an
attack, though Eunoe couldn't say if it was coordinated with the darkness or
simply a group of opportunistic bandits. Either way the same thing could be
happening at home. She squeezed her knees to tell Castor to fly faster until
they pulled up beside Denzig.

“They're going to attack that town of giants.”

“I know. I smell bloodlust. Shall I stop them?” Denzig's voice was rough
and his eyes were slotted.

“I don't know. We need to get back to Equinox.”

Denzig looked down at the marching columns. “Yes. Let me try and scatter
them, at least.” He swooped down and approached the columns from the front,
unleashing a torrent of flame. There were screams and grunts, and the columns
of torches scattered to the sides. Some of the torches extinguished, but the
area soon lit up as several of the soldiers caught fire and began to run or
drop to the ground. Denzig rejoined Eunoe in the air. “Perhaps that will alert
the townsfolk as well.”

Eunoe could feel Aspen shift uncomfortably behind, and Aias was steeling
his mind for battle. Kyla seemed to be sleeping again, and Eunoe worried she
might fall off but Aspen had her safely pinned. She sighed. Equinox may no
longer be safe, but she couldn't think where else she would rather be should
the world come to an end.

***

“War is upon
us. Most of us knew it was coming, but Erebus has mobilized much sooner than
anticipated.”

King Oberon, though small, spoke in a great and commanding voice and had
an aura of flowing energy that felt like static in the air. Bremnos' few
remaining body hairs always stood on end when Oberon was present. The other war
leaders sat sour-faced. They had been caught unprepared, and Bremnos felt they
should be rushing to their command-posts right now.

Anh-Bul rose to his feet. “Forgive me, Your Majesty. At a previous
meeting I had suggested we set up wards similar to those at Equinox. My plan
was soundly rebuffed.”

General Agrimarch snorted from across the table.

Oberon ignored the General. “The wards were alarms only, and they have
failed. As have many other wards. We underestimated the extent of Erebus'
infiltration.” Oberon stared at Anh-Bul as he spoke, and Anh-Bul met his gaze.
In gorgon culture this was the greatest sign of trust. However, in the Royal
Court the gaze of a gorgon was a real threat and General Agrimarch stood and
growled. Anh-Bul caught himself and looked down. He appeared as though he
wanted to carry on the discussion, but he took his seat and Oberon continued.

“Assaults have been focused on locations without a heavy military
presence. Towns and villages, mostly. Erebus' numbers are greater than we
expected but still much smaller than the forces against him. However, he has
granted great power to his Avowed followers. Local militias are inadequate to
deal with them, and so several national armies and the Royal Army have all been
deployed, but the numerous attacks are splitting our forces, which seems to be
Erebus' goal.”

The doors blasted open and a grim-looking djinn flew into the room and
handed Oberon a message. Oberon nodded and the djinn departed. Oberon opened
the bound scroll, read it over, and dropped it on the table.

“Intelligence believes Erebus' attacks are serving two further purposes.
First, reduce the morale of our people and recruiting any who offer their vows
to Erebus. Sadly, it looks as though they are having some success. Second,
ancient relics are being stolen. Some are stones similar to the one we were
given from Equinox.” Oberon looked at Anh-Bul. “Equinox is under attack, and
intelligence claims there is a copy of our fragment at your location. Why is
that?”

Anh-Bul looked afraid. “An elf-girl, Your Majesty. She found the stone we
gave you. She must have made a copy.”

The energy around Oberon sparked, though his expression didn't change. He
looked back at Anh-Bul. “Recover it. Now.”

Anh-Bul hesitated, apparently uncertain if he should leave now or wait
for the end of the meeting. Another spark from Oberon's eyes meant that sooner
was better. “Yes, Majesty.” He stood and walked briskly out of the room. Oberon
turned back to the war council.

“As for the rest of you, we need a plan.”

***

The attack focused
on the Assembly Hall, as Marik had predicted. Erebus' forces were bloodthirsty
and more interested in murder than accomplishing anything useful and so
gravitated to the crowd. The staff and students of Equinox weren't helpless,
however, and Marik could hear the wails and howls from both sides as the
fighting commenced. Just as well. They were all tools, only useful to create
distractions. It was an oddity of Erebus' followers that they were so
bloodthirsty, as Erebus' interests did not lie in war and conquest. Only those
creatures who loved anarchy and mindless violence would be foolish enough to
take a vow that would trap them in an eternal passionless prison. Marik would
choose to free Chaos and face utter destruction rather than live in Erebus' dark
future: in this he sided with Linkin. But total annihilation was only a back-up
plan for both Erebus and Marik. Erebus would only free Chaos if he started to
lose the war. Marik had a better future in mind, and simply needed to stop
Erebus from destroying it.

He had a master key from Anh-Bul's office and kept to the sides of the
buildings as he worked his way to Haven Hall. He heard the battle spread as
people scattered and fled across campus, and Marik didn't want to be caught
from behind by a wandering raider. As Marik was not Avowed only Dunkin would
recognize him as an ally, and Marik thought the dwarf might be inclined to kill
him anyway. If he could. He was in pretty bad shape at the moment.

There was a blast of flame overhead. A great dragon—perhaps Denzig?
—swooped and scorched the ground with a blast of flame before shooting back up
into the darkness. The fire illuminated enough of the sky that Marik could see
Eunoe, Kyla, and Aspen soaring on Castor. They were back. He wondered if Kyla
had succeeded in finding any aurichalcum. As far as Marik knew, that had not
yet been confirmed.

There was a shriek as a naiad ran into view, pursued by a harpy. Marik
watched as the harpy dashed the girl to the ground and clawed at her face and
torso. Once the harpy was finished playing with its prey it soared into the
darkness and Marik scurried through the shadows toward Haven Hall.
















Chapter
Thirty-Two  


The Eye of the Storm  
Kyla stirred
awake, though it took her a moment to realize she wasn't in the middle of a
nightmare. She was still sandwiched safely between Eunoe and Aspen on Castor's
back, but below she heard screams and saw people on the ground running every
which way out of the Assembly Hall. The scene was illuminated mostly by flames,
both of torches and a few buildings which had caught fire. Many of the
creatures below pursued others with axes and spears. Denzig was swooping and
blasting flames, and at one point picked up a troll, dropped it from the sky,
and flew on to find a new target. Kyla watched as the troll got right back up
and started smashing his great club at a pack of fleeing gnomes.

Eunoe circled Castor above the battle. Kyla looked desperately for anyone
she might know in trouble. From here it was difficult to even tell who was
friend and who was foe. Eunoe turned her head and shouted over her shoulder.
“We can't land here. Maybe we should head to Denzig's cave, or Aspengrove.”

Kyla didn't want to bring trouble to Aspengrove. And Denzig had a portal
they could use, if necessary. “The cave. But we need to get the rubbing first.”

“Never mind that!” Eunoe called behind her. “Once we're safe we can—”

Something hit them from the side. Kyla hadn't seen what it was, but
Castor went into a tailspin. Kyla clenched her legs tightly around the tiger and
held onto Eunoe, and she could feel Aspen's arms grip around her waist. Castor
tried to swoop up but a harpy descended from above and pushed them toward the
ground. They narrowly missed the side of a building and rolled onto the stone
walkway in front of Victory Hall. The side of the square nearest the Assembly
Hall was illuminated by fire. Denzig struggled with a pair of manticores, and
Castor was being harassed by the harpy. Eunoe was the first to her feet and
looked confused, her head turning from Kyla, to Aspen, to Castor. A centaur
wielding an axe took notice of her, and Kyla jumped to her feet and shoved her
out of the way as the centaur charged past with a wild swing.

“What do we do?” Eunoe asked. Her voice trembled. She was usually the
strong one. Now it was Kyla's turn. She had faced Erebus. She could face this.

“We need to get away from this centaur. Meet in my room. I'll try to lose
him.”

“Kyla, no!” Eunoe's protest was little more than a whisper. Kyla looked
at Aspen still lying on the ground.

“Save Castor. Get Aspen home. I'll meet you there.” Kyla picked up a rock
and threw it at the centaur's head. She missed, but it got his attention. The
centaur grinned and charged.

***

Marik crept
through the brush toward Haven Hall. He had to get there before Dunkin or any
of Erebus' other hooligans found the rubbing. The attack had proceeded much
quicker than he expected. Dunkin, crippled as he was after his fall, couldn't
be moving quickly, but Linkin could appear in an instant with his shadow
travel. He shouldn't be here: at Marik's suggestion Erebus had sent the crazed
dwarf to join the forces at Monarch. Didn't need him popping out at the wrong
moment. Yet Linkin was unpredictable so Marik kept an ear open for the dwarf's
mad ramblings.

A screech from above and flash of flame caused Marik to duck under an
awning. Denzig was fighting a pair of manticores. They bore the strength of
Erebus and so between the two were a fair match for the dragon, though Marik
felt Denzig still had the upper hand. He hoped so – he kind of liked the
dragon. There was a squawk and a harpy fell from the black sky onto the ground,
blood oozing from its mouth and nose. Marik looked up. He saw nothing but heard
a rush of wind. An air spirit or djinn must have dropped the harpy. Perhaps
Aura. He waited a moment just in case, not wanting her to see him approach
Haven Hall.

The aerial battles soon drifted to another corner of campus, and Marik
scrambled through the shadows to the front of Kyla's dormitory. The door was
large and heavy. He wouldn't be able to open it without being seen. An ogre
provided a needed distraction, walking across the grounds and whacking trees
with a great club. Marik couldn't tell which side he was on. The ogre likely
wasn't sure either. Nor did an approaching band of invaders, who engaged in an
uncomfortable stand-off with the dimwitted creature. Marik used the confusion
to heave the door open and squeeze inside. The stairwell was dark. He tiptoed
up the stairs, but still each echoing step sounded like thunder. Once upstairs
he found Kyla's room with the door open. He hoped Dunkin hadn't been the one to
open it. Marik hung a blanket over the window before lighting a candle and
beginning the search for Kyla's rubbing.

***

Eunoe went to
Aspen first. Castor could hold his own for a moment. The dryad opened her eyes
slowly and looked around. She shrank away from the flames, though they weren't
close. Eunoe could sense Aspen's fear. And she had her own fear to deal with.
And through it all Aias was working up into a battle frenzy. All this emotion
was overwhelming, but Eunoe needed to focus on what was important. Aspen was
like a sister. A daughter, even. The closest Eunoe would ever have to a blood
relative.

“Get up,” Eunoe ordered. She grabbed Aspen by the hand and pulled her to
her feet. “We need to get home. Kyla said she'll meet us there. It's a
fortified building. We should be safe there.”

Aspen looked around. There were people running, yelling, screaming in
either fear or anger. “I need to go to the grove.”

“No. Aspen! We need to go home. I can protect you there.”

Aspen looked at Eunoe. “I need to see the hickory tree. I need a staff.”

Eunoe couldn't argue. That would be useful. “Fine. Let's go.”

“What about Castor?”

Castor was on the losing end of the battle with the harpy. He had a trio
of bloody gashes raked across his side. Though in some ways Eunoe thought of
him as her child, she was more concerned for Aspen's life than the tiger's.
“What about you?”

“The way to the grove is clear. I'll hurry. Once I get a staff from the
hickory I can take care of myself. Help Castor.”

Eunoe nodded and Aspen ran into the darkness toward the grove. Eunoe
didn't know what to do about the harpy. But Aias did. Images flashed through
Eunoe's mind of tactics, of weak spots, of weapons. She had no training but now
she had knowledge. Her eyes darted along the ground for anything she could use.
One of the raiders had fallen at the edge of the square and dropped a spear.
Eunoe picked it up and charged.

***

Kyla ducked
behind a retaining wall but heard the clatter of hooves pursuing her from the
other side. The centaur leaped over and quickly turned, grinning through yellow
teeth as he swung his axe. He closed in but before he could hack Kyla, a blast
of flame shot him in the side. Lili cackled from behind a marble statue.

“Thanks!” Kyla shouted, but Lili was already engaged with a troll and
didn't respond. The centaur reared and apparently decided to let the troll have
his fun as he turned back to Kyla, but she used Lili's distraction to make a
break for the Arts building. There was a small window that had been smashed in.
She quickly climbed through and tumbled to safety as the centaur's axe stuck
into the window pane. Grateful for her light orb, Kyla headed into the dark
hallways.

***

Aspen slipped
into the trees. No one was here, but the solitude was broken by the piercing
wails and bloodthirsty shouts around the Equinox grounds. She couldn't see but
she could sense the hickory at the center. The disappearance of the sun had
terrified the trees and she hoped the hickory would be willing to part with
some of its wood. Aspen was no fighter but neither were Eunoe or Kyla. Aspen
needed to protect them. She felt her way through the grove, stepping quietly
from tree to tree, until she found the frightened hickory at its heart. She
bowed and made her plea. She would protect the tree. She would protect all of
them.

***

Saul found
Lili tangling with a troll near the Arts building. Trolls usually hated fire,
or so Saul had been taught, but this one paid little heed to the Lili's blasts.
Saul opened his bag and pulled out a firebomb he and his classmates had come up
with as one of their projects.

“Hi, Sin!” he waved.

“Not now!” She remained very focused on the troll, who swiped at her with
open hands.

“I think I might be able to help!”

The troll, drawn by Saul's voice, turned and grabbed the satyr in its
massive hand. Lili shot the troll in the eye and it flinched but kept his grip.
Saul held the firebomb back toward her. “Light me up!”

Lili, quick to catch on, lit the fuse. The troll opened its mouth but
before it could get Saul inside, the satyr tossed the firebomb into its throat.
It choked, gripping its neck with its free hand, and after a few seconds there
was a loud bang and Saul dropped to the ground covered in entrails.

***

The Arts
building was silent, though there were still the muffled shouts and noises of
combat from outside. Kyla kept her light orb low and ready to tap off in case
she heard trouble. She followed the hallway into a lobby. She seldom came into
the Arts building, but loved the pictures and statues that the students
sometimes put on display here. However, the light orb now cast shadows that
made everything look eerie. Kyla crept up to the wooden doors. Each door had a
small window, and peering out she saw nothing but could hear the grunts and
moans of a fight. A body slammed into the door, making her jump back. She
needed to find a way to Haven Hall, but the battle was spreading across campus.
She continued down the next corridor, hoping she might find a quiet back exit.

About halfway down the corridor Kyla caught the scent of moonflowers. By
itself this wasn't strange, as she smelled them quite often as of late, but
this time there was also a low, melodic humming. She tapped off her light orb
and peered into the next room. Nothing, but the humming and scent of flowers
grew stronger as she pressed forward. In the third room, as she poked her head
around the doorway to peer inside, she saw a woman. Kyla stopped moving and
held her breath. The woman had long dark hair, and a long black dress, and fair
skin. She was looking at her fingernails. Kyla felt the urge to speak with her,
and slowly stood up. She felt she could trust this woman, and stepped inside
the room.

“Hello.” The woman spoke but didn't look at her. Her voice had a
mysterious depth.

It took a minute for Kyla to compose herself. This seemed a woman of
great importance. “Hi. What are you doing in here?”

“Quieter in here than out there.”

“You don't look afraid.”

The woman looked into Kyla's face. She had shimmering silver eyes.
“Should I be?”

“Yes. I think so.”

“Well, I'm not. I can see you are, though you are facing it well. You
appear to have been through a lot recently.”

Kyla realized she must look rather odd. She was dirty, hadn't bathed in
days, and was wrapped in a mammoth skin. “I guess I must look like some sort of
crazed barbarian right now. How do you know I'm not one of them?”

“One of who?”

Did she not know? “The people attacking Equinox. You can hear them.”

“I hear the fighting, yes. I didn't think you were one of them. How do
you know I'm not one of them?”

Kyla shrugged. “You aren't trying to kill me.”

The woman smiled. “Not at the moment.”

“Can I wait here for a minute? Just until the fight outside the doors is
over. I need to meet my friends.”

“That's fine.”

Kyla shuffled closer and sat in one of the student chairs. “Thank you.”

They both sat silent a moment. Kyla couldn't explain it, but this woman
entranced her. She was so calm in the midst of all this chaos. “Who are you?”
she finally gathered the courage to ask.

“Call me Sophrosyne.”

“I'm Kyla.”

“It's a pleasure. I must ask, are you alright? You look like you've been
through a terrible ordeal.”

A voice in Kyla's mind told her she shouldn't be telling her secrets to
someone she didn't know, but everything spilled out: Dunkin, Linkin, her plan
to capture Erebus, the Digans and the aurichalcum, all up to her arrival in
this room. Sophrosyne sat and listened patiently. When Kyla finished, the woman
smiled. “Well I think you're quite a brave little thing to go head-to-head with
Erebus.”

“What are you doing here?” Kyla asked. “I'm sorry. I hope that isn't
rude.”

Sophrosyne shrugged. “Not rude, but let's focus on more important things.
What is the next step in your plan?”

“I need to find a smith to make this aurichalcum into a trap. And then I
need to enchant it with liquid light, and then lure Erebus into it, and—”

“Slow down. Let's focus on one task. You can't just go to any smith to
work with aurichalcum.”

“Oh.” There were still a lot of holes in her plan. No wonder nobody
listened to her.

