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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Order in Disarray 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun glinted off leafless trees encrusted in hoarfrost but offered little warmth. Though his fingers were numb and the water in his canteen frozen, Herleif didn’t mind the cold. What he did mind was the failure in others to follow directions. His current passenger, a young elf woman named Kyla, sat next to him on the driver’s seat clutching a large bag woven from bark. For several minutes he tried to ignore her as she inhaled with her lips drawn back over her teeth, and then exhaled in loud bursts as her breath condensed in the air. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he snapped. 
 
    “Trying to warm up my lips.” 
 
    Herleif grunted. “Just put your scarf back on.” 
 
    “I won’t be able to talk if I have a scarf over my mouth.” 
 
    “How unfortunate.” 
 
    Kyla was an arboreal elf. A tree-dweller. Friendly enough sorts, though their pale skin made them look sickly. This one had shamefully short brown hair that didn’t even meet her shoulders. She was dressed in a thick deer-hide coat, only now had her hood pulled back and scarf loosened so it draped across her chest. 
 
    “You’re a gray elf, right?” she asked. “Myrkalfar. I’ve never seen one before. I have been to Alfheim, though.” 
 
    “Good for you.” There hadn’t been many Myrkalfar in Alfheim since the fall of King Yridis, but he didn’t care to give a history lesson. “You should be sitting in the coach.” 
 
    “I know. But Grizzlesnout used to let me sit up here. Where is he, anyway?” 
 
    “He died.” 
 
    The girl’s face and chest deflated. “Oh. That’s too bad. It wasn’t Erebus, was it?” 
 
    Herleif had lost a few of his own friends and family during the Long Night. Some had disappeared, and whether they had been killed or joined the dark forces, he didn’t know. They were unpredictable sorts. “He died in his sleep. Peaceful.” He doubted that were true, but it was a comfortable lie. 
 
    “That’s too bad. Good way to do it, though. Peaceful, I mean. My name’s Kyla.” 
 
    Herleif nodded. He already knew her name but wasn’t going to explain why. 
 
    When he didn’t reply, she persisted. “And yours?” 
 
    He sighed. “Herleif. And you wouldn’t be so cold in the coach.” 
 
    “Fine. I can take a hint.” 
 
    “Takes you long enough,” he grumbled. 
 
    She climbed on top of the carriage and sat above the door, swinging her legs over the side. “Would you like me to grab you a blanket? You must be freezing.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    She opened her mouth but shut it again. She tossed her bag down through the window before sliding through herself. Herleif waited until he heard the window-latch snap shut before returning his focus to the frozen tracks on the road. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bremnos shook his patched hair free of the clinging mist. His lone eye was aimed at Dassidin, capital city of Osmaris. From his vantage on the hilltop he could see the tops of buildings and nebulous lights as the city awoke, though in this limited visibility he could see none of the Ophilim. They were snake-folk, one-time enemies and now allies of Bremnos’ own minotaur clan, the Kulgoth. 
 
    Heavy footsteps approached from behind. “Looks peaceful enough, doesn’t it?” General Agrimarch, unusually intelligent and perceptive for an ogre, pressed a hand on Bremnos’ shoulder. 
 
    Bremnos nodded. “Yes, but sickness often lies beneath the skin.” He pinched a wad of silage from the pouch at his belt and held it over his shoulder for Agrimarch, but the ogre didn’t take it and Bremnos tucked it into his own cheek. 
 
    His hairs stood on end as a loud zap charged the air behind him. He and Agrimarch turned and saluted King Oberon, whose small fairy body sparked with arcs of blue lightning. The King offered a half-salute in return before turning to shout orders for the soldiers to do a sweep of the hill. 
 
    Only a thousand soldiers accompanied them. Formidable, but not useful as a show of force against a city as large as Dassidin. This was a diplomatic mission intended to ease tension, despite reports of violence against city leaders. Bremnos thought it foolish for the King to come on this errand, but Oberon was following the advice of the High Seer. Bremnos was annoyed that mystical counsel was replacing tactics and reason. 
 
    “What is the threat?” Bremnos asked Agrimarch before turning back to face the city. 
 
    Agrimarch coughed. “Small riots, so far. Nothing worth our involvement, but High Seer Imel predicts this place as the spark of a greater insurrection.” 
 
    “Why?” Bremnos tried his best to avoid a tone of disdain. 
 
    “Why did he predict an insurrection? Or why will it start here? The answer to the first, is that it’s his job to predict such things. The answer to the second, is that the denizens of Dassidin don’t believe the official reports on Erebus.” 
 
    Bremnos nodded. He, too, was disturbed at Oberon and Titania’s decision to tell the world they had defeated Erebus. The truth was they didn’t know what happened to end the Long Night and were trying to get everyone to return to their normal lives while they sorted it out. But normal life was not a possibility for the many who had lost friends and family. 
 
    Agrimarch continued. “I requested bringing diplomats rather than soldiers, but Imel insisted. Is he trying to start a war?” 
 
    “You don’t have much confidence in the High Seer.” Perhaps Agrimarch shared Bremnos’ concerns. There was some comfort to that. 
 
    “Should I? He was no help against Erebus. Why should we listen to him now?” 
 
    “We’ll go in and have some words with whoever’s leading this hoo-ha.” Bremnos slapped Agrimarch on the shoulder. “We may not be diplomats, but you’re a civil and convincing sort.” 
 
    Agrimarch chuckled. “Never been called civil. And your face – why, it’ll make ‘em shed their skins.” 
 
    Bremnos pressed a finger against his empty eye socket. “Point taken. Civil, you are not.” 
 
    There was a clamor of wood and metal as a soldier pushing a wagon of spears slipped on the wet grass and sent his load onto the ground. Bremnos swallowed his silage. “We’re bringing a lot of weapons for peace talks.” 
 
    “Those aren’t here on my orders,” Agrimarch growled. “And for whatever mad reason, Oberon tells me we are to leave them when this is finished.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Aethelwyne!” Titania snapped. “You mustn’t sit on the King’s throne.” 
 
    Titania, currently in her diminutive fairy-sized form, sat on the arm of her own throne. This was Aethelwyne’s first time sitting with Titania in Hearings, and she was already overstepping her authority. 
 
    “I apologize, Your Majesty.” Aethelwyne, a sprite with fiery hair and wings of red and gold, rose and curtsied before striding to Titania’s side and stood with her hands behind her hips. She was a bit smaller than Titania in her natural size, but seemed to prefer her larger form, now looming over the Queen. It was rude to do so, by tradition, but a principle that made little sense and not one Titania cared to enforce. 
 
    “If you sit to judge in my absence, you may sit in my throne. It is the Seat of the Magistrate. But you shall not be attending to any of the King’s duties while he is away. We may, if you like, bring you your own seat and set it next to the dais.” 
 
    Aethelwyne offered a gentle bow. “No thank you, Your Majesty. I shall wait until I may sit with the proper authority of the Royal Court.” 
 
    The girl spoke more formally than either the King or Queen. 
 
    Titania turned to her Captain of the Court Guard. “Very well. Vas, you may open the doors.” 
 
    Vas was one of the lizard-folk, though raised by gnomes and carried many of their mannerisms. He bowed low and pulled open the heavy double door to the throne room. On the other side of the door stood a line of supplicants seeking answers, or justice, or quite often voicing complaints. They were monitored by the red-bearded dwarf Rust, Master of the Halls, who would have checked them for weapons and poisons before allowing them in queue. First in line stood a gorgon, the snakes on his head writhing. 
 
    Titania grew to her larger form and nestled into her seat She turned to Aethelwyne and whispered. “This is Anh-Bul, Director of Equinox. You’ll see him now and again.” 
 
    Rust stepped back and looked away from Anh-Bul. He frequently complained in private about allowing the gorgon into the Royal Court. His petrifying gaze was a weapon that couldn’t be confiscated. The Master of the Halls looked back at Vas, who had an equal displeasure of the Director’s visits. Vas looked back to Titania, and as much as Titania didn’t want to speak with the gorgon, he would never harm her. She nodded to Vas, who nodded to Rust, who nodded to Anh-Bul and beckoned him inside. 
 
    Anh-Bul, wary of the guards, was careful not to meet the Queen’s eyes as he strode to the throne and took a knee. “Pardon, Your Majesty, but I was to meet with the King.” 
 
    “He is away. You may report to me.” 
 
    Anh-Bul looked irritated, as he always did when she dealt with him. He seemed to prefer Oberon, but whether that be his perception that the King outranked the Queen, or that he simply found Titania distasteful or intimidating, she didn’t know. She planned to ask him one day and watch him writhe like the snakes protruding from his head.  
 
    She nestled against the back of her throne. “Speak or be gone. I have a busy day.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty. I am to report that Kyla Nim has confirmed her return to Equinox for the coming term. It was my responsibility to obtain a rubbing she made of one of the stones that was being sought by Erebus. I now have it.” 
 
    Anh-Bul pulled out a parchment which was tucked in his belt. Aethelwyne stepped forward to take it, but Titania held her back until Vas took it, inspected it, and handed it over. “In case it is cursed, or a trap,” she explained. 
 
    “Elial Ciana gave us the original stone. Why did Oberon want the rubbing?” Titania unrolled it for a look, and as she did, she saw Anh-Bul’s eyes widen as he looked at the back. 
 
    “What is the problem?” she asked. 
 
    “What? Oh. No-nothing, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Titania slapped the parchment onto the arm of her throne. “It was most certainly something. Tell me.” 
 
    Anh-Bul was arrogant, but he wasn’t stupid. He was desperate for the King’s praise and wouldn’t get it by lying to the Queen. 
 
    “It’s the note,” he choked. “I just remembered something. Kyla’s copy had writing on the back. This one is blank on the reverse.” 
 
    “You’re saying someone made a copy?”  
 
    “I – I don’t know, Your Majesty, but I saw Kyla Nim’s rubbing. She had written a list on the back. A shopping list, I think.” 
 
    Titania couldn’t think who would want a copy of the rubbing, aside from Erebus’ own disciples. “Who gave this to you? Was it Kyla?” 
 
    “No, Your Majesty. My assistant. He said she gave it to him.” 
 
    “Tell me about your assistant.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. His name is Marik Esilgard.” 
 
    “Keep an eye on him.” She held up the parchment. “He has seen this, then? He passed it from Kyla to you.”  
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “I would like to know his associations. His friends and family. Where he spends his time, his hobbies, his passions. And I need to know of any other classified documents that go through his hands.” 
 
    Anh-Bul was now trembling though kept his face stoic. “Is there a problem, Your Majesty? I find him a capable assistant but if you wish him replaced I can do so.” 
 
    “No. Don't tell him anything. Just keep an eye on him and report back to me weekly.” 
 
    “As you wish. Your Majesty, is there a problem?” 
 
    “I don't know. Just do as I ask.” The Queen rolled and re-tied the parchment. “You may go.” 
 
    Anh-Bul’s head of snakes hissed as he stood, bowed, and turned to leave the room. 
 
    *** 
 
    The coach jerked to a halt and Kyla sat up and rubbed her eyes. She had slept well, despite the cold, thanks to her foresight in bringing so many blankets. She looked out the window to see bare trees dusted with a light coating of snow. As there were no buildings in sight, she assumed Herleif had stopped to tend the horses. 
 
    This assumption became tarnished with doubt as an ogre covered in matted black body hair threw open the door and grabbed her by the coat. She stumbled to keep her footing as he thrust her outside. Blocking the road in front of the horses were four elves. One had a beard, so was not of pure blood, and held a sword. The other three had bows drawn and pointed at Herleif, who looked more annoyed than frightened. 
 
    The one with the beard smirked and peered at Kyla. “Ah! Just the one today? My apologies, Feirina. We shall be quick about our business and have you on your way.” 
 