“I've heard of one. The Royal Smith in High Haven. Many years ago he used
to craft jewelry for the Royal Family. Aurichalcum was once a valuable metal
for rings and pendants. I guess it still is, but hard to come by. The smith's
name is Inda. Seek him out.” Sophrosyne paused. Outside was suddenly quiet. “Go
find your friends. You may need their help.”

“Thank you.” Kyla smiled before turning to find an exit, and sure enough
the way was now clear, though she could still hear the cries and shouts of
combat in the distance.

***

Odd. Kyla knew
she needed to find a smith named Inda in High Haven, but had no idea how she
knew. All she could remember from her journey through the Arts building was the
scent of moonflowers.
















Chapter
Thirty-Three  


Plan in Action  
Kyla found
Aspen first. Rather, she followed a trail of unconscious raiders to find Aspen
contesting with a two-headed giant and some creature that looked like a big bug
holding a spear. The dryad was flipping, twisting, and twirling, but with all
her ability the pair were keeping pace. They were Avowed, after all, and much
tougher than the boys she had fought on the proving ground. Kyla wanted to help
but worried she might only distract Aspen, so she sat under a bush and watched.
It was an awesome scene, the battle lit only by the flames on a nearby
building, and reminded Kyla somewhat of the game the boys had been playing at
Kyle's house on Halloween.

The giant, armed with metal gauntlets, tried to smash Aspen but she
dodged and smacked him across the kneecap. The giant howled in anger and took a
swing, which Aspen ducked but this distracted her from the bug-man who raised
his spear to impale the dryad. Kyla's heart skipped and she shouted a warning,
but it was no matter; a white blur flew into view and Castor knocked the spear
from the bug-man's hand. He landed in the square and Eunoe, armed with her own
spear and covered in blood, took a stance in front of the bug-man who clicked
and whistled. Then there was an inferno and the two-headed giant roared, turned
to see Denzig, and ran. The bug-man scuttled into the shadows.

Then it was quiet. Aspen and Eunoe looked around and, not seeing any more
enemies, gave each other a hug. Denzig shrank down, and Kyla, somewhat stunned,
finally stood up.

“Kyla! You're ok!” Eunoe smiled. Aspen ran up and hugged Kyla so hard she
choked. She noted the fallen bodies laying around the square. Some were likely
villains, and some likely not. One, Kyla noted with sadness, looked like
Burburt, though his face had been crushed so badly it was hard to tell for
certain. She stared, frozen, as the seriousness of the situation starting to
weigh on her.

“Kyla!” Aspen gently shook her shoulder. “Are you alright?”

“Thanks. Yeah, I'm fine. Look, you know my plan to catch Erebus? I think
we can really do it. I realized there's a smith in High Haven who knows how to
work aurichalcum and—”

Eunoe blinked. “You realized there's a smith?”

The information was clear in Kyla's head but she couldn't recall how she
learned it. “I must have overheard it or read it somewhere.”

There was a sudden wind and Aura coalesced behind Eunoe. “I am relieved
that everyone is ok. Eunoe, are you hurt?”

“No. This isn't my blood.”

Kyla's jaw dropped. “Wait – I didn't know you could fight!”

“I can't. Aias can, though. I'm not as skilled as he is, but he shows me
how to stand and hold the spear. Having a tiger fighting beside me helps ease
the learning curve.”

Aura drifted closer to Kyla. “I heard you say you need to go to High
Haven. You have a plan to defeat Erebus?”

It occurred to Kyla that she had never told Aura the plan, and so relayed
it to her. Eunoe rolled her eyes, but Aspen smiled.

“It's wonderful, isn't it?” Aspen clapped. “I mean,
we've got to try it.”

Eunoe, unconvinced, stood with her arms crossed. “I'm sure relief will be
coming soon.”

Kyla, feeling somewhat braver after her confrontation with Erebus, stood
as tall as she could, put her hands on her hips, and stared Eunoe in the eye.
“I'm tired of no one listening to me. We don't know if help is coming. There
could be attacks all over the place and Oberon's armies could be all spread
out. We need to do something instead of waiting around to get chopped up while
Erebus does who-knows-what!”

“Yes,” Aura agreed. “I have received word from Aeolis that the major
cities are safe but many smaller and less defended towns have been attacked.
The purpose of the attack is unknown, but we believe it to be a distraction
from Erebus' true purpose.”

“The rubbing?”

“Perhaps. We should recover it, anyway. And if you go to High Haven I
shall accompany you, as I am headed there also.”

Kyla nodded. “That sounds perfect but we'd better get home first and make
sure the rubbing is still there. Hey, Eunoe and Aspen, could you track down
some liquid light? That's the other part of my plan.”

“Of course!” Aspen smiled. “I know just who to ask!”

Eunoe, for her part, didn't look pleased but glanced over the burning buildings
and bodies on the ground and followed.

***

Where could
she have hidden it? Marik sifted through the papers scattered across Kyla's
desk. Homework, poorly written poetry, a shopping list. They were all weighed
down with rocks, which he thought odd until he remembered her roommate was an
air spirit. He checked the drawers, the bed, under the mattress, through all
Kyla's bags.

He froze as he heard the heavy door downstairs swing open and footsteps
echo on the stone floor. The sounds of combat had stopped, yet Marik had no way
of knowing which side had won, or if perhaps this was merely a break in the
battle. Worried it might be either Kyla or one of the Avowed, he blew out the
candle and ducked under the bed next to the desk. Kyla's, presumably; it was musky
and a dirty sock lay coiled next to his face. Marik scowled and flicked it
away.

As the footsteps entered the room, Marik realized they were too heavy to
be Kyla's. He recognized the well-polished boots of Anh-Bul. He heard a grunt
and the sounds of sifting through drawers and papers. Marik gripped the hilt of
his sword and debated his next move. Anh-Bul was a fool but he was still a
gorgon, and Marik didn't like the idea of becoming the next statue in the
Director's office. Gorgons were not creatures that were safe to startle.

The door downstairs opened again. Anh-Bul hissed and Marik heard him open
one of the wardrobes and climb inside. Were the Avowed
storming the building? Did they even know what to look for? Marik wasn't sure
if he should flee, but he was already hidden so decided to stay put.

He could hear Kyla talking, though there was only one set of footsteps.
That was a relief. As the door opened there was a breeze, and Kyla burst in
with the air spirit.

Marik held his breath. It would be difficult to explain his presence
here, but his mind raced with excuses should he be caught. Kyla's chattering
helped somewhat, as Marik didn't need to worry so much about her hearing him
breathe. “Did you see all those statues on the way here? What happened? Someone
turned all those people into stone! Were they on our side or the bad guys?”

“Director Anh-Bul is a gorgon. Likely he petrified some of the
attackers.”

“I hope it was him. Hey, if I get turned to stone could you put me in my
uniform and place me in the square? That way they could just hang a bag from my
shoulder and fill it with flyers. Pretty sad that I could do that job as a
statue, huh?”

There was a pause, as though Kyla waited for a response, but none were
forthcoming.

“Anyway we just need a way to lure him into the ball. I have a plan but
I'll need help working it out. Maybe we could talk to Saul. He's good at that
sort of thing. Hey, why did you put my blanket over the window?”

“I didn't do that.”

Fortunately, Kyla was too easily distracted to become suspicious. “The
rubbing's right here. I accidentally wrote my shopping list on the back.”

Marik silently cursed himself. He had seen the shopping list and not
thought to turn it over.

“You gonna ride on Denzig with me?”

“I can fly, Kyla.”

“Well, yeah, but then you could tell everybody that you rode on a dragon.
Let me change out of this mammoth fur before we go.”

Marik felt the hilt of his sword. He half-expected Kyla to find Anh-Bul
hiding among her clothes, which might force the gorgon to petrify her, which in
turn might provide Marik a window of opportunity to run his sword through the
Director’s neck. However, Anh-Bul had been lucky enough to hide in Aura’s
wardrobe.

A filthy, smoke-scented fur dropped on the floor next to Marik’s face and
there was what seemed an eternity of shuffling sounds as she dressed herself.
As the two girls finally walked out Marik briefly debated following them into
the hallway, stabbing Kyla from behind, and taking the rubbing, but he didn't
know how to deal with Aura. She had done a number on Dunkin. He also had to
worry about Anh-Bul coming out behind him.

Marik needed a new plan. If Dunkin or Linkin caught up with Kyla they'd
kill her and give the rubbing to Erebus. If Anh-Bul caught up with her, she'd
likely give it to him, if he demanded it. Then it would end up with Oberon and
out of reach. He sighed as he caressed the hilt of his sword. Life just never
handed him a break.

The door downstairs slammed shut. Marik waited a moment for Anh-Bul to
emerge from the closet, the snakes on his head hissing madly. When Anh-Bul’s
heavy boots echoed down the stairs, Marik slid out from under the bed. He
needed to think of a way to slow the gorgon down so he didn't catch up to Kyla,
and he had to be especially careful not to get himself petrified in the
process. He sighed.

***

“What do you
need? I am busy.” Phaethusa's bright corona lit the walkway. Aspen sped her
pace to catch up to her singing instructor. She wasn't approachable at the best
of times, yet Aspen admired her strength and presence.

“Oh, dear. I'm sorry, teacher, but could I ask you something?”

“Fine.”

“I need some liquid light.”

Phaethusa didn't even turn her head. “I have given away all I have. Light
has become a precious commodity.”

To the right Aspen caught sight of a team of naiads fighting smoldering
flames, while Lili and her patrol gathered bodies and heaved them into a cart.
Phaethusa didn't turn her head to see the grim leftovers of the battle and so
came across colder than usual.

Eunoe stepped ahead. “Yes, we understand. However, we need it for a very
important purpose.”

“More important than the hospital? The militia? The nursery?”

Aspen clapped. “Oh! I didn't know Equinox had a nursery!”

“Yes,” Eunoe replied. “We have a plan to catch Erebus.”

“Our friend has a plan,” Aspen corrected.

Phaethusa looked to Eunoe, then to Aspen. She didn't look impressed. Her
glowing eyes and thunderous voice made her mood difficult to read. “Everyone
has a plan. Why should I give up precious resources for yours?”

“Just get us to the sun,” Eunoe pleaded. “We can take what we need.”

“The sun has fallen. Delivery by the Steeds has ceased. Production has
likely stopped.”

Aspen knew the angel of light had a home and family on the sun and was
likely worried. “Please. Perhaps you could come with us. You could see to your
family. We'll help you.”

“You think I'd still be here if I had a way home?” Phaethusa's voice
echoed a mixture of anger and fear. “The Stable has been locked down. The Sun
is probably crawling with Avowed. Unless you have transport, and a way to fight
through a horde of Erebus' minions, I cannot help you.”

“I can get us into the stable,” Eunoe said. “And Aspen can fight.”

Aspen gasped. “Oh, no! I can't, Eunoe. Not again.” Aspen knew she was
gifted with her bonded wood, and did what she needed to do to defend herself
and her friends. The previous battle had been fought in urgency, and Aspen had
stepped up; but the thought of further violence made her uncomfortable.

“It's war, Aspen. Go see your hickory tree and get your staff back. I'm
sure it'll understand.”

Phaethusa stopped a moment, her eyes cast to the ground. “Erebus' forces
are no match for Oberon's army. We are on the winning side. I am to meet with a
council right now to discuss a solar assault. I don't believe it is necessary
for you to take such risks. For myself, I shall accompany the attack force and
see to my family. I shall recover some aqualux for you, if you wish.”

“Hooray!” Aspen clapped. “What is that?”

“Liquid light.”

Eunoe looked uncertain. “You might be inclined to stay there. To watch
over your family.”

“That is true. It may be a one-way trip. In that case I shall send the
aqualux with someone.”

“She'll do it, Eunoe!” Aspen said in hushed tones. She didn't want
Phaethusa to think they didn't trust her. “She doesn't lie.”

“I do whatever needs to be done. And I shall recover your aqualux for
you.”

“Thank you, teacher!” Aspen called out as Phaethusa walked away, leaving
Aspen and Eunoe in the dark.

***

Denzig had
been kind enough to fly Kyla to his cave, with Aura tailing behind. The portal
in High Haven was locked down and the closest one available was the foundry in
Kavilim, about thirteen miles out. Denzig, for his part, stayed behind to help
the humans in Whitehall through their own emergency. They hadn't been attacked
but were involved in their own internal struggles based on strange beliefs
about the lack of sun and stars. And so Aura and Kyla took to the road on their
own.

Yet it turned out they weren't alone. The road was crowded with
travelers, many of whom wore rags covered in grime; some even had splatters of
blood. Kyla assumed they were refugees from towns and villages that had been
sacked by Erebus' forces. Not all looked poor or put out: guards and footmen escorted
ornate carriages led by white horses with tack of blue and gold. There were
gnomes, dwarves, elves, and fairies, and even a nymph riding a unicorn. This
made Kyla worry about Lug. He'd be so excited to see this. Kyla greeted the
nymph but was dismissed with a haughty gesture.

There were other beings she couldn't identify. Kyla walked through a
family of near-invisible creatures made of shimmering light and made a sound
like tinkling chimes as she passed through them. She smiled and made several more
passes before Aura grabbed her and made her stop. Ahead sauntered two great
creatures of fire in the center of the road. Other travelers stepped onto the
verge to escape the licking flames as they passed. A man with no head walked
past her, which startled her until she saw he wore his face in the middle of
his chest. She would have found him gruesome except for his bright smile and
friendly hello, which made him rather handsome in his own fashion.

Soon she and Aura were passed by a pair of four-eyed ogres with hairy
arms pulling a row of large wagons. Following them were centaurs and minotaurs,
avian folk (with whom Aura was familiar; she said there were many in Aeolis),
reptilian folk, and a man with a snake tail instead of legs, which she hadn't
noticed until she stepped on it and earned a stiff reprimand.

Kyla could see the corona over High Haven before the city came into view
over the horizon.  Crystal spires pierced the sky and radiated a golden
glow. She became so caught up looking at everyone around her and their
interesting modes of transport and clothing and listening to how they spoke,
and all the beautiful buildings lit against the black sky, that she was quite
startled when she found herself at the guard post that led into the city.

There was no wall but a few ogres tried walking past the gate and the
guards made no move to stop them, though they watched with annoyance. As the
ogres approached there was a brief ripple of blue light. The ogres grunted and
their walking slowed, and this difficulty grew the more they pushed forward.
The lead ogre was flung by an unseen force back along the ground, and soon
followed by his friends. They got up, scratched their heads, laughed, and tried
again. This soon became a game for them to try and get through the invisible
barrier. Kyla too was curious and ran over to try and push her way in. An
invisible force enveloped her and tried to push her back. She didn't have the
strength of the ogres and didn't make it near as far. The force amplified as
she pushed ahead until she too was sent sprawling back.

“Please behave,” Aura said in a tone that was more command than request.
She drifted to one of the guards and pulled out a pendant. The guard, who had
been watching Kyla with a scowl, looked the pendant over and waved Aura in.
“The elf is with me.” She tilted her head in Kyla's direction. Kyla dusted
herself off and jogged over, and the two passed through the gates into the
Royal City.

Everything was beautiful and clean. The buildings jutted from the ground
much like the ones in Whitehall or Equinox, only these were cleaner and
fancier.

“This sector is mostly dwarves,” Aura explained. The buildings were stone
and many bore signs of industry. “There is an Elvish neighborhood to the south.
We shall pass by but have no time to sight-see. I will take you to see the
smith, but then I must attend to some family business in the palace.”

“What family business?” Kyla asked.

“I must see to my betrothed.” A look from Aura hinted that she wasn't
interested in discussing it further. Kyla was learning to respect her
boundaries, though the curiosity made her brain itch.

Only a few blocks into the city the scene changed into a park filled with
greenery and vines. Fairy hives dotted the landscape, and instead of straight
roads there were narrow winding paths. These were for travelers, of course, as
the fairies had no need of roads. It was filled with flowers and rings of
toadstools. The fairy homes looked like clusters of leaves decorated with
blossoms, and fairies flitted in and out of the entanglement. Kyla took a close
look at one and noted it was also full of thorns. The fairies were adept at
dodging the thorns but anyone who reached in after them was likely to get a
cut-up hand for the effort. Aura said these thorns also had a poison that could
put a being of flesh to sleep.

The next community, before the wall that marked the Royal Sanctum of the
city where the palace lay, was of beautiful towers and spires. They were of
Elvish make, Aura said, though they looked far different than any buildings
Kyla had seen. They did not build into the trees as in Aspengrove. The color
was many shades of greens and yellows, and some white, though Kyla couldn't
tell from what they were made. It wasn't wood, nor stone, but when she started
to climb one of the staircases for a closer look Aura yanked her back by her
waistline and told her to hurry.

The wall to the inner city was a sparking purple energy of alternating
hues which hummed as they approached. There was a visible gate but no guard.

“It tags you,” Aura explained. “Everyone who enters the inner city is
marked and logged by magic. The Royal Guard has scrying pools which allow them
to see anyone who has come through the gate and allows them to summon them
directly into the court, the dungeon, or outside the city. So behave yourself.”

Kyla nodded, though she secretly wanted to experience the summons.
However, as she was not sure what behaviors would lead to which destination,
she decided it was best not to risk it and follow Aura's lead. As soon as they
passed the gate the colors of the palace grounds became more vibrant.

“It's like a butterfly sneezed a rainbow onto a bed of flowers!” Kyla
noted.

Aura just looked at her and drifted on.