    “I'm not Feirina to you,” she growled. 
 
    “Perhaps you could be, under different circumstances.” He winked. “I only mean that no one will harm you, as long as you do what we say.” 
 
    Kyla, though afraid, had defeated Erebus, god of darkness. She refused to cower to common thugs. “You’re a bandit. Don't pretend to be all polite if you don't mean it.” 
 
    Herleif chuckled. 
 
    The bearded man stepped forward, and his smirk vanished. He held the tip of his sword to Kyla's face. “If you want me to act like a bandit, I will. Do you know what a real bandit would do to a girl like you?” 
 
    Kyla swallowed. She could guess. Then the bandit smiled. “Fortunately, we are not real bandits. Simply displaced from our homes and looking to survive. Can't find food in the wild right now, can we? Not enough for our families, anyway.” 
 
    These were ordinary people who had lost their homes during Erebus' assault. They were desperate, not evil. 
 
    She reached for the small pouch tied to her belt. “Look, I'm happy to give you a bit of money, if it'll help. I don’t have much.” 
 
    The bearded elf waved her had away from her belt with his sword. “Appreciate the change in attitude, I guess. We’ll take what we need. Money’s of little use in the woods. Take out your bags.” 
 
    Kyla still had Erebus hidden inside a jar of jam. Losing him would be a disaster. She climbed up into the coach and dragged her bag to the door. She opened it, doing her best to obscure the jar, and pulled out some shirts. “It's just my clothing.” 
 
    The bandit peered closer. “I see a glint in there. Jewelry, maybe? Grab it, Bog.” The ugly ogre reached into the bag and pulled out the jar. Kyla's heart skipped, and she could feel the blood drain from her face. 
 
    “That's...uh...it's just blackberry jam. It's not even good jam.” Her voice cracked and destroyed her illusion of calm. 
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that.” The bandit leader sheathed his sword and held up his hands. Bog tossed him the jar and he nearly dropped it, which caused Kyla to gasp. 
 
    He smirked. “Something special about this jam?” he grinned. “Must be pretty good.” 
 
    He opened the lid and dipped his finger into the jar, withdrawing a gob of jam. He licked it slowly and smacked his lips. He looked up and lowered his head to one side. 
 
    “You're right. It isn't great. Still, the kids might like it.” He screwed the lid back on. 
 
    Herleif rose to his feet. 
 
    The leader's head snapped to face him. “If he moves again, shoot.” 
 
    “Give her back the jam.” 
 
    The leader fumbled over his words. “What? You're going to fight me over this? Well, we're taking it.” He tossed the jar to Bog. 
 
    Herleif's long coat whipped open and there was a thwap as the archers released their arrows. Kyla cried out and closed her eyes, but instead of shouts and gasps and the thud of a body hitting the ground, she heard silence, and then the squeak of the coach's axles and the crunch of footsteps in the snow. She peeked. 
 
    The bandits stood frozen and three arrows hovered in the air, tips pointing where Herleif had been sitting. Kyla's jar of jam sat in the air as well, only a few inches from Bog's outstretched hand. She grabbed it and tucked it in her bag, as keeping Erebus hidden was more urgent than figuring out what was happening.  
 
    Herleif raised the point of a sword to the bandit leader’s throat. 
 
    “Stop!” she screeched. 
 
    He looked back at her. “Yes?” 
 
    “You can't kill them!” 
 
    “Indeed I can, but I suppose you mean you don’t want me to. If you prefer to do it yourself, that's fine.” 
 
    “I don't want anyone to kill them!” 
 
    “They were going to kill me. And probably you.” 
 
    “Well, yes. But they can't now.” 
 
    Herleif frowned. “They won't stay frozen for long. Only until I am out of range.” 
 
    “Yeah, but they aren't - oh, you did this? Of course, who else would have done it? - they aren't going to catch us on foot.” 
 
    “They will hurt someone else if I let them go.” 
 
    “They aren’t real bandits. Just desperate people. We can send someone back for them at the next town.” 
 
    “I told you. They won't stay frozen that long.” 
 
    “They'll be easy to track in the snow.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but there may be more. Anyone we send will be at risk.” 
 
    “Well, maybe we could just play with them a bit. Put some humor in it. They'll realize we didn't hurt them when we had the chance. They probably aren’t bad folk, really.” 
 
    Herleif sheathed his sword and climbed back up to his seat on the coach. “You and I have different definitions of bad. Do as you will. However, I will be driving this route again next week. If I see them again, they will die.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Kyla hummed to herself as she replaced the arrows with lavender stalks and the bows and sword with sticks. She then used some of her jam to draw funny mustaches on all the non-bearded bandits. The one with the beard got a single large eyebrow. All the while Herleif sat and watched, expressionless. 
 
    “Finished?” Herleif finally asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” She looked over her work. “I mean, it’s kind of silly but it's better than hurting them, right?” 
 
    “They may find this more humiliating than humorous.” 
 
    Kyla shrugged. “Better than killing them. I think they’ll get the message. I mean, they’re regular folk. Not criminals.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised how many criminals are regular folk who became desperate.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not going to hurt them while they’re defenseless. It seems villainous.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but I’d rather be a living villain than a dead fool.” 
 
    “I’d rather die a kind fool than live as a villain.” 
 
    Herleif sighed. “Then a kind, dead fool is how you’re going to end. Now get in the coach. We're running late.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Forget-Me-Nows 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyla's eyes popped open as she leaped from her bed. She had been nearly asleep when Aura broke the news. “You’re WHAT? When is it? Can I come? Does anyone else know? We need to tell Eunoe and Aspen!” 
 
    Aura grabbed Kyla by the sleeve and yanked her back before she could reach the door. The Daughter of the Air was nearly transparent, so Kyla knew she was uncomfortable. “No! Shh! Please. I shall tell them in the morning. The wedding won't be for two months. And yes, of course you're invited. I wish to ask you and Eunoe and Aspen to be my maids.” 
 
    “Oh! Really? What does that mean? What do I wear? Yes, of course I’ll do it!” 
 
    “Just so you know it's very windy in Aeolis, and high off the ground. If you're afraid of heights it might be uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Are you trying to talk me out of it? I'm fine with heights. I ride on Castor all the time. It's underground I hate, and I still go there all the time. This'll be my first non-elf wedding! Is it anything like an elf wedding? Because those are pretty boring.” 
 
    “I am not familiar with elf weddings.” 
 
    “Too many speeches. Lots of food, though.” 
 
    “We usually have no food as we do not eat. However, as we are inviting many creatures of flesh, I shall be seeking a caterer.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something. Will there be a ball?” 
 
    “There will be no ball. There will be many speeches. I do not believe you will find the wedding enjoyable, but I would appreciate your presence.” 
 
    “Yes, of course!” Kyla took a careful look at Aura's downcast face. “I feel like I’m more excited than you are.” 
 
    Aura glided to her bed. “It is late, and I have an early class in the morning. We should sleep.” The Daughter of the Air drifted onto her mattress and lay with her hands over her chest. 
 
    Kyla had many questions but felt they would not be well received. “Yeah. It's getting late. Good night.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The doors slid open as Titania flew through the underground corridor. The walls were trimmed in mahogany, and delicate gold patterns were etched into the jade walls. Overly lavish, as only herself, Oberon, and Myam had access to the lower level of the palace. Perhaps long ago the hall had seen more traffic, but now it was dimly lit and isolated. 
 
    “Lovely to see Your Majesty.” Myam bowed as Titania hovered in the doorway to the baku kennel. The Queen grew to Myam's size and folded her fairy-wings around her torso. The old reptilian woman pulled back her hood. “Pardon, but I was expecting the King.” 
 
    “He has gone to Dassidin on the advice of High Seer Imel. There are stirrings of dissent.” 
 
    Myam nodded. “Yes, I have seen it.” 
 
    One of the baku rubbed against Myam’s leg. The small creature looked like a koala with an elephant's snout and feet. It purred softly as Myam stroked its ears. 
 
    “Any clues on Erebus’ whereabouts?” Word of Erebus' defeat was widespread, but no one knew what became of him. The official word was that Oberon had defeated him, but this was a lie, and Titania hated answering to it. 
 
    Myam frowned. “No. The baku have seen his disciples in many dreams, but none witnessed the god of darkness himself. I suspect the seers have found nothing either.” 
 
    “No. It's perplexing. Nyx must be shielding knowledge of his whereabouts, but the Seers haven't found any sign of her.” 
 
    “She won't be found unless she wants to be, I expect.” 
 
    “We have an army looking for her.” 
 
    “She is a goddess, with millions of years to master her craft. Yet I will keep looking. Someone knows something. Someone whose mind Nyx will not think to shield.” 
 
    Titania jumped as a baku ran in through the far wall. She often forgot they were spirits. They turned solid if they wished to be scratched and petted. This one ran straight to Myam and extended its long snout, which she took tenderly. Her eyes glazed as she described the dream the spirit creature showed her. 
 
    “Blood and fire. Screaming. Another nightmare. A lot of these, of late. No worries for the little girl who dreamed it, Your Majesty. The baku consumed the images in her mind, and she will remember nothing.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Titania sighed. “It would be more wonderful if the girl hadn't lived the terror in her waking hours. Thank you, Myam. Tell me if you learn anything.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Of all the people Kyla knew, Elial Ciana was the one she trusted most to give the ball of aurichalcum containing Erebus. He could pass it to the King and Queen, and Kyla would be done with the god of darkness forever. She stuffed the jar of jam in her bag and headed to the Communications building. 
 
    There was a smell of fresh paint, as many of the scorched buildings had recently been repaired after Erebus’ forces assaulted the campus. Not all the buildings were back in operation– the Assembly Hall, worst damaged of the lot, was little more than a charred framework that hadn’t yet been cleared. 
 
    The stone walkways between the buildings were not yet clean, and Kyla’s mind churned with memories of fire and combat as she stepped over scorched stones and brown patches of dried blood. 
 
    The Communications building had suffered little damage but had been repainted and the white and gold facade gleamed in the winter sun. The doors looked new, and Kyla took the handles with the tips of her fingers, not wanting to smudge the polished brass. Her footsteps echoed on a freshly-mopped floor as she entered. The rugs and furniture had been removed, and there were no other people in the front lobby, so it felt rather large and empty. 
 
    Elial’s office was the first room in the corridor ahead. The door was open. Kyla rehearsed in her mind what to say. She was handing over the imprisoned god of darkness, whom she had captured. Should she sound heroic? Or humble? 
 
     The Professor was in his office, but he wasn’t alone. The woman sitting in front of his desk had raven hair and a long black gown and smelled of moonflowers. She looked familiar. No: she felt familiar. Kyla couldn't recall her face. Yet how could she forget? She was beautiful and sat with a regal posture. She smiled as Kyla entered. Kyla sighed. She couldn't talk to Elial about Erebus with this woman present. 
 
    Elial rose to his feet. “Kyla! Perfect timing. We were just talking about you. Please, have a seat.” 
 
    “What? Okay.” 
 
    Elial took a chair from against the wall and set it next to the woman. Kyla sat down, her eyes glued to the stranger's face. Her silver eyes emanated comfort and trust, which helped Kyla relax. But there was something about her that was - well - Kyla didn't know what, but it wasn't normal. 
 
    Elial retook his seat. “Kyla, this is Sophrosyne. She has filed a request to be your patron in a work-for-credit program. It means you’ll work full-time instead of taking classes.” 
 
    “Oh, hi.” Kyla habitually extended her arm to greet the woman. The woman, though certainly no elf, clasped Kyla’s wrist in the Elvish fashion, and her touch made Kyla's skin tingle.  
 
    Kyla turned to Elial. “It sounds more exciting than classes. I already have some work experience. Mostly handing out flyers, but I did once deliver a message to a dragon from the Minister of Public Works.” 
 