The buildings sparkled. The palace walls were translucent crystal, and
all the outer homes and shops glistened. Kyla stopped several times to look
around only to be hurried along. There were no roads here. At least, no dirt or
cobblestone roads. The area was covered in soft green grass and different paths
were marked with a verge of different colors of flowers.

“Red leads to the merchants. Gold goes to the palace gate. Green goes to
residential areas. Blue flowers lead to the artisans and craftsmen. That's
where we're going.” Aura did not need to follow the winding paths, of course,
as she floated. Kyla, on the other hand, darted about looking at the variety of
flowers and shrubs, until Aura lost her patience and Kyla rushed along behind
her.

***

Eunoe sat up
to a knock at the door. She hadn't meant to fall asleep, but she had been
exhausted from the journey to track down Kyla. Aspen peered into the room.
“Phaethusa wants to talk to us.”

The angel looked furious. Her corona was brighter than it had been last
night, which was convenient for the sake of being able to see. Eunoe greeted
her with a smile which quickly faded as the angel scowled.

“They said the sun was a secondary concern. How stupid is that?
The sun is secondary? A bunch of stones were taken from sites
around the world, but nobody seems to know why. Yet that's their only concern.
What a stupid thing to worry about.”

Eunoe suspected they must be stones like Kyla's, intended somehow to
awaken Chaos. It was indeed more urgent than retaking the sun. She didn't say
so, as she felt it might inflame Phaethusa's fury.

“You are worried about your family.” Eunoe stood up and stretched. She
could hear her joints pop. “We need to get to the sun.” Eunoe still wasn't
convinced Kyla's plan would work, but Aias urged her to help and Eunoe couldn't
figure out how to explain to him how ridiculous it was.

“Yes. I can pilot the Steeds but the hangar is guarded. I do not wish to
slay the soldiers posted there, yet they will not allow me passage without
force.”

“We can handle that. Got your staff, Aspen?”

Aspen held up the finely engraved hickory. The design was more elaborate
than before. Eunoe had learned through years of experience that this indicated
a growing respect that the tree had for the dryad.

Eunoe nodded. “Let me get changed and find a safe place for Castor. I'll
meet you out front.”
















Chapter
Thirty-Four  


Hot Stuff  
Kyla peeled
her sweaty shirt from her skin. The heat of the forge wasn't the refreshing
warmth of summer. It wasn't the comforting heat of a bonfire on a chilly night,
or tasty spoonful of soup on a cold winter day. No, it was a stinky,
suffocating, oppressive heat, like the underground magma rivers packed in a
smaller space.

If only Aura were here to spread a refreshing breeze. The Daughter of the
Air had whisked off before they even arrived at the door. Now Kyla was left
suffering on her own. She wondered what type of person would be willing to
spend day after day imprisoned in this infernal chamber.

The answer was not what Kyla expected. A gnome woman, facing the far wall
and paying no notice of Kyla's entry, pounded rhythmically against a metal rod.
The clang-clang of the hammer was followed by a hiss as the gnome dipped the
red-hot iron into a barrel of water and rolled the tongs in her hand several
times before pulling it out and dropping it into a box. Stepping forward Kyla
could see she was making nails. Hundreds of them. She suffered a moment of
involuntary spasms as she contemplated the nightmare of this sort of work.

The gnome turned as Kyla approached. She was smiling. Smiling despite the
heat, the stink, the darkness, the war.

Her age was difficult to guess. Her eyes were bright and youthful, but
hard lines in her face and the leathery texture of her skin made her look
older. Yet she was strong, and lively, and though her hair was dusted with ash
there was no natural gray in its strawberry tresses.

“Hi! I'm almost finished, if you don't mind waiting. Just one more to
make!”

The gnome spun around and resumed her work and drew a long rod from the
forge. One end was red, which the gnome pounded into a point before gripping it
with some sort of disc, severed the hot end, and pounded a head onto the nail
before dipping it hissing into the water and tossing it into the box. She then
closed the box, dropped it on the table next to Kyla, and pulled out a sheet of
paper and pencil.

“Not many people can do that in one heat!” the gnome smiled.

Kyla didn't understand and was therefore unimpressed. Confused, she took
the pencil.

“Sign here,” the gnome ordered as she pressed the paper onto a table. “Of
course you can count the nails first if you like. There are three hundred.”

Kyla stared at the box. She didn't know why she would want so many nails.

“You can just keep that,” she finally said. “Are you Inda?”

The gnome looked surprised. “I'm Exema. Call me Exa. Inda's my father. He
hasn't worked in the forge in years. I'm sorry – you aren't with Ardisil?”

“No. I came with my friend Aura. I need to find Inda.”

Exa removed her heavy leather gloves and dipped her hands in a bucket of
water with a small ring of suds around the edges. She grabbed a towel and spoke
as she wiped her hands and face.

“He's in his jewelry shop. Became a goldsmith as soon as I was old enough
to take over.”

“Oh. Is he still in High Haven?”

“Yeah, he's on the other side of the grounds. Would you like me to take
you to him?”

“Yes, please.”

Exa stepped through a swinging door at the side of the room. “Be back in
half an hour!” she shouted, though no voice shouted back and Kyla thought the
gnome might be madly conversing with herself. Exa led the way out of the forge
and Kyla enjoyed a delicious breath as they stepped outside.

“So what do you need to see my father for?” she asked.

“I need him to make something for me.”

“Oh? What is it? I can probably make it for you. I'm no goldsmith but his
hands can't do fine work anymore, you see.”

“I'll tell you when we get there.”

It was about a ten-minute walk to the goldsmith. The yard was
well-manicured, with varieties of gold and blue flowers set in gilded boxes
under the windows and around the front door. It was clean and looked freshly
washed and painted. Instead of the sooty metallic stench of the forge, the
aroma of mint tea drifted from the door as Exa opened it and stepped inside.

“Allonisimari!” Exa called as she
stepped inside. Kyla stopped outside the door but followed when the gnome
gestured for her to follow. “Iginlii amarasien avaliliemina!”

The Gnomish language flowed in melodic tones that reminded Kyla of
Elvish, though the words bore no similarity and seemed longer than necessary.

An older gnome hobbled into the entry room. His gray beard still had
streaks of black, and he walked with a cane. One leg was deformed, or perhaps
injured. His dress was very fine and brightly colored. He kissed Exa and looked
over at Kyla with a smile.

“Oshi im islana?” he asked in Elvish with only a trace of an
accent.

“Verin,” Kyla replied.

“I used to have an Elvish apprentice, you know. He didn't last long. He
loved the craft but elves don't seem to like working in the Forge.”

Kyla nodded but didn't say anything so as not to offend. Exa had to spend
all day in there, after all.

“Would you like some tea?” Exa offered. Kyla nodded, though she was
barely listening. She was busy looking at the house interior. It was clean and
finely decorated with clocks and statuettes of all sorts, and some crafted
pieces of machinery that made her think of Saul. It was all trimmed with gold
and finely detailed. If the room were not so small, it could be mistaken for
the home of a King. Or so Kyla supposed, as she had yet to see inside the
King's palace.

“You made all this?” Kyla asked.

“Most of it. Here, let's have a seat. As you can see my leg doesn't carry
much weight. Burnt in molten steel, if you were wondering.”

Kyla shuddered. She needed no more reasons to not want to become a
blacksmith, yet reasons kept coming.

The old man – who Kyla supposed must be Inda – led her into a sitting
room lined with bookshelves. It too was small but finely decorated. One piece
of note was a round ball contained in a gilded support.

“That globe is of human make. It marks their own national boundaries. Old
now, so likely out of date. I made the stand. You can touch it, if you like.”

The globe spun on an axis. A map in the shape of a ball. It made sense;
she knew the earth was round. She had seen it from space.

“Have a seat, when you're done.”

There were two seats, both made of cherry wood, which made Kyla think of
Aspen. They were padded and lined with a shiny white material, which wasn't
leather but similar to, and lined with gold detailing. Inda sat and stared at
Kyla until she sat too.

“So what brings you here?” the old gnome asked.

“I need something made from aurichalcum. A small ball, with a door on a
hinge.” She drew the aurichalcum from her pocket. Inda looked at it and
grinned. She held it out for him, and watched with some trepidation as he took
it and looked it over. Exa entered the room with two cups of tea. She gave Kyla
the first, and seeing her father's hands full, placed the other cup on a small
table and sat on the floor next to his chair, much like Aspen often sat next to
Eunoe's bed.

“Don't get this too often anymore,” Exa sighed. “Good metal but we
had”—he paused to think a moment— “problems getting new supplies.”

“Yeah. The Digans went crazy.” Kyla took a sip of her tea.

“Yes. I suppose you probably know better than me. What's it for, may I
ask?”

Kyla looked around nervously. “I'm not sure I want to tell you.”

Kyla expected some resistance, or at least more questions, but Inda
simply nodded. “I've done my share of clandestine work, of course, but my hands
aren't what they used to be.” He held one up which was shaking slightly. “A
small ball with a hinged door might be too much for me to take on but it would
be a good opportunity to teach Exa.”

Exa looked up with a big smile. “Really? Now? Not ten years ago when we
still had some supply?”

“Well, I had Grevik back then. By the time you mastered iron, the
aurichalcum stores were gone. Not much different to work with, anyway.”

Kyla raised an eyebrow. Not so different from working iron? “I thought
you were the only one who could do this. I came all the way to High Haven. And
any old blacksmith could make this for me?”

The old man chuckled. “It wasn't a waste of your time. True, any old
smith can work aurichalcum. It doesn't come pure, however, and there aren't
many people who can smelt it. That's the hard part, you see. One of the most
beautiful and strongest metals in the world but it's a tremendous chore to
purify. Like guiding termites to carve a statue from a tree trunk.”

Kyla furrowed her brow.

“That expression sounds better in Gnomish,” Exa assured her.

***

Eunoe stopped
as she spotted the guard at the hangar door. Was that a satyr? She clenched her
fists, frowned, and stomped forward. But as she approached she softened. He had
no horns, but rather the ears, legs, and tail of a horse. An ipotane. He stood
with the butt of his long pike planted on the ground, his horse-ears turned in
Eunoe's direction.

“Hello.” Eunoe greeted the guard.

“Hangar is closed.”

“Yes. I just have a question for you.”

The ipotane repeated himself with more emphasis. “Hangar is closed.”

Eunoe stepped in front and locked him in her gaze. “Do you know when the
hangar will be open?” She didn't care, as she planned to break in anyway, but
her voice strengthened the trance.

The ipotane's muscles relaxed. “I have received no word, but the Steeds
are to be kept under guard until we have retaken the Sun and civilians will not
be allowed in the hangar until we receive further orders from General
Agrimarch.”

With a sudden strike Aspen hit the guard in the back of the head and
Eunoe grabbed him under the armpits to ease him to the ground. She placed him
against the wall, and felt some guilt at hurting the poor creature. She wished
he had been a satyr.

“Ready!” she called back, and Phaethusa ran around the corner.

“Well done,” she boomed.

The guard held no keys, but Phaethusa pressed a stone in the wall and the
metal door rumbled open. The hangar was well-lit, as the Steeds each had a
corona much like Phaethusa's. They were restless, but as she entered she
clicked her tongue and one of the Steeds trotted toward her. She hugged it
around the neck and kissed it on the nose. “Pilio
if Janim.” She turned to Eunoe and Aspen. “This is Janim. He has guided me
to and from my home for many years. He will not allow you to ride on his back;
we will need to yolk him to a chariot. Grab that one there, with the blue trim.
I shall brush him down.”

Phaethusa brushed and sang to Janim as Eunoe and Aspen hauled the chariot
and yoked the Steed.

***

Inda's jewelry
workshop wasn't as hot and stuffy as the iron forge, but despite being cleaner
and shinier it quickly became boring as Kyla wasn't allowed to touch anything
or do anything and couldn't even talk to them as Inda was busy explaining to
Exa the different – well, Kyla didn’t really understand. The process was
complicated and full of nonsense words. Kyla sifted through her bag for her
yo-yo but to her chagrin realized she must have lost it somewhere in Alfheim.
Probably left it in the Digan caverns after that jerk took all her clothing.

Kyla had to describe the design of the ball several times as Inda
sketched and made adjustments. Despite the idea being so simple they were
rather concerned over measurements, thickness, and other details that she
didn't understand and seemed to be getting in the way of just getting the job
done. Yet without knowing the purpose of the ball, they said, it was more
difficult to determine a proper design.

In the end, Kyla broke down and told them about her plans to capture
Erebus. This gave them a moment's pause, and she worried they might renege, and
worse, keep the aurichalcum. At least they might be able to get the idea to
King Oberon and see it through. Yet after a brief consult in the next room,
they returned and continued working.

“The door has to be perfectly flush to keep Erebus inside. We also have
to consider expansion and contraction of the ball in heat.” Contractions? Heat?
Kyla recalled an uncomfortable chat with her mother when she hit puberty.
“We'll do what we can, but do try and keep the ball as close to room
temperature as possible. I don't know much about Erebus' abilities but we don't
want to leave him the smallest opening.”

“Are you sure this will work?” Exa asked.

Kyla wasn't sure whom she was addressing, but when Inda didn't respond
she decided it was herself. “I think so. I got the idea from a human boy's
fridge.”

“Interesting. And you knew to bring the aurichalcum to us?”

“Yeah.” Kyla thought about it a moment. “Someone must have mentioned it
in class.”

“I see.”

“How do you plan to get Erebus inside the ball?” Inda didn't look up as
he spoke.

Kyla thought a moment. “I hadn't planned that far ahead. He's bound to
come looking for me, sooner or later. I have something he wants.”

This made Inda look, and Exa frowned. Finally, Inda spoke again. “It's
not that. He may well come to you. The problem is, how will you get him inside
the ball when he does appear?”

Kyla shrugged. “I have a few ideas. I'm still hammering out the details
but I'm sure it'll come to me.”

“I wouldn't count on that. You need to make a plan.”

“Will do, caribou.”

Once Inda was satisfied with the sketch, the two got to work fashioning
the parts. The main body of the ball and the latch had to be hammered, and the
work took longer than Kyla had hoped. She thought she might go for a walk, but
felt the aurichalcum was too important to leave.

The ball came out much rougher than Kyla had expected, pocked with hammer
marks on the outside. The inside was hollowed and had to be set on a special
pommel for hammering into a sphere, and had to be done in halves and welded
together. Kyla frowned when she saw the rough product. She thought she could
have done a better job herself. But once the latch was fitted, and the metal
smoothed and polished, Kyla had to admit it was a beautiful piece and worth the
wait. Exa had even etched some fancy designs on the surface. An unnecessary
expenditure of time, but Kyla was too pleased with the look to complain.

“We had a bit of trouble fitting the latch, but it's perfectly flush
now.” Exa snapped it shut and pressed one end of the latch with her thumb to
pop it back open. “Pops open when you press this end, and then snaps shut when
you press it here.”

“Thank you so much!” Kyla took the orb and rotated it in her hand. It was
beautiful, and seemed a shame it would be used to trap an evil villain.
Perhaps, once she had Erebus, she could commission another one to be made.

Inda wiped his hands on a rag. “Now, about our fee!”

“Fee?” Kyla's heart broke its rhythm. She hadn't thought about paying for
anything. “I don't have any money, but I can go get Aura and—”

The old gnome laughed. “No. We don't need your money. We are well taken
care of by the King. Some day we may need your help, and we'll be sure to call
in a favor.”

Kyla gave a sigh of relief. “Oh, you scared the pine nuts out of me!”

***

The sun was
much closer than Eunoe had expected. It was less than ten minutes before the
hangar bays came into view. Of course, the Steeds of Light were faster than
Castor. Much faster than Eunoe had thought possible.

“There should be Steeds everywhere.” Phaethusa's expressionless face and
thunderous voice made it difficult to determine if she was afraid or angry.

The sun was not only bright, but rather warm, and Eunoe soon found
herself squirming as her clothes stuck uncomfortably to her sweaty skin. Aias
didn't feel too bothered by it, and was preoccupied with showing Eunoe
different combat techniques.

Aspen sat silently, but she too was sweating. Eunoe sensed a combination
of fear and focus.

Phaethusa let out a loud cry as they approached a hangar. On the floor
lay several dead Steeds, their lights extinguished and golden blood flowing. “Though
I loathe doling death I shall bring rays of vengeance upon the wretches
responsible!” The line rose in crescendo until it sounded like a thousand
shouts, and Eunoe had to cover her ears. Phaethusa brought Janim to a stop in
the hangar.

“Go!” she commanded once they had exited the chariot. The Steed,
obviously frightened by the sight of his dead brethren and sisters, turned and
flew from the hangar.

“How are we going to get back?” Eunoe asked, trying not to shout.

“We shall find a way, but I won't endanger Janim by leaving him here
alone. Come. Be ready to spill blood. I hope you can defend yourself.”

Eunoe hoped so, too. Last night at Equinox it had been a battle with many
on both sides. Now it was three against who-knows-how-many of Erebus' forces. Aspen
could hold her own with her bonded staff, but Eunoe doubted she could
contribute much without Castor and for Aspen's sake hoped she could escape with
her life.

Phaethusa was brisk but cautious, poking her head through the door before
stepping into the corridor. Erebus did not have complete control over the sun
just yet. Though not visible from earth, the surface was brilliantly lit so
that it would be impossible for any shadows to exist at all. The walls,
ceiling, and floor of the corridor appeared almost as a backdrop of infinite
whiteness.

“Follow,” Phaethusa ordered. Eunoe followed and Aspen took the rear.
Phaethusa led them to a golden door which slid open as they approached. Another
cautious look. The scene outside was grim, with several tengu, gnomes, and an
angel lying dead on the ground. It was a gruesome scar against the beautiful
cityscape of golden roads and spiraling white towers. Eunoe saw no one but
heard whooping beyond a domed building to the left. Phaethusa led them in the
opposite direction.

“My sister lives in the tower over there.” Phaethusa's whisper was nearly
as thunderous as her speaking voice. She pointed to a high spire capped in
gold. The distance was difficult to judge, as the terrain was blinding as snow
on a sunny day.

“Trouble,” Aspen said as she twirled her staff in position on the left.
Eunoe turned and held up her spear in the stance Aias showed her.

It took a moment for Eunoe to see them through the glare, but six figures
strutted around the corner of the domed building. They had slotted spectacles
over their eyes to protect from the brightness of the terrain. Eunoe wished she
had thought of this as she was going to be fighting near-blind. A quick glimpse
told her Aspen was suffering the same problem. Phaethusa, however, didn't look
bothered and stepped forward.

“Halt, creatures of shadow, and surrender, lest I slaughter you for what
you have done!”

It wasn't until the creatures got closer that Eunoe could identify them:
four were tengu, and there was a man with reddish-brown skin similar to
Aspen's. Unlike Aspen, he had large wings and black eyes. In front walked a
gangly hag with gray skin. She gave a grim smile as she approached, hissing as
she spoke.

“Another angel of light! I must say I am finding your kind most
delicious; the young are especially fine meat.” She turned to her fellows. “You
can split the other two amongst yourselves.” The hag curled her lips, revealing
sharpened black teeth. She looked all the more threatening against the bright
background of white and gold. The tengu charged forward first, making strange
clicking noises. They were fast, and though Aspen whipped and twirled her staff
at fantastic speed they dodged and jumped and surrounded her. In turns a tengu
would charge, and when Aspen swung her staff, would bolt out of reach. Then one
of the others, standing on her opposite side, would charge and she would have
to whip around to defend herself, but the pest would roll away before she could
strike. The tengu were quick, and Aspen outnumbered, but even squinting through
the brightness of the sun's surface she was able to keep them at bay. Yet for
now they only seemed to be trying to wear her down, and Eunoe didn't know how
long she could hold out.

Eunoe lowered her spear to help but had it knocked from her hands by the
winged man. “You are too good to eat,” he growled through sharp teeth. “You
will serve as a decoration for my new home!” He took a swipe at Eunoe, who
tried to dodge but was smacked hard and rolled into the ground. She felt Aias
pleading with her to let him take over the body. She was afraid to hand over
control, but the large creature gnashing his teeth and stomping toward her made
a convincing case. Her foe raised his foot, and Eunoe willed Aias to handle the
fight.

It was a strange feeling. She could still see and hear, but felt as
though she was trapped inside her head and looking out a window. Aias was,
however, more skilled at fighting than Eunoe, and though he was frustrated at
her lack of strength and conditioning, he at least had training and experience.
He rolled away from the winged man as he tried to drop a clawed foot on Eunoe's
body. Aias scrambled to the spear and whipped around to face the foe. The
winged man charged with a roar.

Meanwhile, Phaethusa was having an easier time with the hag, as she flew
into the air out of reach. She held up her hands and sang a long, low note, and
a ball of light formed in front of her chest and then blasted forth and sent
the hag stumbling back. After a few fruitless swipes at Phaethusa, the hag
lumbered over to Aspen, tossing aside a tengu that happened to be in the way,
and grabbed Aspen by the neck. Aspen dropped her staff and pulled with both
hands at the hag's fingers, trying to loosen the choking grip. She kicked and
struggled to scream as the hag lifted her off the ground.

“Come down here and fight me!” the hag cackled. “Else I pop her head
off!”

The tengu didn't appear to appreciate this, and their faces switched
between fear of the hag and anger that she had commandeered their prey. Eunoe
urged Aias to forget their foe and save Aspen, but he stubbornly stayed focused
on the winged man. Eunoe screamed again, in her mind, but he replied with an
image of Eunoe dead on the ground, unable to help. She needed to save herself
first. She demanded control of her body back. Aias insisted he couldn't help if
he were wounded or killed. Though terrified, she knew he was right. It was
fortunate she had handed over control as she would have been killed running to
Aspen's rescue.

Eunoe heard a crackle as Aspen's feet sprouted roots, which wormed their
way to the ground. Though they couldn't dig far into the solar surface, it was
sufficient. Her skin scrunched and thickened to resemble bark and her body
hardened into its tree form.

The hag only cackled again. “I can still snap you like a chicken's neck,
sweetling! Tree or bone, cement or stone, I have strength to destroy from the
Lord of Darkness himself!” The hag twisted and tore at Aspen. She could kill
her quickly, Eunoe knew, but was toying with her. Though Aspen couldn't speak
in her current form Eunoe could sense her pain and fear. Again she shrieked in
her mind.

“I don't care if it kills us – do something now!”

Aias sensed her desperation, and showed an image of him spearing the hag
from a distance. Yet they would die for it, and thus Aspen would as well.

Eunoe didn't care anymore. If they were going to die, let them die
together, and take the hag with them.

Aias had nothing left to lose. He stepped away from his foe and raised
his spear.

A voice started to sing. The voice was high and haunting.

“Kai annis alumnar
voritim namen!”

The hag shrieked and let go of Aspen to cover her ears. Eunoe thought it
was Phaethusa, but the angel of light looked confused as well. Up above,
descending in a pillar of light, was another angel.

“Mente arenisal liteth asmil!”

The hag dropped to her knees. The song didn't affect the tengu, or the winged
man, but they stepped back in a moment of uncertainty. Aspen reverted to her
bodily form and scrambled away from the hag, grabbing her staff. Aias used the
distraction to jab the winged man in his side. The demon-like creature fell to
one knee with a groan before slumping to the ground.

The hag was soon subdued—with song, of all ridiculous things—and the
winged man lay bleeding. He wasn't dead, but to Eunoe's shock Aias thrust the
spear through his throat and finished him off. The tengu, now robbed of their
two largest allies, reconsidered their assault on Aspen and ran off in a chorus
of clicks and whistles.

The invisible songstress was now close enough to see, and stood next to
Phaethusa. She was smaller and appeared younger. Phaethusa and the new arrival
embraced.

“It is good to see you, sister” The new angel's voice was softer than
Phaethusa's, and chimed as she spoke. “I have been watching here since the
attack lest you returned to such an ambush. Come; we mustn't loiter. Bands of
Avowed still wander the streets.” With that the other being of light turned and
Phaethusa followed, gesturing to Eunoe and Aspen to do the same. They were led
through a door, and a stairway that led downward, and it wasn't until the door
was closed that introductions were made.

“This is Aspen, one of my students, and her friend.”

Eunoe attempted to speak, but could not, and Aias hadn't understood the
question. Aspen gave a puzzled look before speaking.

“This is Eunoe. I think. Your posture's all wrong. Are you Eunoe or Aias
right now?”

“Izmith. Vark te lik.” Aias handed control back to Eunoe. She was
relieved he did it so freely. “Sorry, Aspen. That was Aias. Izmith is his real
name, I think.”

“I'm just going to keep calling him Aias.”

“Fine. I'm going to let him have control until we get to safety, ok?”

Aspen nodded. Eunoe could feel her body shift into a warrior's stance as
she handed control back to Aias.

Phaethusa, who was eyeing Eunoe curiously, interrupted. “This is
Lampetia, my sister.” She turned to Lampetia. “These girls have a plan to
capture Erebus.”

“It's our friend's plan,” Aspen noted.

“Very well. They require aqualux, as well as a secure trip to Terra.”

Lampetia nodded. “We have aqualux at home, yet there are no available
Steeds and the only Portal is in the Heliopolis, which is under siege. The
Heliopolis has much aqualux in storage as well; it would be most prudent to get
you inside. We will need to scout the area for an entry point.”

Lampetia led them down the long stairs. Neither she nor Phaethusa showed
any fear of the challenge ahead.
















Chapter
Thirty-Five  


Destinations  
The coach was
crowded as many people had lost their homes and were headed to the houses of
friends and relatives. Grizzlesnout sighed. He hated to admit it but he was glad
to see the peppy elf girl back on his carriage after the assault on Equinox.
Once again she engaged those around her in energized chatter, though it was
somewhat more interesting than before. She spoke of fighting dwarves with
super-strength and shadow powers, and magic stones with spirits inside them,
and a chase involving a pig and a mammoth. It sounded too ridiculous to be
true, and so Grizzlesnout felt inclined to believe it.

Her rapid-fire talking still made him miserable, to be sure, but this time
it was just the right amount of misery.

And after all, she did apologize for singing that horrible song
when they went to Sulafat Station. He hadn't been as offended as she feared,
but it was the first time anyone had apologized to him for anything.

***

“Are you sure
your family will be there?” Aura asked. She was tired of the long carriage
ride. She could fly much faster.

Kyla shrugged. “I can't be sure. Marik said that my dad said to go to our
summer home if things went south. We don't have one but we spent a summer at my
grandparent's house when my grandma was sick. They're dead now but the house is
still there. It's the only place I could think of. Anyway at least we can meet
up with Aspen and Eunoe there.”

Aura had wanted to rendezvous on Aeolis, but Kyla was insistent on
finding her family. Aura had a family too, but felt more invested in helping
Kyla find hers. Her own parents hadn't thought to check on her since the
attack. They would, sooner or later. She was never forgotten; she was simply a
low priority.

Aura flew up to get a view over the treetops. Seeing nothing she drifted
back down next to Kyla. “How much farther?”

There was no reply, as Kyla was now talking with a young girl with
serpentine skin who had boarded at the last stop. The girl had obviously been
crying, and Kyla was asking about her stuffed unicorn, and trying to make her
smile. Aura loved to see this side of Kyla, though it was painful for Aura to
think that never in her own life had anyone taken the time to comfort her.

***

“Mom!” Kyla
ran up to her grandparent's old home. It was lit with firefly lanterns hung in
a circle around the trunk of the tree, though Kyla the light seemed subdued.
Her mother stood outside with her arms crossed, though she smiled and opened up
for a hug as Kyla leaped at her.

“Oh, ladybug! I'm so happy your safe! I heard what happened at Equinox.”

Kyla let go. “Where's dad and Bit?”

“Delayed. They were helping some of the refugees from Monarch. I came
here to wait for you.”

“I wasn't sure what dad meant by summer home.”

“He was more paranoid than he needed to be. I told him to tell Marik to
tell you to come to grandma's old house.”

“Well, even if you weren't here I was going to meet Eunoe and Aspen here.
They went to the sun to get some light. Hey, did you know Eunoe has some old
ghost inside her now? Oh, and did you ever meet Aura?”

No, I didn't.”

Aura, who had been hovering behind Kyla, gave a low bow. “Aura, daughter
of Duke Ukko. It is a pleasure to meet you.” It was the first time Kyla had
heard Aura introduce herself with such brevity.

“Lianaria. Call me Lia. Why don't you come in?”

Kyla followed her mother to the doorway but stopped before entering.
“Should we turn the lights out? So no one sees us, I mean.”

“What about your father and brother? They need to find their way in the
dark.”

“Oh, right.”

Kyla took a seat. Her mother pulled up a chair and sat right in front of
her. She looked very serious. “You need to tell me what's going on. What do you
know?”

“Are you keeping moonflowers? It's almost winter but I keep smelling
moonflowers for some reason. Should we have dinner first?”

“Kyla.”

Kyla didn't keep many secrets, but she doubted she'd get permission to
confront Erebus. She shifted in her seat. She looked away, not wanting to look
at her mother as she lied. “I don't know much more than last time.” She then
looked her mother straight in the eye, thinking that by looking away she had
exposed herself. Then she thought she was overdoing it by staring too hard and
looked away again.

“Eyes on me. What do you know?”

Kyla swallowed. She needed to give her mother something, but not the
whole idea. “I'm making a trap for Erebus.” She pulled out the orb. “Eunoe and
Aspen are getting some liquid light, and then we're going to put it on this
ball to trap Erebus inside.” Then Kyla started speaking uncontrollably fast.
“And then I'm going to give it to someone else who can track down Erebus and
trap him inside but don't worry I'm not going to do anything to endanger myself
I think I can find someone in the army who can do it.”

“Don't lie to me, Kyla.”

Kyla felt sweat run from her forehead and armpits. A drop got in her eye
and she tried to surreptitiously wipe it away. Maybe her mom would think it was
a tear. “I wouldn't lie to you,” she said in a mousy voice.

“Don't lie to your mother, Kyla.” Aura bolstered her warning with a chill
wind. Kyla thought she should be upset at Aura for calling her out, but instead
felt relieved.

“Oh, I'm so sorry, mom! I didn't want to lie. It's just that I have this
great idea to stop Erebus and no one will take it seriously and I know you
don't want me to get hurt but I have to do it because I met him, mom! I met
Erebus and if he wins it's going to be just terrible! Even if his army doesn't
kill us he'll make the world dark forever but not just that; he'll take away
all the love and joy and caring and I had a dream that I stopped caring about
you and dad and it was horrible! So even though I know you're going to try to
stop me you can't! Even if I have to run away I'm going to get him.”

Kyla looked at her lap. She could feel her mother's eyes burning into
her. She was quiet for a long time. It took Kyla a moment to realize her mother
was crying. This made Kyla sob. Her mother seldom cried. There were a few more
minutes of silent tears before her mother spoke.

“I saw the remains of Monarch, Kyla. I was the one who suggested Bit and
your father stay to help. It was a smoldering husk. Bodies stacked and burned.
The survivors too terrified to cry over their lost loved ones. I didn't know
where you were and I thought how terrible it would be if I lost you. I tried to
send a message to have you packed up and brought to me, but the lines of
communication had been cut. That's why I came here, in case you found your way.
I swore to myself I was never going to let you out of my sight again, because I
was so worried about you.”

“But mom, I have to—”

Liliana held up a finger to silence Kyla. “I listened to the soldiers
talking about the military's plans to combat Erebus. They can't decide what he wants.
He put out the sun, so why keep up the attacks instead of defending it with his
forces? Then I heard some stones had been stolen. Ancient relics – no one knew
what they were. And I remembered you and your stone. I was even more afraid,
because I know he's going to come looking for you. I can feel it.”

“Mom, I'll be fi—”

“Shush. I can't protect you, Kyla. I wish I could. I decided I need to
accept that you are a grown-up. I don't understand your plan, but I believe – I
can't explain it, I just do – I believe you need to do it.”

Kyla didn't know how to respond. This was a very uncharacteristic thing
for her mother to say. Finally, she simply stood and gave her mother a kiss.
“I'll be alright, mom.” She sobbed and smiled. She didn't know if that were true,
but didn't want her mother to worry.

***

Aspen could
feel energy filling her body. While she couldn't photosynthesize like a true
plant, she did draw much of her strength from the sun. The light emanating from
the golden fluid in the subsolarean canal was refreshing. “Aqualux?”

“Yes.” Phaethusa didn't slow down.

Aspen stopped. “We need a container.”

Phaethusa looked back. “This is impure. It travels here from the mines to
the refinery. Do not worry. There are large quantities stored in the
Heliopolis.”

It was a long walk through a maze of corridors. Phaethusa was unfamiliar
with the canals so Lampetia led the way. After a couple hours she stopped at
another stairway which led to the surface. “The Heliopolis is above. The enemy
is concentrated here. There is a large barricade around the municipal center
but no fighting yet.”

Phaethusa was silent a moment. “I don't know if the portal will be
operational. Even if it is, Equinox is locked down. You'll need a different
destination.”

Aspen only knew one other portal address. “We can go to Denzig's cave.
But Castor is at Equinox!”

“I'm sorry to complicate matters, but there's not much else we can do. It
shall be trouble enough to get you to the portal.”

Lampetia began up the stairs but Phaethusa pulled her back by the
shoulder. “Allow me, sister. Stay with them.”

“Yes, sister. Aspen, Eunoe. Be ever cautious.” Aspen didn't need to be
warned. She doubted she was going to ever be able to walk around again without
being on alert.

It was several minutes, and Aspen started to worry, but finally Phaethusa
returned, looking over her shoulder.

“Were you seen?” Lampetia asked.

“I don't believe so. There are many creatures. Some are airborne; mostly
harpies and wakwaks. There are also a few fairies, and a dragon. They are circling
the Heliopolis but are not currently attacking.”

Lampetia spoke. “The Helian Shield is still intact, then. This is good
news.”

“Short-lived, I'm afraid. The sun's power wanes under Erebus and will
certainly fail. We should flee with the dryad and alseid.”

“I shall not leave Hippus.”

“I am relieved to hear he is well.”

“He may not be. He and several others headed to the mines. I chose to
wait for you, but have not had contact since they left.”

“I'm certain they are well.” Phaethusa turned to Aspen. “What is the
function of the aqualux you require?”

Aspen reviewed, to the best of her knowledge, Kyla's plan, that it was to
be used on the aurichalcum, and made so the light could be switched on and off,
so that Erebus might be lured and trapped inside before the light activated. It
was longer than she usually spoke, as Eunoe usually interrupted at some point,
but now Aias was in control of her body. Aspen felt some relief at being able
to speak without interruption, but was ashamed that she felt pleased with
Eunoe's predicament.