    Sophrosyne answered before Elial could speak. Her voice was soft but penetrating. “You will find working for me challenging yet rewarding. We will be working outside the confines of Elial's Communications program. I have specifically requested your assistance. We have a mutual friend.” 
 
    “Oh. Really? Who? Denzig?” 
 
    “Denzig doesn't know me, but I am aware of his regard for you. You do know Marik Esilgard, correct?” 
 
    “Oh. Oh! You're his lady friend from Apple Lake, right? Wow, he really did well for himself.” 
 
    “Our relationship is not the sort you are thinking. However, I have followed your previous term, and you are exactly the type of person I need for some clandestine work.” 
 
    “Oh, sure!” 
 
    “Since you don't know what 'clandestine' means, I will explain. The work is secret. You can only speak about it with those whom I permit. Elial Ciana is not one of them.” 
 
    Elial leaned forward. “Pardon, Sophrosyne. I need to know what my students are up to at all times.” 
 
    “Not this one. Speak with Anh-Bul, if you like.” 
 
    Elial’s soft eyes hardened. “He's behind this? I will speak to him.” 
 
    “The Director is not involved in any of my affairs, but I cleared everything through him before seeking you. Please take no offense, but we are dealing with sensitive matters.” 
 
    “It is my job to manage all the sensitive subject matter that passes through Equinox!” Elial frowned. “Wait here. I'm going to have a little chat with Anh-Bul.” 
 
    Kyla watched as Elial stormed out of the office. Sophrosyne was still smiling. 
 
    “Don't worry,” she whispered. “He has already forgotten where he was going.” 
 
    Kyla turned in her seat. “What?” 
 
    “He can’t recall what I just told him. He's wandering the hallway now, trying to remember where he was headed. When you see him again, you aren't to tell him anything beyond that you are working for me. And there's one more thing of utmost importance.” 
 
    “What?” Kyla was leery of all the secrecy, and a little bothered that Sophrosyne was toying with Elial's mind, but curiosity captured her attention. 
 
    “Don't tell him - or anyone else - that you have Erebus tucked inside that jar of jam.” 
 
    *** 
 
    As Marik swung the door wide, it took all his internal strength not to express his shock at seeing Sophrosyne sitting across from Anh-Bul and stared at him with a condescending smile. 
 
    “You wanted to see me, Sir?” 
 
    Anh-Bul gestured at an empty chair. “Oh, yes. Please, have a seat. This is Sophrosyne. She requested to meet you here in my office.” 
 
    “A pleasure!” Marik extended his arm in greeting. 
 
    Sophrosyne clasped his wrist in the Elvish fashion. “A pleasure indeed.” 
 
    Sophrosyne's face was unsettling, in that Marik could never read her mood. Her polite smile, he was sure, hid some sort of mischief, though whether it be playful or vengeful he couldn’t guess. 
 
    Marik’s legs slowly bent as his bottom inched toward his seat, Sophrosyne never breaking her smile until the chair creaked beneath his weight. 
 
    Then her smile faded. “The Director here tells me you passed along a most important document.” 
 
    Sophrosyne must be aware Marik had copied Kyla’s rubbing before giving it to Anh-Bul. If she didn’t know before, she was reading it in his mind now. But if this upset her, why make a show of it in front of Anh-Bul? 
 
    “Yes, it was a note from one of the students,” he confessed, knowing well that Sophrosyne knew everything already. “Kyla Nim. She had passed it along to me, and I gave it to Anh-Bul. The Director.” 
 
    Anh-Bul looked Sophrosyne in the eyes. It was a sign of trust for gorgons, but a practice much feared outside their culture as they could turn their target to stone. Sophrosyne, however, met his gaze with an even expression. 
 
    The Director cleared his throat. “Yes. King Oberon demanded I bring it to him, but he was indisposed so I have given it to the Queen. Perhaps I could seek an audience for you if you wish to—” 
 
    “That won't be necessary,” Sophrosyne interrupted. “I'm actually here because of your concern.” 
 
    Anh-Bul sat speechless. He looked confused. “What concern?” 
 
    “That copies have been made.” 
 
    “How-what? I've never mentioned anything about—” 
 
    “You didn't need to mention it. Marik, why did Anh-Bul give a copy of the rubbing to the Queen instead of the original?” 
 
    Ah. That’s why she was here. Marik had given Sophrosyne the original and Anh-Bul the copy, and he must have noticed. The Director was not as witless as Marik had judged. But how had he known? 
 
    Anh-Bul stood in his chair and slammed his hands on the table. “You made a copy, and didn’t think I’d notice? Well, The King and Queen don’t want these floating around. What were you thinking?” 
 
    “Yes. I made a copy for our records.” 
 
    “Well, go get it! We need to destroy it!” 
 
    Marik looked at Sophrosyne, who looked back under a cocked eyebrow. “I'm afraid I no longer have it.” 
 
    Sophrosyne smiled. “It behooves us to learn to be careful, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Anh-Bul gestured at Sophrosyne, though her eyes never left Marik. “And how on earth does she know all about this?” 
 
    “Oh, she knows everything we know.” 
 
    “And more,” Sophrosyne added. 
 
    Anh-Bul sat back down. His snake-hair hissed and writhed. He put his face in his hands before looking back up at Marik. “You've been telling her government secrets? You've been spying on me?”  
 
    Marik stretched his arms and clasped his hands behind his head. “Yes, but don’t stress over it. You’re about to forget the whole thing.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Digging for Dunkin 
 
      
 
      
 
    Aias took control of Eunoe’s body and jumped into a combat stance as Aspen burst through the door. The dryad’s green hair was splayed over her reddish-brown face and neck as she fought for breath. 
 
    “Oh!” Aspen clapped her hands over her mouth. “I didn’t mean to startle you. May I speak with Eunoe?” 
 
    “Ish balik comok.” Aias, relaxing, relinquished control. 
 