Phaethusa gave an unreadable stare. “You do not have the knowledge to
apply such an enchantment. I shall accompany you. Lampetia, take care of the
others. I am happy to see you well.”

“And I you, sister. I shall not leave until I see you safely away.”

“Viktin agrosea uklun.” It was off-putting for Aspen to hear Aias
speaking in Eunoe's voice. She waited for a translation.

“It's me,” Eunoe finally said. “I was trying to help Aias understand what
you were all saying. He wants to know if these tunnels lead to our
destination.”

Lampetia raised an eyebrow. “Pardon? Who is Aias?”

“There are two persons sharing that body,” Phaethusa explained.

“I see. No; the Heliopolis has its own network of tunnels but they do not
connect to the canals for security purposes. We will have to find a way to
cross over the enemy.”

“Air is too dangerous. Underground is not an option. Force would be
suicide.”

“Through. Peacefully,” Aspen said. “They don't know which side we’re on.”

“The tengu who escaped know,” Eunoe noted. “If they came here. Though if
it's crowded they may not see us.”

“They will not believe Phaethusa and I are joined with them,” Lampetia
pointed out. “No being of light could be a disciple of the god of darkness. We
shall find another way.”

“How does the refined aqualux reach the stores in the Heliopolis?”
Phaethusa asked.

“Pipes from the refinery. I see, sister! Perhaps we can travel through
the pipes. Though we shan't be able to breathe.”

“We shall shut off the flow if the need arises.”

“Very well. Back to where we started, then; we have a bit of a walk ahead
of us.”

“Maybe.” Phaethusa looked at the canal of liquid light. “Or perhaps we
can sail.”

It took a little doing, but an exploration of some side storage rooms
revealed some old barrels and thin sheets of metal that Aias was able to
cleverly bind into a raft. It was a fast ride on the canal, though a little
rough as they approached the refinery and the aqualux was routed into several large
cisterns. Aspen couldn't help but dip her hand in the liquid light. It was more
viscous than water, and a little difficult to wipe off, leaving glowing smudges
as she wiped her hand on her skirt. Her eyes were becoming more accustomed to
the brightness, but while she thought this was a good thing, Lampetia and
Phaethusa were growing more concerned.

“The light is dimming,” Phaethusa said as they stepped off the raft.
“Erebus is growing stronger.”

Phaethusa frowned. “Then the Helian Shield will weaken and the Heliopolis
overthrown. We must hurry. Aspen, I do not know what chance your friend has to
succeed in her plan, but there is little choice. With the sun extinguished,
life on earth cannot last long.”

“His own followers will die.” Aspen wondered at this. “Do they realize
it?”

Lampetia snorted. “They are fools and nihilists. Those who hated life and
thought to make all miserable as themselves, and those too stupid to realize
they could not co-exist with Erebus' vision of the world.”

“Surely Oberon has a plan of action.” Phaethusa looked at a chart on the
wall that illustrated the layout of the refinery. “We must head through that
door. It goes beyond the refinery to the reservoir, and out again. There should
be a map of the pipe system on that end.”

Lampetia followed as Phaethusa led them along the underbelly of the
refinery. “Do not count on Oberon's success. The sun was poorly guarded, and
the attacks on earth undefended.”

“True. The Avowed chose non-military targets. Yet Oberon has defended the
Earth for thousands of years, and his forebears for millions before that.”

“Yet Chaos and his armies only banished: never destroyed. Eventual
failure was inevitable.”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. Even if Oberon fails, we may depend on Aspen's
friend. Isn't that right, Aspen?”

Aspen shrugged. “I hope so. I don't know if her plan will work, but I
certainly don't know many people who would even try.”

Lampetia nodded. “Very well. She has a better chance than most. I believe
this is it.”

They entered a large room where cascades of aqualux thundered down into a
swirling, glowing pool about fifty feet below the platform on which they stood.
Lampetia quickly found a reference map on the wall which showed the network of
pipes below the city. “Ah. I see.” She looked down. “Fortunate the reservoir
isn't full, or the exit we need would be fully submerged. We need to go through
that pipe, there.” She pointed to one of several holes that peeked above the
top of the cascading aqualux. It looked large enough to squeeze into, but only
barely; though fortunately the aqualux was low enough to afford some breathing
room in the pipes.

“If we hit a grate or valve, we shall become trapped,” Phaethusa noted.

“True. Is there any other way?”

“I know no songs that can defeat an army.”

“Nor I.” Lampetia looked at Aspen and Eunoe. “Are you willing to come
with us?”

Eunoe folded her arms. “Aias is horrified of this plan so he handed me
back over. Can't say I'm keen on it.”

“Interesting way to die,” Aspen said.

Eunoe looked at her and chuckled, albeit weakly. “Yeah, I guess.”

Lampetia stood with her toes over the edge of the platform. “I shall go
first. Watch which hole I enter.” And she jumped, wrapping her wings tightly
around her body as she fell. She hit the raging liquid below, but it was already
roiling so that a splash was hardly seen. She swam hard to one of the holes,
which Aspen noted had a symbol of a red sun painted above it.

Phaethusa jumped next, giving Aspen and Eunoe a weak smile as she dropped
into the reservoir below, and swam for the pipe. Aspen looked at Eunoe. “Would
you like me to go next?”

Eunoe grabbed Aspen's hand. “No. I'll go. The anticipation is driving
Aias crazy.”

“Please be careful, Eunoe.”

“I will. Don't worry. I have you and Aias depending on my survival. Glad
I took the time to learn how to swim.” And Eunoe jumped. Aspen felt her stomach
lurch, and there was a brief feeling of panic from Eunoe as she disappeared
into the aqualux. Aspen was relieved when Eunoe finally surfaced and swam to
the pipe, giving her a quick wave before disappearing.

Aspen closed her eyes and held her breath. She was a strong swimmer, and
didn't fear drowning, but the whole drama of fighting Erebus was starting to
weigh on her. She missed the simple days in Arkwood, before the drama with
Elson, when she and Eunoe used to go to the river to fish or lie in the meadow
and watch birds.

Now she had chosen a life of adventure, and adventure she shall, so she
jumped into the reservoir.
















Chapter
Thirty-Six  


Separation Anxieties  
“Shh! I'm not going to hurt you! Don't yell!”

Kyla woke up with a hand pressed over her mouth. Interrupted in mid-sleep
she wasn't sure where she was, or if she were dreaming.

“It's ok! Don't be scared. Don't be scared, ok?” The voice was hushed in a
hoarse whisper, and only took Kyla a moment to recognize as Linkin. She tried
to twist out of his grip, and while Linkin was nowhere near as strong as
Dunkin, he was still stronger than she was. She tried to kick at her bedpost
but he grabbed her around the neck and rolled her onto the floor.

“Sh! I told you to be quiet! Listen, I told you this would happen.
Eternal darkness! You see? But it isn't too late! Erebus got all the pieces
last night! Except yours.”

Kyla tried licking, biting, squirming free but Linkin's hand held fast
over her mouth. He pinned her to the floor as she tried to kick to make noise.

“Sh! Sh! I let you go in the cave. Remember? When that pig knocked Dunkin
into the hole.” Linkin laughed aloud, and soon there was the sound of footsteps.

“If someone's in my house there's going to be blood!”

 Kyla's door swung open. She could only give a muffled reply, but it
was enough. Lianaria stomped into the room and grabbed Linkin's head from
behind, pressing a thumb into each eye. He howled and let go of Kyla, who
kicked and squirmed away. She heard Linkin grunt as her mother swore. Kyla
fumbled for her light orb and tapped it on to see Linkin try to pull free from
her mother's grasp. Then there was a gale as Aura blasted into the room, and
Linkin gasped for breath.

***

Aspen felt a
hand grab her as she shot from the pipe into a pool of aqualux. She had managed
to keep her grip on her staff, and tossed it onto the side of the pool.
Phaethusa and Lampetia each grabbed an arm and pulled her onto the floor of a
plain white room. Eunoe (or Aias, it was hard to tell at the moment) was
sitting against the wall holding her left hand. She was bleeding. Also, she was
glowing.

Aspen ran over and took a look. Eunoe looked up at her. “Cut my hand on
the edge of the pipe. Turns out if this stuff gets in your blood it makes you
glow!” It was an eerie yet awesome sight, as Eunoe's veins and arteries glowed
the strongest and seemed to illuminate the rest of her from within. Among a
concentrated mass of branching vessels Aspen could see Eunoe's heart beating
inside her rib cage. She couldn't help but put her hand over it and smile. “You
look like an angel!”

“She wishes.” Phaethusa ripped a slip of cloth from her dress and wrapped
Eunoe's hand. The blood, which was now a golden-red, seeped through. “It will
wear off in six to eight hours. Many who work with aqualux wear gloves and body
suits for this reason.”

Eunoe smiled, but then frowned. “Aias is worried we won't be able to
sneak around like this.”

“Phaethusa and Lampetia already glow. Sneaking wasn't one of our choices.
That's why we came in this way.”

Lampetia peered through the door. The hallway was darker than the current
room, but the walls gave their own soft light. There was an uncomfortable
silence as she stepped into the hall to scout ahead. A minute later she
returned and waved at the others to follow.

“We need some aqualux,” Eunoe reminded them. Phaethusa nodded and led
them to a nearby room stocked with shelves covered in glass jars filled with
the liquid light. Phaethusa grabbed one, and so did Aspen, which got her a
glare from Lampetia.

“It will make a very pretty lantern,” Aspen explained. Lampetia shrugged.

The building was empty. “Evacuated.” Phaethusa looked out a window at the
enemy force. “They must have known there was a portal in here. What are they
after, I wonder?”

“No matter. This way.” Lampetia led them upstairs and down a long
corridor to a set of large golden doors. “The portal room.”

There was a loud clatter, and shrieking and screaming. Aspen gasped.
“They've made it through!”

Eunoe's posture indicated a change back to Aias. The spear, however, was
gone, and Aspen doubted he would be very effective without it.

Lampetia pulled at the door. “It is locked.”

Phaethusa, as if not believing her sister, gave the door a try with as
little success.

“Kissin pec allsa!”
shouted Aias as the flurry of sound drew closer.

“Can you sing it open?” Aspen asked. She had never heard of
metal-singing, but she had no better ideas.

Phaethusa looked up and down Aspen's staff. “No. But that wood is bonded.
I can teach you to sing it into a key.”

The clamor drew nearer. “Vas kissin pec allsa!” 

“You must sing it, Aspen. The wood is bonded to you. Sing the first line to
shape the end of the staff. Then stick it in the lock and sing the second line.
Listen carefully:

Riali-lona-a-i-nai

Paina-alo-tar-asai.”

There was a howl and a shriek. Some of the creatures had spotted them.
Aspen quickly sang the first line. “Riali-lona-a-i-nai!”
A small protrusion extended from the bottom end of the staff.

Lampetia turned to meet the onslaught, and Aspen heard Eunoe's feminine
grunts matched with Aias' heavy fists against the flapping of wings. She turned
to help, but Phaethusa turned her back. “We cannot win. We must escape.”

Aspen did her best to focus. She pressed the thin tip of the staff into
the keyhole and sang the second line. “Paina-alo-tar-asai.”

She felt the wood pulse, though she couldn't see the change inside the
lock. Aspen felt a heavy claw at the back of her head, and Phaethusa spun
around to fend the attacker off. Aspen turned the staff and heard a heavy
click. The door eased open under its own weight. The tip of the staff broke as
she pulled it out, and Aspen hoped the hickory tree would forgive her for
losing a part.

“It's open!” she shouted, and ran to the portal at the far end of the
room. She didn't know to which designation the portal was currently set, but
fortunately had been through Denzig's cave and knew the one she needed. She
didn't look back, afraid to lose time as she set the portal for VS1109B. Then
she turned. Both Aias and Phaethusa were pinned to the floor, while Lampetia
struggled with a vicious-looking wakwak. Aspen screamed and charged at the
crowd, staff twirling, and struck the wakwak over the head. The other creatures
suddenly took notice and turned to her.

“Run!” she screamed. “The portal's ready!”

Lampetia grabbed Phaethusa by the arm, but this only ended in a
tug-of-war with a troll, and Aspen thought this would end badly. She fought her
way forward enough to give the troll a solid whack on the knuckle, to which he
howled and let go. Lampetia dragged her sister through a frenzy of talons and
dirty fingernails which shredded their clothing and left them with numerous
cuts and gashes as they forced their way into the room, leaving a trail of
red-gold blood.

Meanwhile Aias, unarmed, was hiding behind the open door and covering
Eunoe's face. Aspen thrust her staff wildly at the assailants to create an opening
for Aias to sneak through. He dropped and crawled through her legs, barely
avoiding impalement by the tail of a scorpion-man.

“Go!” she yelled, though Aias waited until Aspen herself turned to flee.
They ran and dove through the shimmering portal, followed closely by screeching
and shouting and the flapping of wings.

***

It was nearly
morning, or would be if such things mattered anymore. Linkin was tied up to a
chair and only now shaking off the draught of passion flower. The lanterns were
even dimmer. Kyla thought it might be the fireflies wearing out, at first, but
noted her light orb was similarly dimmed. The darkness was becoming more
oppressive, and it wouldn't be long until the light encircling Linkin dimmed
enough for him to make an escape through the shadows.

“We don't have much time!” Kyla rotated the orb nervously in her hand as
her mother chopped onions for a breakfast omelette. “I don't know if we can
wait for Eunoe and Aspen. We need to get Erebus here now!” Kyla had no idea how
she was to summon Erebus, yet felt a strange confidence he would come.

Linkin cackled groggily. His voice gurgled and blood dribbled from the
corners of his mouth. “He knows where you are. He might send forces to kill
you. He might not. He might no longer care. But I care. I will kill you! It's
your fault, this darkness. I told you.”

“Quiet.” Lianaria pursed her lips. Her voice was cold and strong, and
Linkin stopped talking for only a moment before he started laughing.

Pots hanging from the ceiling rattled as Aura blew into the room.
“They're coming. And Eunoe's glowing.”

Kyla rolled her eyes. Strange things were always happening to Eunoe. She
ran outside. Eunoe was indeed glowing, and her veins shone through her skin.

“Kyla!” Aspen hopped off Castor as soon as he touched ground.

“Wait one second!” Kyla shouted, and quickly ran inside to retrieve the
orb Inda and Exa had made. She ran back out, holding it up proudly. “Look how
pretty it is!”

Aspen took the golden orb and examined it with a smile. Eunoe walked
behind and took a peek.

“What happened to you?” Kyla blurted.

“Apparently if you get aqualux in your bloodstream it makes you glow. It
was brighter before, but it's lasted for hours.”

Kyla walked around Eunoe for a better look. “I'm not gonna lie. That's
the coolest thing I've ever seen.”

As Linkin continued to rant, they decided to have their tea outside,
though Lianaria kept the door open so they could keep an eye on their dwarf
prisoner. Aspen and Eunoe laid out a blanket and they sat in a circle as Aspen
and Eunoe – but mostly Eunoe – explained how they barely escaped from the sun,
and ridden Denzig to Equinox to pick up Castor.

“Phaethusa and Lampetia were hurt. Denzig is back at his cave tending to them
now, but we need them to enchant your little ball with the aqualux.”

Kyla was glad Eunoe mentioned that; she had supposed she merely needed to
paint it on.

“You'll never make it!” Linkin growled from inside the house. “He'll
come. He'll kill you!”

Lianaria had enough. “Silence!” she shouted back into the house. “Or I
shall silence you!”

Linkin fell silent, then laughed, and fell silent again.

Soon the tea was finished, and Lianaria brought out some omelettes which
they consumed like hungry wolves. No one spoke until they finished. Kyla knew
that as much as she wanted to spend time with her mother, she had a god of
darkness to catch and time was short.

“Give dad and Bit a kiss for me!” Kyla hugged her mother and gave her a
kiss on the cheek.

Lianaria smiled. “I'll be sure to pass it along.”

“I'll come back right away. Soon as I can.”

“I'll head back home as soon as your father and brother arrive. It should
be just as safe there as anywhere else, now that the dwarf knows we're here.”

“Yeah. I'll try to be quick. Keep the light orb. Doesn't look like it's
going to last much longer anyway.” Kyla suddenly worried. “What about Linkin?
He'll escape again.”

“Don't worry about him. Just go.”

“We should maybe kill him so he doesn't—”

Lianaria stood taller and frowned. “No, Kyla. Don't speak of killing so
casually. Your innocence is one of your greatest qualities.”

Linkin laughed. “Don't speak of killing, Kyla! Mommy will get mad!” Then
he growled. “Of course I can speak of killing all I like. Watch yourself, Kyla.
You don't give me the rubbing, I'll take it from—”

Lianaria snapped around at the dwarf. “What did I tell you about
threatening my family?”

Linkin smiled, and giggled, and fell silent.

“We can't just leave him here with you.”

“We're ready to go, Kyla!” Eunoe looked ready to spur Castor into motion,
and Aura was spiraling overhead.

“Coming!” she called back. She looked into her mother's eyes. “At least
come with us. Please.”

Lianaria laughed. “And leave him as a gift to your brother and father?
No, Kyla. Don't worry. I'll be fine.”