    “Sorry.” Eunoe, through her spiritual connection to Aspen, sensed a desperate sadness. She offered a hug before sitting back on the bed. “I told him he could take over if we ever need to fight. Now he’s over-excited. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Vock and I decided to take some time apart.” 
 
    Eunoe peered over the rim of her glasses and frowned. She knew this would happen. “You mean you’ve broken up?” 
 
    “No. I guess. For now. Yes. Do you need help with your homework?” 
 
    She seemed reticent, and Eunoe didn’t want to pressure the poor girl. Vock was her first love, and the relationship short-lived. “Oh. This isn’t homework. Professor Aegelis says I need to file a patent for Castor.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A legal document. It says I invented the flying tiger. I have to write out the pattern and everything.” 
 
    “You’ve never done that before.” 
 
    “Sure, I have. I just haven’t bothered you with it.” Eunoe gathered her papers to resume her work. 
 
    Aspen sat on the floor. “Did you know you’re sitting like Aias?” 
 
    Aias, the ancient soldier whose soul now resided in Eunoe’s body, was becoming more active in Eunoe’s life. He had once been satisfied to sit in the back of her mind, but now was interested in what she ate, how much she exercised, and what time she went to bed. 
 
    Eunoe nodded. “I’m a little worried our souls are blending.” 
 
    A wave of concern rushed from Aspen to Eunoe. “I feel it, too. You need to make him a new body.” 
 
    “I’ve started, but we can’t agree on the color. He keeps showing me purple, but when I try it, he says I’m wrong.” 
 
    “Isn’t he bug-man? Bugs see different colors, don’t they? Maybe it’s a color you can’t see.” 
 
    Eunoe nodded. “Possible. We decided on a nice red-brown that he seems happy with. Very similar to your skin. I could use your help with color comparisons if you’re free later.” 
 
    “Yes! Oh, I’d love to. I was so sad when you made Castor without me, you know.” 
 
    “I know, but you were always with Vock.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Oh, Aspen! I know you need a life outside me. I’m surprised I haven’t driven you mad.” 
 
    Aspen laughed. “I think I went mad quite some time ago!” 
 
    There was a soft knock at the door before it swung open and Kyla strode into the room. She handed Aspen a plate topped with a raw trout. For Eunoe, she had a small bowl of raspberries. Aspen thanked her and bit into the fish immediately, but Eunoe hesitated. 
 
    “And what’s the favor you’re about to ask?” she wondered. 
 
    Kyla plopped onto the spare bed. “I got a patron, so I’m going to be learning in the field instead of doing classroom stuff. I got my first assignment but have to get a team together. You’ll come with me, right? I just need you to sign a confidentiality agreement before I tell you—” 
 
    Eunoe held up a hand, her index finger extended. “Stop. I can’t come with you. I have work to do. And classes. So does Aspen. Not that it matters, because if I can’t go, she can’t.” 
 
    “Well, you can skip classes. Field learning, right? Aura can’t come because she has to teach. Oh, did she invite you to the wedding yet?” 
 
    Aspen’s back straightened. “Aura’s getting married? When?” 
 
    Eunoe felt the dryad’s heart go a-flutter. Her emotions were all over the place today. Dryads almost never married, as they were usually too timid to meet people, and were bound to their trees by distance. Other sorts of nymphs, such as alseids like Eunoe, were often taken as trophy wives. A nightmarish existence, and Eunoe couldn’t understand why anyone would submit to it willingly. Of course, she knew Aura wasn’t particularly willing. 
 
    Kyla, on the other hand, was nearly as giddy as Aspen. “Oh, she hasn’t invited you yet? She’s going to. Act surprised. Anyway, I can’t go all the way to Alfheim by myself.” 
 
    “Avalm eks vinla,” Eunoe growled. 
 
    Kyla pressed back against the wall. 
 
    Eunoe shook her head and tried again. “Sorry. Slipped out. Aias is opposed to your trip. So am I. We already had to rescue you from Alfheim once.” 
 
    “Exactly. It would be way easier if you just came along this time.” 
 
    “I can’t skip classes, Kyla. And I have all this paperwork to do. And I’m trying to figure out how to make a body for Aias.” Eunoe slapped her paperwork back down onto the bed. “Not to mention you shouldn’t be running off again. Last time, you nearly died.” 
 
    “But I didn’t. And I saved the world, you know. Couldn’t have done that sitting around here. And the work I’m doing is very important.” 
 
    Eunoe clicked her tongue. “You did save the world. Now relax and let somebody else have a turn before you get yourself killed.” 
 
    Aspen took another bite of her fish and licked the juice from her fingers. “I think you should go, Kyla. I mean, maybe you’ll find Lug.” 
 
    As soon as the dryad spoke, Kyla sank in her seat and cast her eyes to the floor, stifling a sob. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have left him. We can find him together. I can’t do it by myself. Please, Eunoe.” 
 
    Eunoe groaned. She already had to mother Aspen and Aias, but Kyla must feel awful about losing her friend. Eunoe put down her pen and offered her a hug. “I’m sure he’s okay. Have you checked to see if he’s returned to Equinox?” 
 
    Kyla nodded. “Well, I checked his apartment. Nobody’s answering. I guess I could go to his work. I’m kinda scared to find out, though.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll tell you what. Go find out what you can, and if he’s still missing, I’ll come with you to the Director’s office and we’ll organize an official search party. Sound good?” 
 
    Kyla nodded, but Eunoe knew that the elf wasn’t sensible enough to leave this to the professionals. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kyla ground her teeth and scratched at her scalp. It was her fault. She had taken Lug to Alfheim, and then left him behind. She should have gone back for him right away. So much time wasted loafing at home since the Long Night. She should have spent that time looking for Lug. 
 
    She took a deep breath as she stepped into the elevator. Lug worked pushing the earth on its axis, using a wheel at the center of the earth. It was a long ride down, and stuffy, and hot, and Kyla felt sick each time she made the descent. This time she deserved the awful feeling and allowed herself to stew in it throughout the lengthy downward journey. 
 