Linkin cackled. “She won't. She won't! I'll eat her eyes and boil her
skin!”

“I – but he's crazy, mom!”

“Kyla. Go. Now.”

Lianaria's eyes were firm and commanding. Kyla had been through a lot of
danger recently, and been very afraid. She had even been afraid for her family.
It felt more real, now, and Kyla was loathe to leave
her mother with the dwarf. She looked at her helplessly, but Kyla couldn't say
no. “Yes, mom.”

She gave her mother another hug and walked out to take her place on
Castor. Lianaria gave her a final wave and smile before closing the door.

***

Lianaria
turned to the dwarf, who grinned through yellow teeth. “I'm going to find your
daughter. Take the rubbing. Eat her alive!”

Lianaria picked the kitchen knife off the table and wiped it clean on her
apron. “No. You won't.”

***

There was a
muffled scream. It was interrupted by a gurgle and a thud. Aspen covered her
mouth to block the surprised gasp as she looked back at the house. Eunoe, Aura,
and Kyla seemed to have heard nothing, and Aspen thought it best not to mention
it.

***

Though Kyla
had an omelette just a few hours ago, her stomach growled as Denzig returned
with a bowl made of bread that was filled with a white and green paste.
“Spinach dip! You dip the pieces of bread in it.”

She grabbed a piece of bread, dipped it, and shoved it in her mouth. It
was no cheesecake, but it was good.

Lampetia sat up stiffly. “Erebus' darkness will soon negate all natural
light. We must hurry. Kyla, I have been told you have a ball of aurichalcum you
need enchanted.”

Kyla shoveled another piece of bread in her mouth with one hand, and
pulled out the aurichalcum ball with the other. “Yeah. It's this one.”

“Good. Dip it in the aqualux.”

Aspen pulled out one of the jars, took the ball, and slowly dunked it
into the glowing liquid. As she drew it out Kyla grabbed it and opened the
latch. “We need it on the inside, too.” She dipped it again before handing it
to Lampetia. “I just need it so the inside stays dark until I close the lid,
and then the inside lights up and stays on forever and the outside turns off.”

“Erebus will be trapped inside, yes?”

“Yes. Well, I hope.”

“Very well.”

Lampetia took the ball and started to sing. Her voice was high but she
sang very softly. The ball slowly started to glow until it was brighter than
Eunoe. Then it flashed and Lampetia handed it to Kyla. “Mark, with your finger,
how you would like it to activate. Something that will be difficult to guess
should the wrong person get hold of it.”

Few people could spell Philosthenes in any language, so Kyla spelled her
father's name in Elvish script with the tip of her finger. Once she finished
the light turned off.

“Do it again.”

Kyla nodded and repeated the signature. As soon as she finished the light
turned on. She opened the latch and was pleased to see the inside was still in
shadow. She closed the latch. “How do I know the inside is on?”

“We can feel it.”

“Oh. Good.” Kyla turned the outer light off.

“The inside is still on, and will remain so unless you open the latch.”

“This is perfect! It's the prettiest trap ever made!”

Eunoe frowned. “Now we just need to get Erebus inside it.”

There was a zap, and a howl, and a thunderous shriek. Denzig grew to his
larger size and his pupils turned to narrow slits. “The portal! They must have
found a way to reopen it. Get out of here. I'll hold them off!”

Aura dissipated into a wind and flew down the corridor to the portal.
Angry shrieks echoed through the corridors. Aspen ran over to Phaethusa and
tried to help her up, but she groaned and pushed her away. “Leave us.”

The sound of the clamour increased and Denzig moved to block the path
from the portal chamber. “Hurry!” Flames licked the air as he spoke. “Go to the
Withers' home.”

“Who?” Kyla only knew one home in Whitehall.

“Kyle's house. Tell him Denny sent you.”

“Oh. Right.” Kyla had never tried to contact Kyle after the Halloween
party.

“We need to stay and protect Phaethusa and Lampetia!” Aspen protested.

“Aura and I can manage!” Denzig growled. He shot a blast of flame down
the corridor, which led to more shrieking, but as if to prove him wrong a
single harpy flew past him and lunged at Phaethusa. Aspen rapped it on the head
with her staff and it dropped to the floor.

“Fine. Keep to the shadows, Kyla. Whitehall has its own problems, but
it's safer than here and you should be able to get to Withers' unseen. We'll
meet you there as soon as we can.”

Kyla stood, torn. This was a decision she was tired of making. She hated
to leave people in danger, but she knew she couldn't help and had her own role
to play. She nodded and ran.
















Chapter
Thirty-Seven  


Whitehall Revisited  
Kyla could see
the subdued lights of Whitehall from a distance. She crept forward through the
taller grass away from the road. She feared the worst for the others but this
was no time to worry. She had to act.

The streets were empty but loud noises popped up in the distance: dogs
barked, alarms sounded, people yelled. A loud bang echoed like thunder. Kyla
stopped as she heard another loud noise in the air. She couldn't see what it
was but it shone a light toward the ground as it flew over Whitehall. She
didn’t know if it was a human device or one of Erebus' disciples. She ducked
behind a bush until it disappeared.

The town itself was in disarray. Vehicles with broken windows lined the
sides of the road. It wasn't so easy to hide now, so Kyla stood up and walked
briskly. She felt the exposed points of her ears. Hopefully no one would notice
them. She tussled her hair to try to hide them, and regretted that she kept it
so short.

Could she remember the way to Kyle's house? She had only been there once.
She first found the ice cream shop where Kyle worked. It was dark inside, and
one of the windows broken.

Kyla heard heavy breathing and shuffling steps behind her. A man in dark
clothes grinned and lunged. Her heart pounded and her leg swung out of its own
accord, kicking his kneecap. She heard the familiar stomach-wrenching pop as it
moved out of position. The man's face contorted as he buckled to the ground.
Looking around to make sure there were no others, she ran and didn't look back.

***

It took
another half-hour to find the house. The lights were on so Kyla got as close as
she could to the window and peered in. They likely couldn't see her, she knew,
because of the reflection from the inside, so she made no noise lest she
startle them. She could hear the black picture-box talking but couldn't see
what it was showing from this angle. There were some jars of food set out, and
Kyla's stomach rumbled. The Withers, at least, looked to be faring better than
the people at Equinox, though she could see the front door was barricaded. Kyla
went around and pressed the bing-bong button. She heard it go off, and there
was a harsh shout.

“Who's there?” came a gruff voice through the door.

“Kyla!”

“Who?”

Kyla heard Kyle and another man talking inside but couldn't make it out.
After a moment she could hear shuffling from the inside of the house and the
door opened a crack. A mustached face poked through.

“Who are you?”

“Kyla. Denny told me to come here.”

The man stuck his head out the door and looked around. “Where is he?”

Kyla wasn't sure what was appropriate to tell the stranger, but thought to
play it safe. “He's taking care of some personal issues. He'll be here as soon
as he can.”

“Come on in.”

The man opened the door and Kyla stepped inside.

“Look, I'm sorry what happened at your party. See, it was—”

“What party? Oh, never mind. We got bigger problems.”

“Yeah, I know. That's why I came.”

The mustached man extended his hand. “Paul Withers.” Kyla took it and
shook in the human fashion.

“Kyla.”

Kyle appeared in the doorway. “Hi! I haven't seen you since Halloween!
Good to see you're ok.”

Mr. Withers' eyebrows went up. He looked back at Kyle. “Is this the one—”

“Yeah.”

He looked back at Kyla. “Met some of your friends on Halloween. Heard you
went missing. Glad you made it safe.”

Mr. Withers pulled Kyla inside, closed the door and set some furniture in
front of it.

“Take a seat. Have some food as well. You look hungry. All we got is some
bread, jam, and pickled beets. Things better straighten out soon. We'll be
lucky if we have power by the end of the week.”

“You'll be lucky if you have it in a few hours.” Kyla felt more relaxed
once she realized the mustached man was Kyle's father. She walked in and
grabbed a small dish and fork and served herself some of the pickled beets. She
had never had beets pickled, and quite liked them. From her seat in the living
room she could now see the images on the picture box. There was a woman talking
into a rounded stick about a riot pictured in an inset. Fires blazed and men in
black uniforms and transparent shields were trying to hold back an angry crowd.

“End of days,” Mrs. Withers said.

“Nonsense,” Mr. Withers muttered. “Just a... just a freak anomaly. All
those CO2 emissions. Clouds blocking out the sun.” He turned to Kyla. “Denny,
he's got connections everywhere. Does he know what's going on?” Mr. Withers
squinted and peered at her more closely. “What in Heaven's name is wrong with
your ears?”

“You're pretty hard-core on the costumes!” Kyle exclaimed. Kyla felt her
ears.

“Yeah. Well, I know what's going on. I'm the one who told him. I tried
telling the army how to fix things but no one'll listen to me. That's why I'm
here. I might need your help. My friends should be here soon. I hope.”

Kyle was more focused on Kyla's ears than her words. He slowly reached
out and touched one of the points and turned to his parents. “They're REAL!”

Mr. Withers looked annoyed. “Son, we can talk about her ears later. Kyla,
what do you know?”

Kyla slowed down her chewing. She wasn't sure how to begin and doubted
they would believe her. But it had to be said. She fished into her pocket and
drew out the orb and activated it. It lit the room more brightly than noonday.

“What is that?” Mr. Withers asked.

“It's made of aurichalcum and enchanted with light. It's immune to the
darkness. This one was made special.” Kyla opened the latch. She looked up and
noticed Mr. Withers staring at her.

“All light is immune to the darkness. Darkness yields to light,
not the other way around.”

“Normally, yes, but sometimes the darkness needs a good kick in the
pants. As Erebus grows stronger, light fades. The stars, the sun. Even the
lights in here are going dim. But this will keep working. What's more, I think
I can trap Erebus inside.”

“Who, or what, is Erebus?”

“Erebus...the...” Kyla knew she was getting into things the humans were unlikely
to believe. “He's a creature of darkness. He's come to earth. That's why it's
been so dark all over the world. He stopped the shipments of light from the sun
and stars, and the stronger he gets the faster—”

Kyle threw his hands up in the air. “It's the party all over again, dad.
She's high.”

Mr. Withers looked at her carefully. “She doesn't look high. Maybe
confused.”

Kyla didn't know what they meant by 'high', but gathered they weren't
referring to altitude. She understood they didn't believe her, at any rate.
“You'll see when my friends get here. I mean, I'm just an elf. All I got is
these pointy ears and those don't impress you. When you see Aura you'll know.
She can fly and turn invisible. You'll have to believe me then, right?”

Kyle walked off with a grunt. Mr. And Mrs. Withers looked at her
patiently. They didn't believe her so probably wouldn't help. Not yet; but
things were going to get worse and worse and Kyla figured if they didn't help
now they'd turn to her when there was nowhere else to go.

Mr. and Mrs. Withers spent some time asking Kyla questions about herself
while trying not to look at her ears. The more she talked the more insincere
their smiles became, and eventually they directed her attention to the
picture-box, which showed alternating scenes of disaster and discourse. Kyla,
worried for her friends, at first paid little attention, but soon the news of
the human world grabbed her interest.

Many cities had lost access to power, and water supplies were dwindling.
Violence was erupting and martial law had been declared in many of the human
nations. People were fleeing to the countryside to escape the violence.
Religious groups declared End of Days, as Mrs. Withers believed, though many
blamed the phenomenon on the mismanagement of industry and the environment.
People disputed this in animated debates, though they were all wrong together.
Kyla felt sorry for them. They seemed intelligent creatures, and some were
friendly, yet in their darkest hour they had no idea what was really going on.
And it was likely to get worse very soon.

After a while Kyla's concern for her friends again began to outweigh her
interest in the human world, and she stood by the window and watched. The
lights were growing dimmer, and even the image on the picture-box was becoming
more difficult to see. Kyla yawned.

“I've set up a bed for you downstairs,” came a sudden voice. Kyla jumped
and turned her head to see Mrs. Withers standing behind her. “Sorry to startle
you. You look tired. If you'd like to get some rest, I can wake you if anything
happens.”

Kyla looked back out the window. Doubt crept in. What if Erebus didn't
come? What if he did, but the trap failed? Kyla's plan didn't seem like a good
one. Still, it was the only plan she had, and she needed to be ready. She
nodded and followed Mrs. Withers downstairs.

***

Kyla was
awakened by furious whispers. She opened her eyes but saw nothing. It reminded
her of the time she woke up alone in Denzig's cave. She took out the
aurichalcum ball and activated it. She was lying on a mattress of—air? —in a
large room with a cold cement floor. There was a set of wooden stairs leading
to a door. She walked up to it slowly and put her ear to it. Mr. and Mrs.
Withers were in the middle of an energetic discussion.

“I can't contact any of the officers!” Mr. Withers hissed.

“You're the Sheriff! You should be taking care of this!”

“The town is shut down, Martha! No lights anywhere! I can't see a blasted
thing! Where's that girl's light ball?”

The door opened suddenly and knocked Kyla to the ground. Mr. Withers
apologized. “Would you mind holding your light up for a minute? I just need to
find a flashlight.”

Kyla held it up to illuminate the room.

“Oh, thank you.” Mr. Withers rifled through shelves, pulling down and
opening boxes, and rummaging through piles of knickknacks. Finally, he put his
hands on his hips. “I have one in the car. Come with me.”

There was only darkness outside. No fires, no lights in the windows, no
streetlamps. Kyla's ball created a bubble of light over the Withers' yard which
ended at an impenetrable wall of darkness. Impenetrable to sight, at least.
There was noise. Shouting, wailing, slamming of doors. Footsteps and gruff
voices approached from the darkness as Mr. Withers opened the door to his
vehicle and pulled out a black metallic cylinder. One end was wider and made of
glass. It looked like one of the human lights in portable form. Kyla heard a
click. The light on the end of the tube turned on, and Mr. Withers smiled.

“Ah! Looks like we'll be fine!”

Kyla wasn't so sure. She wrapped the ball of aurichalcum in her shirt. No
light came from the end of Sheriff Withers' tube in the thick dark. “Your light
isn't strong enough.”

The yard illuminated as Kyla brought the ball back out. Mr. Withers
looked upset and confused. He walked to the street outside the boundary of
Kyla's light. Click. Click. Click click click. He cursed under his breath and walked back.
“Something's wrong with it,” he muttered.

“Where'd you get that light?” came a voice from the darkness. “You got
more of those?”

Mr. Withers turned to face the voice. “Is that you, Rob? Well, I got my
flashlight here but it doesn't seem to be working properly.”

“Nobody's flashlight is working properly.” The man called Rob stepped
into the light. A few other people shuffled into view behind him. “We need some
of those.”

Kyla clutched the orb to her chest, blocking most of the light. “It's the
only one I have. I need it.”

“We all need it. Look, I don't need it for long. Just want to have a look
around, get some food and supplies together so my family and I can wait this
out. Give it to me for half an hour and I'll bring it right back. Promise.”

Other voices chimed in that they also needed to borrow it, just for a
short time to get their things together. Kyla felt sorry for them and wanted to
help, but realized that if each of them used it for half an hour she wouldn't
have it when Erebus arrived. She also wasn't confident in their honesty. It was
likely the only light in town, and possibly the world. Someone was apt to run
off with it, for who could go after them?

“I need it. I'm sorry. But don't worry. I think we can get your lights
working again soon. Hopefully in another day or so.”

“We don't have a day. We don't have an hour. My kids are freaking out. I
just need it long enough to get them comfortable.”

Kyla gave Rob a firm stare. “No.”

“I've had enough of this.” Another man stepped into the light. He was
larger than Rob and was pointing something at her. It was black and had a hole
in one end. She didn't know what to make of it but when she caught a glimpse of
the handle she recognized that Mr. Withers carried a similar device in his
belt. Some sort of human weapon, perhaps? She stood firm, but Mr. Withers
appeared very nervous, and this made her nervous too.

“Just let him have it,” Mr. Withers told Kyla. He had his hands up in a
pacifying manner. “Not worth dying over. Not worth killing over, either, Will!”

Will's face was twisted in a combination of rage and fear. “You're not
Sheriff anymore. There's no government, no nothin'. It's about survival now,
and if you want to survive, you're gonna give me that ball!”

“Ease up, Will!” Rob shouted. “What's wrong with you?”

“There's no reasoning with these folk. They're not gonna give that up.
They know they'll never get it back. Who knew. I stocked up on food and water
and ammo for years getting ready for something like this.” Will stomped forward
and snatched the ball from Kyla, who scowled but didn't lash out as she feared
the weapon in his hand. “Who'd've thought it'd all
come down to a little glowing ball? And if you think I won't—”

Growl.

A white blur sent Will rolling along the side of the road. The
aurichalcum ball and the weapon dropped to the ground. Aspen and Eunoe (who was
no longer glowing) jumped off Castor's back and the crowd backed away.

“You?” Mr. Withers' stared slack-jawed at Eunoe. She grabbed the weapon
and Aspen ran for the aurichalcum ball as it rolled into the crowd. Kyla feared
one of them might try to fight her for it, yet they all backed away. Their
faces were frozen in surprise, and their eyes darted from Eunoe, to Castor, to
Aspen.

Mr. Withers stepped over to Kyla, though his eyes never left the scene on
the street. “Friends of yours?” His voice sounded meek. Almost terrified.

“Yeah. That's Aspen and Eunoe. They were at your house, too.”