    As soon as the doors slid open she decided she’d stewed long enough and leaped from the elevator. She ran down the red-lighted corridor to the locker room. There was no one there so she continued to the wheel chamber. The towering metal doors were too heavy for her to budge, and no one responded to her pounding and shouting, so she sat and waited. 
 
    It wasn't long before the door swung open and a pair of giant stone elementals walked out. Heff the minotaur followed. He stopped and snorted. 
 
    “You survived,” he said and motioned for the two elementals to keep going. “Where's Lug?” 
 
    “I’m looking for him. I last saw him in Alfheim. He never came back here?” 
 
    “No.” Heff snorted again. 
 
    The minotaur was one of the few who knew anything of Kyla’s plans to find the aurichalcum in Alfheim. Kyla explained what happened: how the strange earth had made Lug weak, and the creepy Digan had tried to take her skin, and that Lug saved her, but she hadn't seen him since. 
 
    “I hoped he'd come back here. Now I have to go back to Alfheim to find a stone. I mean, find something. I’m not allowed to talk about it. I'll find him while I’m there. Oh, and Inga. She was a giant who gave us a ride on her mammoth. The thing is, I can't find anyone to come with me. Maybe Denzig - that's the dragon - I haven't asked him yet but you know, he's been pretty busy watching over Whitehall because they're having a bunch of their own problems.” 
 
    “I'll come.” Heff stomped a hoof on the stone floor. 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “I will find Lug.” 
 
    “You want to come with me?” 
 
    Heff snorted and rooted a hoof against the stone floor. “I will help you.” 
 
    “I - I guess so.” Heff wasn't who Kyla had wanted as a travel companion, but she had to admit she felt safer having him along. “The Digan chief is a really big guy. I can bring a bunch of clothes for him, and maybe he'll help us, but if he gets mad I don't think even you could fight him.” 
 
    “We'll see.” 
 
    “He's as big as Denzig and made of stone.” An idea popped into Kyla’s mind. “Of course, he is an elemental. I think I know what we need.” 
 
      
 
    Denzig nearly dropped the tea tray. “You want to what?” 
 
    “I need to dig up Dunkin. You don't have to do it. Just tell me where his body is.” 
 
    “Why on earth do you need to do that? Honey, or sugar?” 
 
    Kyla gingerly took a small cup of steaming mint tea. “Honey, please. He had a ring that negates elemental magic. I saw him use it against Lug. I need it in case we run into trouble with the Digans.” 
 
    “You're going back? But I just rescued you from there!” 
 
    “You’re as bad as Eunoe. Anyway, Heff is coming to help. We need to find Lug.” 
 
    “Well, Sheriff Withers and a bunch of townspeople buried them by the dump. I offered to burn the bodies, but they insisted on handling it themselves.” Denzig leaned in to whisper. “I bet they plan to sell the bodies to the government. A non-human corpse would be worth a fortune.” He took a sip of tea. “I probably should come and destroy the remains. Hope no one stole this ring you’re looking for.” 
 
    “It doesn't look like much. I doubt anyone would take it, unless they knew it was magic.” 
 
    “Doubtful. Humans don't have much of a sense for that. Let me just get the biscuits out of the oven. We might as well eat first. I don't think we want to go digging up graves until after dark.” 
 
    Kyla thought after dark was exactly the wrong time to dig up graves. 
 
      
 
    The dump was isolated and away from town, likely due to the pungent odor. Kyla held her light orb aloft as they passed by a mountain of interesting colors and shapes. She couldn’t help but rummage as they walked past: humans discarded all sorts of fascinating objects. She recognized a few: a toilet, which she had once mistaken for a wash-basin, and a large metal box used by humans to keep food cold. It was large enough to climb inside, which she did, and indeed it was a comfortable fit, though something scurried past her foot. She shrieked and scampered over piles of trash, an interesting mix of squishy and pointy textures, until she caught up with Heff and Denzig. 
 
    It turned out Kyla was right about night being a bad time to go corpse-digging. The wretched smell of the dump, the scratching of vermin-claws on metal, and the occasional distant howl accentuated the ominous shadows cast by her light orb. Kyla screeched and jumped as a small pair of eyes glistened from under a broken end-table. 
 
    Kyla was grateful for both Denzig and Heff not only for the company, but also because her contribution to the digging was minimal. They hadn’t brought a shovel, so she found a long piece of metal and tried her best to move the dirt that Denzig marked as the mass grave. Progress, on her own, would have been terribly slow through the frozen ground. But Denzig’s massive claws and Heff’s giant hands made short work of the project. It was unfortunate, however, that in their haste they managed to tear some of the bodies, which were not as decomposed as Kyla felt they should have been. Why didn’t humans mulch the bodies of their dead as the elves did? 
 
    “The cold weather has kept them from decomposing,” Denzig said with a huff of flame. “Rats got to this one. Right through the skull. Disgusting.” 
 
    Heff nodded. “I can still see the marks of combat. They’ve been here since the Long Night?” 
 
    “Yes. We’re looking for a dwarf.” Denzig rummaged through the bodies, some of which dropped limbs in the upheaval, and finally tossed a short, stout corpse at Kyla's feet. He and Heff placed the rest back in the pit. 
 
    The ring was still stuck on Dunkin's finger. It appeared someone had made a half-hearted effort to pull it off but given up as it peeled some of the skin away. Kyla grimaced and tugged at the ring, trying to make as little contact with the dwarf's rotting flesh as possible, but it wouldn't budge. She heard heavy footsteps as Heff approached from behind. He grunted as he watched her struggle. Then he reached down, grabbed Dunkin's ring-finger, and snapped it off. Kyla's stomach lurched as Heff shucked the ring from the finger. 
 
    The ring dangled at the end of a long strip of Dunkin’s skin, to which the metal must have frozen. Kyla gagged and covered her mouth. Heff tossed it to her, but she let the ring drop to the ground with a soft thud. Heff chuckled as he dragged Dunkin’s corpse back to the grave. 
 