Mr. Withers nodded slowly. “I know. We met.”
















Chapter
Thirty-Eight  


A Jar of Jam  
Kyla inspected
the crowd. Would anyone else try to take the orb from her? Suddenly their eyes
turned to something behind Kyla, and she heard footsteps and a familiar
gurgling voice.

“So that's what you were up to! A special light to hold back Erebus? It
won't work so well against me!”

Kyla turned to see Dunkin by the corner of the house. He looked battered
and one leg was twisted in a way it probably shouldn't. Castor struck quickly
and swiped his claws across Dunkin's chest, but Dunkin grabbed him by the leg
and threw him against the wall of the Withers' home. The persistent tiger
roared and pounced again, pinning the dwarf to the ground, until Dunkin freed
his arm and punched him in the face. Castor dropped to the ground and Dunkin
jumped to his feet.

There was a wind, and a shout, and Aura swept past Kyla. Dunkin grinned.
He anticipated her attack, and held out his hand that bore the negation ring.
Kyla started to shout a warning but it was too late. Aura shrieked and
dispersed into the air. To Kyla's relief Aura retreated and coalesced into
solid form. She looked pained and confused, and eyed the ring warily.

“Came ready for you this time!” the dwarf grinned, and then hacked up a
mouthful of blood and scowled.

“Stop!” Mr. Withers had a small rectangle in his hand and was pointing it
at Dunkin. It didn't look very threatening and Dunkin disregarded it, so Kyla's
heart pounded as she braced herself to kick out the dwarf's kneecap. Dunkin
charged and she swung her leg. Her foot glanced harmlessly off the dwarf's
thigh. He grabbed her and swung her hard against Mr. Withers' car. She nearly
dropped the aurichalcum ball but managed to clutch it against her chest. There
was a bright flash as her head hit the metal door, and she was frankly
surprised she was still conscious. Dunkin grinned through blood-stained teeth.

Then his grip tightened, he twitched, and then dropped to the ground.
Kyla kicked her leg free and rolled under the car, turning to see Dunkin lying
down with two metal cords sticking out of the side of his face. He yanked out
the cords and stood. Kyla could see Mr. Withers' feet as he ran up to the car,
but a single blow was enough to send him rolling back toward the house with a
groan. Dunkin peered under the car at Kyla, gurgled, and spat some blood. With
a groan he placed his hands beneath the car and heaved.

The car rolled off Kyla and came to a stop in a neighboring yard, drawing
frightened gasps from the spectators on the street. Kyla scrambled backward.

Dunkin cracked his knuckles. “You gonna try to run? 'Cause
as long as you have that orb I can see you wherever you go. Turn it off, and
sooner or later Erebus'll crush your soul. Let me save you from a slow, painful
death. I mean, it'll still be painful, but I can try and make it quick.”

Dunkin stepped forward, looking ready to bolt in whichever direction Kyla
chose to flee, though he wasn't so spry on his damaged leg. Mr. Withers shouted
something but Kyla wasn't paying much attention and if Dunkin heard it he paid
no mind. Then there was a cloud. Mr. Withers sprayed something in Dunkin's face
which made him howl and push Mr. Withers back to the ground. A small amount of
the cloud reached Kyla and burned her eyes. It didn't stop Dunkin, who forced
his red eyes open, but he did turn from Kyla to Mr. Withers, and while she
worried for Mr. Withers she shamefully had to admit to herself she was glad
Dunkin's attentions had moved elsewhere. Mr. Withers drew his little hollow
weapon but Dunkin punched him hard in the stomach and sent him sprawling across
the grass, and the weapon dropped. He leaped to his feet and tried to fight
back but Dunkin was too strong. The dwarf couldn't reach Mr. Withers' face so
he punched him in the gut. Mr. Withers collapsed back onto the grass, and
looked like he might vomit.

“Nice try, human, but I don't have time for your interruptions.” Dunkin
rose a foot and looked as though he was going to stomp on Mr. Withers' neck,
but there was a loud bang and a sudden red hole in the side of the dwarf's
head. He didn't have time to look surprised, but simply fell to the grass next
to Mr. Withers. Kyla turned to see Mrs. Withers with the little weapon, and
heard a surprised yelp from Eunoe who was now gingerly examining the similar
device she had taken from Will.

It took Kyla a moment to soak it in. She had seen terrible violence the
past few days, and the dead bodies of friend and foe at Equinox, but this was
the first time she witnessed someone's passing. Dunkin's skin went suddenly
pale, and his body slumped to the ground. She felt a chill.

Mrs. Withers stepped over Dunkin's body and placed her hands over her
husband's wound. She turned to the crowd. “Janet! Do you have your first aid
kit?”

A woman with dark hair and skin replied. “It's at home. I'll be back in a
sec.”

Mr. Withers took his wife's hand and smiled weakly. “Don't worry too
much. I have a feeling this is all just a dream.”

“Oh, honey, if only we should be so lucky.” Without releasing any of the
pressure on her husband's wound, she leaned forward and gave him a light kiss.

Then there was a buffet of wind, and at first Kyla thought it was Aura,
but instead four great claws touched to the ground and the crowd of humans
screamed, and many fled from the range of the light's influence.

“Sheriff Withers! Are you alright?” The voice was loud, and roaring, and
draconic.

Mr. Withers peered up at the massive dragon looking down at him. “Denny?
Is that you?”

***

The next few
hours were a barrage of questions that quite frankly were getting in the way of
production, though Kyla did appreciate the humans' sudden commitment to the
cause. Now that the plan was underway Denzig returned to his cave and brought
back Phaethusa, Lampetia, and the remaining aqualux. In the meantime
Janet, who turned out to be a nurse, kept an eye on both Will and Mr. Withers,
who were laid out in adjacent bedrooms. Will asked for his weapon back but
Eunoe refused to give it to him. Aias, perhaps overexcited by the new weapon,
kept taking control and trying to play with it, but Eunoe kept telling him to
put her back in charge so she could help Kyla. Meanwhile, Mrs. Withers had
emptied a concrete storage room in the basement so Kyla could paint the
interior with aqualux.

“We need to make sure the space around the door is seamless,” Kyla
ordered. “Don't want Erebus getting through the cracks!”

Aspen stumbled on her wounded leg, the three gashes across her calf
bleeding through the bandages.

“Are you alright?” Kyla wondered when she saw, taking a break from
sanding down the rough cement walls of the storage room to inspect Aspen's leg.

Aspen looked oddly happy about it. “Yes! Ach'vach's going to be so
excited! Orcs love battle scars!”

“What happened?”

Aspen told about the attack at Denzig's cave, and that she had been the
victim of a wakwak which she had stepped over, thinking it was dead. It managed
a final swipe before Aura finished him off. She then explained why they had
been delayed: after the attack, they needed to lock the portal, attend their
wounds, and find their way to the Withers' home. Even Denzig couldn't see, and
so they were flying above town quite lost until Kyla came outside with her
aurichalcum ball.

It all sounded interesting and Kyla had many questions, but she had work
to do so she forced herself to focus and resumed her painting. As soon as the
first wall was covered in aqualux, she turned off her aurichalcum ball to
inspect her work. To her dismay, it was entirely dark. “Oh. Right. No
aurichalcum.” Her heart sank into her stomach. All this work, all this
planning, was going to fail because of one oversight.

Until Aspen spoke up. “Mix it with blood.”

Kyla had to think about this for a moment. She thought, and still didn't
understand. “Huh?”

“Eunoe glowed when the aqualux got in her bloodstream. So maybe if you
mix blood with the aqualux it will work like the aurichalcum.”

Eunoe nodded. “Maybe. It'll be temporary. I glowed for several hours,
though.”

Kyla pursed her lips and stared at Aspen through squinted eyes. “You're
both disgusting. I like it. Except—” Kyla thought about Dunkin's body in the
front yard. “I don't think it would be appropriate to cut Dunkin open and—”

Aspen started removing her bandages. “No need. I have plenty right here.”

The room, when it was painted in the aurichalcum-blood mixture and
enchanted by Lampetia, lit like a great white emptiness, so bright the corners
and edges were barely visible. Lampetia enchanted the room so Kyla could turn
the light on and off by stomping her foot on the floor.

“But Kyla,” Aspen wondered, “what about yourself? You're going to cast a
shadow.”

“No. I'll be surrounded by light.”

“Yes but what about your clothing? It makes shadows on your body. Can't he
hide in there?”

Kyla looked down at her shirt. “Oh. Maybe. I guess I could paint my skin
or go naked.” She wasn't excited to paint herself in blood. The thought made
her feel like one of the cannibals or barbarians from stories.

“Won't he be able to hide in—you know—one of your orifices?”

Kyla did want to keep her orifices Erebus-free. Luckily Eunoe had a
solution. “Well, there's some blood in your hair from when Dunkin smacked you
against the car. I think you might just have enough of a head injury for us to
get some aqualux in and make you glow.”

Kyla smiled. “Hooray!”

***

Sheriff
Withers took the gun from Eunoe. “This is the safety. You need to press it
before you can pull the trigger. There's a second safety on the grip so it
won't go off unless you're holding it. Just pull this back before you fire.
Holds eight rounds, and I don't have any more ammo for you, so don't waste
shots.”

“Got it.”

“This thing's not a toy. Don't point it at anyone unless you mean it. I
mean, you get the basic idea, right? You've seen a gun before.”

Eunoe took the gun. “No, but I'm going to let Aias take care of this.”

“Aias?”

“Some ancient spirit living in my body. He was a soldier, so I let him do
the fighting.”

Sheriff Withers sighed. “Right. And that's your flying tiger outside?”

“Yeah. Oh, you know, I actually got the idea for the design from your
picture downstairs! I was here at Halloween. I'm...sure you remember.”

“Yeah.” There was a long pause. “So you designed that tiger?”

“Well, I made him from a kit. Base tiger. It's still more work than you'd
think. There's a lot of changes you need to make for him to be able to fly.
It's not just about adding wings.”

“I'll bet.” There was another uncomfortable pause. Aias was dying to take
over so he could play with the gun, but Eunoe could sense a question coming.
“Are you a magical elf, too? Your ears look normal.”

“I'm an alseid. A type of nymph. A nature spirit, I guess you might say.
And I wouldn't call elves magical. They're really just humans with pointy ears.
Don't tell Kyla that, though.”

“Uh-huh. And what makes you different.”

“Well, I'm immortal. Sort of.”

“That might come in handy soon.”

“I can still die, if I get stabbed or something.”

“Immortality isn't very useful, then.”

“Not really.” The conversation stopped, and Paul Withers pinched himself
in the arm several times.

“Not a dream. I must be going crazy. I mean, you're basically human,
right? And Kyla. I'm losing my mind. Can you reach inside that drawer for me?
There's a little bottle of whiskey. I could use a bit right now.”

Eunoe opened the drawer and found the bottle hidden inside a roll of
socks. “So you never knew Denzig was a dragon?”

Sheriff Withers opened the bottle, took a shot, and gave Eunoe a strange
stare. “I've had many theories about Denny. That was not one of them.”

Sheriff Withers didn't say anything after that. He just lay back on his
pillow and looked up at the ceiling. Mrs. Withers came in with some soup, and
Eunoe excused herself and handed control over to Aias, who immediately took to
an enthusiastic examination of his new toy.

***

“Are you an
angel?”

Janet walked around Kyla, eyeing her curiously.

Kyla looked down at her glowing body. “Oh. No, the angels are in the
basement right now. I put some aqualux in my bloodstream. It's making me glow.
Pretty cool, huh?”

“Is it safe?”

“I hope so.”

“Do you have any extra...uh...aqualux? The people outside are all
huddling in the dark.”

“Yeah. We already used up the aqualux mixed with blood but you could use
the other one. Just get it into their bloodstreams and they'll glow for a
while. You sure, though? I mean, you'd have to cut everyone to apply it.”

“I have lancets.”

The other humans, much like Janet, asked if Kyla was an angel when she
went outside.

“Nope! Just an elf!” she insisted, though to the humans both angels and
elves were equally interesting. They were eager to glow themselves, so they
could see where they were going. Janet pricked each of their fingertips and
Kyla applied a dab of aqualux to each, though with such small pinpricks it took
longer for each person to absorb enough to start glowing. There was much
cheering, and awe, and thank-yous, and several went
back to their homes to see to their families. This led to further cries down
the street involving terrified children and something called a Rapture.

The additional light also led to the discovery they were being watched.

Various creatures, including some humans who were surprised to see the
aforementioned creatures, were sitting on the sidelines observing the goings-on
at the Withers home. The non-human creatures were a motley assortment of
leprechauns, sprites, trolls, and the like, and Kyla couldn't tell if they were
refugees or Avowed. Not until one of them, a tall, gangly woman with disproportionately
long and slender limbs, stepped forward and leaned down to speak to Kyla.

“You must give it to us.”

“What? The aqualux?”

The woman's voice turned to a sudden shriek, which caused everyone
present to cover their ears. Kyla dropped the aqualux, and the jar shattered
and spilled. “The rubbing! You know what I want and its the rubbing!”

“How do YOU know about that?” Kyla had hoped that with Linkin tied up and
Dunkin dead the pursuit would have stopped.

“I know because I must know. Because I was pulled from my proper duties
to find you after you killed the dwarves.”

“Wait–Linkin's dead, too?”

The woman shrieked again. “We are here to get the rubbing.”

Kyla was afraid, but also wondered if the woman knew what she was asking.

“You do realize if you give it to Erebus he'll summon Chaos? We'll ALL
die! You too! And I was told Erebus didn't even want it that badly, so why do
you keep bothering me?”

The woman shrieked again. “Give me the rubbing!”

“Step away from her!”

Kyla turned to see Eunoe at the front door pointing her gun at the shrieker. Was that Eunoe in control right now? With a gun?
Kyla braced herself for the noise.

The woman turned and shrieked at Eunoe. She trod forward, despite another
warning. “Gratl varos empinarm.” 

Kyla knew trouble had arrived as soon as Eunoe started speaking in Aias'
tongue. She ran up to the door. There was a scramble of creatures that emerged
from the darkness and several humans drew guns of their own.

“Get inside,” Eunoe ordered in her own voice. “Stay in the storage room.
You need to stay alive until Erebus arrives.”

Kyla wondered how long that would take. What if Erebus never came at all?
He still had plenty of perfectly good lackeys to throw around. Once again she
felt as though she were abandoning her friends in their fight outside, but she
had no skills to offer there. She ran downstairs, shouted at Aspen that her
fighting skills were needed outside, darted into the storage room, and shut the
door. Then she sat on the floor, cross-legged, and sighed.

***

“Wait.” Aspen
called after Phaethusa and Lampetia as they started up the stairs. “You're
hurt. We should stay here.”

Phaethusa looked back. “Kyla said they need help outside. I can fight.”

“Maybe, but we need to be here if anyone comes down. I'm not going to
leave her alone.”

“Very well.” Phaethusa and Lampetia rejoined Aspen, and together they
watched and waited.

***

It was still
strange, watching through her own eyes but not being in control of her body.
Still, Eunoe was grateful for Aias in times like this. He was already familiar
with the gun. In fact, Aias found it remarkably easy to use compared to swords
and spears. Eunoe thought he was only so comfortable because none of his
opponents had such weapons. Humans with guns fighting other humans with guns
must be terrifying.

But not unstoppable. Many of the Avowed had abilities the humans didn't
understand. Some would vanish and reappear somewhere else, some could fly, and
some shot balls of flame or blasts of dark energy. And now that the humans were
glowing, while it enabled them to see, it also made them unable to hide from
their attackers.

Denzig, fortunately, was worth a dozen Avowed, and he valiantly protected
the humans as they fought. As soon as they understood he was trying to protect
them, many stood behind the dragon's thick legs and stepped out to fire their
own guns, only to retreat back again. Great flames roared, claws slashed, and
Denzig's great tail swept the road clean from Avowed who tried to sneak behind.
Yet they kept coming, more and more appearing from the darkness. How they knew
to come to Whitehall Eunoe couldn't say, but she supposed with the world in
darkness Erebus knew where to find the one spot where his power was being
challenged. Or was it the only spot? For all Eunoe knew, this was one
resistance among many. Oberon surely was putting up a grand fight somewhere.

***

Kyla had never
tried to meditate. She was normally opposed to the idea, what with all the
sitting still and trying to keep her mind clear; but with such an important
task on her, and with the loud clamor of combat outside, Kyla tried her best to
focus her mind.

In the Digan's caverns she had fought Erebus by focusing on a song. A
silly children's rhyme.

Now she thought of more important things to focus on.

Friends.

Family.

Why she was willing to risk her life for a stupid plan that might not
even work.

She rolled the ball of aurichalcum in her hand. It was the sum of her efforts.
She had braved many things to get here. Overcome many challenges. Done things
she had never dreamed. It was memorable. It would make her a hero.

But it wasn't very fun.

People were hurt and even killed. They lost homes and loved ones. Even
now Kyla worried about the people outside. Were her friends winning or losing?
She couldn't know. She fought the urge to check.

Was she the same Kyla who was so excited to come to Equinox a few months
ago? She realized she wasn't. That made her a little sad. She hoped, at least,
she was a better Kyla. She had failed to help Lug stand up to Heff,
once-upon-a-time. Now she was preparing to face off against Erebus. God of
darkness. She was stronger than she had been. She was afraid, but she was still
brave. Vock was right; you either had both or neither. Opposing feelings fought
inside her: the fear trying to well up but the bravery keeping her bum planted
on the floor of the little storage room, waiting for what might be her last
moment.

The implication hit her hard. Meditating had been a mistake. She stood up
and considered running out the back door. The fighting sounded like it was
coming from the front, and if she turned off her light she might be able to—

No. She couldn’t leave her friends behind. But maybe someone else would
be willing to face Erebus. Aspen would do it. Eunoe surely would. Kyla wagered
they'd face it together, and die together if it came to it. Kyla didn't want
them to die, and felt ashamed at her desire to pass the task to someone else.
How could she ask her friends so give their lives, just so she could save her
own? The plan was hers. She needed to take responsibility for it. This was her
choice and her fight. She couldn't run away and make someone else do the hard
part. She sat back down.

She hoped her mother was well. Linkin was dead, according to the
shrieking woman. Had he escaped and been killed? Had he killed Kyla's mother
first? Had Marik miraculously shown up again and finished him off?

Kyla wasn't ready to think about that.

The sounds of combat escalated again. Kyla wanted to see what was
happening but she was stuck here, waiting.

Waiting for either a horde of terrifying creatures to burst through the
door and crush her body, or for the god of darkness to try and crush her soul.

It was the latter.

***

You impress
me.

That wasn't what Kyla had expected to hear. She expected fury and
cursing.

You have managed a wonderful campaign. You are a leader, and strong of
character. You would make a great ally, Kyla Nim.

“You trying to flatter me?” Kyla spoke aloud. She could feel Erebus
around her, but not at full strength; he wasn't even as strong as he had been
in the caves. He was holding back.

It doesn't need to be this way.

“Why do you even want the rubbing? Linkin said you didn't need it. It was
just in case you started to lose.”

Linkin knew little of my plan. I shan't need it. My victory is
absolute. Yet my followers desire the rubbing, so I may summon Chaos and end
their suffering. Contrary to perception, I do what my people will.

“Really? You sent them around to murder innocent people.”

Of their own desire. I needed distractions, and they provided it. I
did not dictate the means to be used.

“That's just it. You don't care one way or the other. You don't care if
people live or die. That's worse than evil.”

I make no claim to good or evil. 

“Yeah...well, you're evil. Just so you know.”

Very well. But this was my realm first, and I was displaced. The war
once went the other way – your kind pushing me outside.”

Kyla didn't know how to respond to that. It had been long before her
time, and the stories were so varied it was impossible to tell what was true,
though Erebus had no reason to lie. He wasn't even trying to stop her, as he
had done in the cave.

Until she tried to stand up.

A heavy darkness pressed her to the ground.

I hear you wanted to devise a trap. Is this it? I sense aurichalcum
and aqualux. And blood. I felt your light burning the darkness. You think your
efforts are sufficient to defeat me?

Kyla could feel her muscles pressing inward against her organs and bones.
It wasn't painful, as she might expect, but caused an anguish. An endless,
deep, and powerful sadness, coupled with a weariness of life. Oh, only if she
had a knife, she might put an end to her suffering. She remembered her dream,
and what it had offered. No love, no hatred, no sorrow, no fear. Blessed,
peaceful nothing. It felt desirable now. She could feel Erebus reaching inside
her, swimming in her soul, filling it with a numbness. She wanted to give in,
to let it take over her. She was so tired. Tired of worrying about her family,
of crazy dwarves and gods of darkness. Tired of having to fight on her own.

On her own. She wasn't on her own. Where had that come from? She had her
mother and her father and Bit; Eunoe and Aspen and Aura and Denzig. She had
beaten Erebus before. She could do it again. Not for herself; herself wanted
only to end the suffering. Her friends and family and all the people of the
world who had things to live for needed her to succeed. Her will was gone, to
do anything for herself, but she found she had the will to fight for someone
else.

Kyla tapped herself on the head and started to glow. She could feel
Erebus shriek in her mind.

You resist still. Yet it will not be enough.

She slowly rose to her feet. There was still somewhere in here, a shadow,
in which Erebus could hide. She activated the ball and amplified the light in
the room. There was another soul-wrenching shriek.

There is always somewhere to hide! You can't keep me prisoner. Not for
long.

Kyla popped open the hatch on the ball. There was darkness inside yet
Erebus didn't enter. Somehow, somewhere in the room, there was still shadow in
which he found shelter. She stomped her foot. The entire room lit up so bright
Kyla couldn't open her eyes. She heard a great scream in her mind, and she
could feel Erebus withdraw from her soul. She snapped the ball shut. The scream
continued, and even intensified, yet now it felt far off. Kyla had him.

There was a clamor from the next room. She peered out the door to see if
it was safe. The lights were on now. Aspen and the two angels were fighting in
the doorway, though from here Kyla could only see a fury of claws reach between
them. Kyla was about to shut herself back in the storage room until she noticed
another room to the side. Aspen didn't seem to see her, though she heard a loud
shriek from the assailants as she bolted for the adjoining room and shut the
door.

She looked for a place to hide the aurichalcum ball. There were shelves
lines with jars of food. One was marked with a hand-written label that said
'Blackberry Jam'. Kyla opened it, plopped the orb inside and pushed it down to
the center. She quickly closed the jar and licked her fingers clean. It wasn't
very good jam, but at least she wouldn't feel tempted to eat Erebus'
storage place. She then put it back on the shelf, though nearer the back in
case someone decided to raid the pantry.

She stepped back out to see the angels chase the assailants up the
stairs. Aspen turned and smiled.

“Kyla! You did it! All the Avowed lost their powers! And the lights came
back on!” Aspen hobbled over and gave Kyla a big hug. Eunoe and Aura ran
downstairs, followed by several humans. Many were hurt, and Kyla could feel by
their pained expressions that there were some who weren't going to be able to
greet her. Even Denzig came down, shrunk to his smaller size, and shook her
hand in the human manner. It was rather crowded, and boisterous, and confused,
and Kyla just wanted to sleep but doubted she'd have the chance. She received
many hugs, and cheers, and thank-yous. She gave
everyone an exhausted smile, and a wave, and let Eunoe and Denzig take care of
all the questions that soon followed from the humans regarding all the strange
events of the past weeks.

***

“Hi!” Kyla
turned. Marik stood at the entrance to the basement. She was surprised to see
him. Or, rather, she wasn't. She threw her bag over her shoulder. She could
feel Erebus' dark presence emanating from the jar of jam, but hoped Marik
didn't notice. “When did you get here?”

“Just a few moments ago.”

Kyla leaned in and sniffed Marik's jacket. “You smell like moonflowers.
Or something here does. It isn't me.”

“Do I? That's my friend's perfume, I think.”

“Oh! So is she a girlfriend?”

Marik answered with a pained look.

Kyla took the cue to change topic. “You going back to Equinox? I'm going
home for a bit.”

“Most people are. The term is cancelled. I'll probably help clean up.”

Kyla reached into her waistband. “I feel like I should give you this.”

“What is it?”

“That rubbing everyone was after. I don't want it anymore. People keep
trying to kill me for it.”

“I think the people looking for it are either dead or imprisoned.”

“Yeah. I don't know why but I just really feel like you should give it to
your friend. The one who gave us that history paper.”

“What about Erebus?”

Kyla stopped. Did he know she had captured him? “Why?”

“Just wondering. You trapped him in your little ball, didn't you?”

Kyla trusted Marik well enough, but felt like she should keep her mouth
shut. “I don't want to talk about it yet. Not until Erebus' followers are all
gone, anyway.”

Marik nodded. “Probably wise.” He tucked the rubbing inside his jacket.
“Maybe the army will give you the original stone back.”

“Doubt it. Don't even want it. Anyway I guess I'll see you next term.
I've got to go. Eunoe's giving me a ride home.”

“Yeah. Take care, Kyla. You did well.”
















Chapter
Thirty-Nine  


Aftermath  
“I
saved the world so I should get it!”

Kyla reached for the last piece of cheesecake but Bit's hand darted in
and grabbed it so hard it oozed through his fingers.

“Sure you did!” Bit quickly shoved his dessert—his third dessert—in
his mouth and smiled as the cream smeared across his lips and cheek. She hadn't
seen him smile in years.

She charged around the table. “You crab-apple-sucking sack of pine nuts!
Denzig gave it to me!” She swatted at him but he stepped aside.

“Mom! Kyla swore at me!” Bit's words came out muffled and spat sugary
toppings onto Kyla's shirt. She did manage to corner him, however.

“You little rat. You think your mommy can protect you? Well, let's see
her protect you from this!”

She leaned in and licked a gob of cheesecake off Bit's cheek. He shrank
away with disgust.

“Ew! Don't lick me!”

Lianaria's voice came in from the next room. “You two behave in there!”
Her tone was less commanding than it used to be. Perhaps she was still rattled
by what she saw at Monarch. Or whatever happened with Linkin, which she refused
to discuss.

Kyla let go of Bit. “Fine. I know where to get an even better dessert,
and now I'm not going to tell you.” She folded her arms and wore her most
serious expression. It soon broke into a smile. “Oh, of course I'll tell you!
It's called ice cream! It's the most delicious thing I've ever eaten! I only
had it the one time but I want to go back to Whitehall and get some more.
Except it melts really easy but humans have these big cold metal boxes called
fridges to keep food in, and maybe I can talk Denzig into buying one of those.
I mean, I did save the world and all.”

Bit rolled his eyes. “Yeah, you keep saying that.”

“It's true! I captured Erebus! Ask Aspen or Eunoe or Aura or Denzig or
any of those humans that were there.”

The trapdoor from opened from the store below. “Humans?”

Kyla turned to see her father. “Daddy!” She ran and leaped into his arms
as he rose from the ladder. “You're back! I missed you! How was Pal Heights?”

“Good to see you too! It was a fine trip, thank you! Feels good to be
back in business! Speaking of which, come with me. Those soles are falling off
your feet.”

***

“This one's an
AR-15 assault rifle. One hundred rounds of ammo. I have more on the way, but,
you know, our infrastructure fell apart and the wheels are just starting to
turn again.”

Eunoe took the gun from Sheriff Withers and tested its weight. It was
heavy.

The Sheriff's eyes looked heavy and he now walked with a hunch. “Different
handling than your M-1911. I'll have Will give you lessons.”

Will and Sheriff Withers had apparently been amicable before the darkness
hit, and remained so even after Will's threats. Eunoe wasn't sure she would be
so forgiving, but she understood why the Sheriff might. It had been a stressful
time, particularly in the human world where the reality of events remained
unknown.

Denzig came in with a tray of crackers and cheese. “How are the others?”

The Sheriff shrugged. “Most people seem convinced the water was drugged.
My family and I have been playing it off like nothing happened. Will's pretty
convinced, though, and so is Janet.”

Eunoe looked back at Aspen. She was leaning against the cavern wall,
frowning.

“What's wrong?” Eunoe already knew what was wrong, but wanted to hear it.

“I don't like those things.”

“What? Guns? Neither do I, but you have to admit they were handy in a
pinch.”

“No. It's over. We don't need them around.”

“Aias is pretty bent on learning how to use them properly.”

“We don't need him around anymore either.”

“I've started making him a new body. It'll just take some time. And
Erebus might still have followers looking for Kyla. We'll practice at the
shooting range and keep everything here in the cave. Is that okay, Denzig?”

The dragon shrugged. “I figured you wouldn't be hauling all this gear
around on your tiger's back. I have plenty of storage space. You girls have
somewhere to stay while Equinox is getting fixed up?”

“I can stay anywhere there's trees,” Aspen noted. “Just Eunoe needs a
bed.”

Denzig looked down the corridor. “I can put you up on a pile of hay in
the other room.”

Eunoe set the gun on the table. She looked at Aspen, then back at Denzig.
“Thank you, but I think a certain orc might be able to fit us with
accommodations.”

Aspen smiled and clapped, and looked proudly at the bandages on her legs.

***

Saul stopped
to wipe his brow. Lili was an endless well of energy. The work was grim, but
she was focused as they scoured the campus for bodies and tossed them in the
wagon. Friend or foe didn't matter. Some were too large, of course: giants,
ogres, and manticores had to be dragged away with ropes and teams of workers.
It was difficult, gruesome, and unrewarding.

“Take a break?” he asked.

Lili looked at him but didn't slow down. “You go ahead.”

Saul sat on a bench and watched the demoness work. He knew Eunoe and Kyla
and Aura all thought he loved Lili because she was the only girl who would love
him back. Perhaps she was, but that wasn't the reason. It took a discerning eye
to see the good qualities buried under her rough exterior. She could be
insensitive, even downright mean. She was a demoness, after all.

How many of her patrol had gone drinking after the battle? Yet she put
herself straight to work. She might not know how to be kind, but she did know
how to work hard. Saul could overlook a lot of faults for that. And she did the
same for him.

Saul watched as she strained to drag the corpse of a centaur. He stood up
to help.

***

King Oberon
was staring out the window when Bremnos arrived. General Agrimarch was already
here, as were a few other dignitaries. Anh-Bul appeared just after Bremnos took
a seat, and it wasn't until then that the King turned to face them.

“Do you have the girl's copy of the stone?” he asked in a voice like
thunder. Anh-Bul looked genuinely terrified.

“N-no, Your Majesty.” Anh-Bul was careful to look down this time. “The
girl has it.”

Oberon's energy shimmered. “You know where it is, and you didn't retrieve
it? Were the sounds of battle too much for you?” He didn't sound angry: merely
speculative. “Yet I hear you did petrify many of the Avowed during the attack.”

“Pardon, Your Majesty. I was in pursuit of the girl when I found my
assistant Marik set upon by several Avowed. I had to save him. We can track the
girl down.”

“Do so. At any rate that is an issue of secondary importance. We still
don't know how Erebus was defeated, or where he might be. Thoughts, General?”

Agrimarch grunted. “We have no leads so far. There were several points of
resistance among local armies but no one has stepped forward to claim the
honor. Well, some have tried, but none have been able to substantiate their
claims.”

Oberon looked disgusted. “Opportunists. Well, what about your seers?
Surely they can get a fix on Erebus?”

“No. Same problem as before. Someone or something protects him.”

“Well, until he is found, this war isn't over. Keep your officers on high
alert, but as far as the public knows, Erebus is defeated.”

Anh-Bul pulled his gaze from the floor. “Majesty, if I may—”

“Get Equinox back in order. I want it running next term.”

“Yes, your Majesty. And the elf girl's copy of the stone?”

“If she still has it, retrieve it. Bring her to me, if necessary.”

***

Marik
straightened out the rubbing as best he could. It was wrinkled, now, and some
characters hardly legible, but he was sure Nyx could decipher it. She was
sitting on a white chair when he arrived, in a large room of marble beams and
illuminated by pale blue light. Garlands of moonflowers decorated the walls.

She spoke without looking at him. “It doesn't matter. I don't need to
read it.”

Marik knew he didn't need to speak, as she could read his mind, but the
spoken word sorted his thoughts. “I don't understand why you want it.”

“Many Avowed gave up their livelihoods to serve Erebus. Now that he's
gone they can't return to their old lives. Many desire annihilation, just as
your friend Linkin did. They have all the fragments, save the one.” She stood
and walked up to Marik. Her gait was graceful, her face kind. Marik handed her
the rubbing. “I shall protect this.”

“Oberon still has the original stone.”

“Yes, and the Avowed have scattered and their lines of communication are
cut. They will be unable to coordinate to put the stones together. Still, I
won't rest content until I recover as many fragments as I can.”

Marik took a moment to breathe in Nyx's beauty. Her raven hair was shiny
and looked so silky he could barely restrain himself from touching it. Her skin
was unblemished, and her lips unnaturally red. She was physical perfection. It
was not her natural form, to be sure; as a child of Chaos she had none, but she
had done well in selecting her current body.

“I am not for you,” she scolded.

Marik coughed. “Er...no.” Just as well. There was a clear downside to a
relationship with a mind reader. “You're still going to help me forget Carmin,
aren't you? Take my memories away?”

“Why do you want to forget? I can bring her back.”

Marik had defected from Erebus for the promise Nyx could clear his mind
of its pain. She hadn't mentioned the ability to restore Carmin. “Really? Why
didn't you tell me before?” Marik couldn't help feeling a bit enraged, and
despite doing his best to watch his tongue he knew she could still read it in
his thoughts.

She only smiled. “I never told you because I wasn't sure if it would be
best for you. However, I think I'm starting to understand what a motivator she
can be.”

Marik's rage was quickly pushed aside for gratitude. He had never
entertained the possibility of getting Carmin back. He took Nyx's hand. “Thank
you. Anything you want, I am your servant.”

“Yes. Well, for now just keep your ears open at Equinox.”

“What about recovering the stones?”

“Leave that to me.”

“And Kyla Nim? She may know too much. I believe she has Erebus prisoner.
She's liable to hand him over to—”

“No concern of yours. He is hidden, and only she knows where. I will see
to the details.”

Marik paused. “You've been protecting her. There were other plans to
capture Erebus but you sent him to her. Why? She won't join your cause.”

Nyx shrugged. Marik wished he could read her mind. “Not as things
now stand, but things change, and my reasons are none of your concern.”

“Yes. Of course. And thank you, Nyx. In advance. For bringing back
Carmin.”

“You're welcome. Oh, and from now on, call me Sophrosyne.”
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