    Kyla found a metal rod amidst the piles of human trash. She gingerly stepped on the strip of Dunkin’s finger-skin and pried at the metal ring until it popped off, clanging against the side of a large metal box. She marked where it landed, and on finding it, was disappointed to find there was still a mess of cold skin adhering to the metal. She sighed and proceeded to scrape it clean with the metal rod while doing her best not to look at it. 
 
    Meanwhile, Denzig breathed a great flame onto the pile of bodies, and despite the foul odor of burning corpses, Kyla was relieved to see the gruesome reminders of lost lives reduced to ash. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Tick-Talk 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bremnos looked behind him as General Agrimarch jumped from his seat, his massive knees banging the table and rattling the chess pieces. It had been three days of quiet, but a procession was marching to the outer edge of Dassidin. It was too far to see in detail, but the glint of steel spattered among the crowd implied that a few were armed and armored. 
 
    Agrimarch walked to the edge of the hill, snatching a telescope from a nearby field desk. He peered through it and snorted. “Maybe two thousand. Motley assortment of armor and weapons. Ill-fitted. No formation.” 
 
    Bremnos walked to Agrimarch’s side. “Militia?” 
 
    Agrimarch lowered the telescope and handed it to Bremnos. “Militia would have better equipment. These look like civilians dressed for war. I suppose King Oberon’s meeting with the city council isn’t going well.” 
 
    Bremnos took a pinch of silage before raising the telescope to his lone eye. “Most of them look pretty young. More of a mob than an army. I take it Dassidin doesn’t train its populace in warfare.” Minotaurs of all tribes were trained from youth in the martial disciplines. This looked like a bunch of kids grabbed their parents’ weapons and armor and dressed themselves as soldiers. There were only a thousand soldiers in Oberon’s camp, but they were all highly skilled and well-equipped. 
 
    There was a zap and Oberon appeared with his bodyguards. He fluttered over and hovered in front of Agrimarch’s chest. 
 
    “Rioters are attacking the Hall of Genik. I offered to help defend it, but Governor Jazmi-Hail received a message that a small army was headed for our camp.” 
 
    A low growl escaped Agrimarch’s throat. “Do they realize this is your camp? Why would they be so stupid to challenge the Royal Army?” 
 
    Sparks of blue energy snapped around Oberon’s body. “They are young and rash. They do not believe the official reports regarding Erebus’ defeat, and have become dissatisfied with their leaders’ inability to answer questions. My authority is being challenged due to rumors that I am withholding information.” 
 
    But Oberon was withholding information. He had no idea what happened to Erebus: only that the Long Night had ended suddenly, and the god of darkness’ forces were dispersed. 
 
    “Should we come clean? Tell them everything?” Bremnos knew this was unlikely. There were many powerful lords, Duke Ukko and Lord Sventali among them, who would exploit any weakness in Oberon to stake a claim to the throne in High Haven. 
 
    Oberon shook his head. “It’s too late. They are frightened and irrational, and do not yet know the real threat that is coming.” 
 
    Bremnos wanted to ask to what threat Oberon was referring, but Agrimarch growled again. 
 
    “Perhaps we can speak with them.” The General slapped Bremnos on the shoulder. “I nominate Bremnos. Perhaps they will respect one of their Kulgoth allies more than a Royal Officer.” 
 
    Bremnos shrugged. “I’m a functionary under the King. I doubt they’ll see the difference between us.” 
 
    There was a spark of lightning from Oberon’s head. “You are probably correct, but Agrimarch is right to nominate you for parley. You understand the minds of the common folk better than either of us. Take my guard, if you like. Seek their leader, or spokesperson, and see if they have any demands.” 
 
    Bremnos sighed. “I won’t need a guard.” If it came to violence, he’d like to escape without causing any fatalities. He doubted the King’s guard would be very gentle if it came to blows. He thrust back his shoulder blades until he felt a satisfying pop in his spine and began his march down the hill toward Dassidin. 
 
    *** 
 
    “This way.” Kyla led Heff to the portal room in the Communications building. It was the hub of travel in Equinox and bustled with people running to and fro wearing the familiar brown uniform of student messengers. Kyla waved at Vesslik, a lizard-man she recognized from one of her classes the previous term. He gave her a nod and flicked his tongue as he rushed through one of the portals. 
 
    “When I went to Alfheim with Lug,” she reminisced, “we had to take an underground boat on a river of magma. It was hot. This time, at least we get to use the portal to Varis. I'm going to stop by the mammoth stable to see if Inga came back. If she’s there maybe we can catch a ride with her caravan. Although Denzig killed one of her mammoths because we needed food and I needed some new clothes because I gave all mine to the Digan chief. That's why I'm bringing this extra bag of clothes. I don't want him to take what I'm wearing again. You know how to speak to earth elementals, right?” 
 
    Heff snorted and looked down. “Yes.” He grabbed the bag of clothing and tucked it under his arm. 
 
    Kyla smiled. “Thanks. It wasn't too heavy for me. I’m stronger than I look, you know. It’s just a little big to carry around with my other bag. I'm going prepared, this time. I hope they don't mind you carrying that giant axe around.” 
 
    Heff snorted. His axe rested over his shoulder. The haft was longer than Kyla was tall, and the head probably matched her weight. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” came a voice from behind. It was Elial. “It has been a hectic day. You have managed to escape running errands due to your special assignment to…where, exactly?” 
 
    “Sophrosyne says I can't tell anyone, and to refer you to her if you have any questions.” Kyla said this with some self-importance, though regretted her attitude as soon as the words escaped from her mouth. She felt some guilt over Sophrosyne mucking with his memories. 
 
    “Of course.” He didn't hide his frustration. It was a standard rule that nothing went through the portals without his say-so. He looked Heff up and down and then sighed. “It looks like she has you going somewhere rather dangerous, if she's provided you with such a fearsome bodyguard.” 
 
    “I am no guard,” Heff growled. 
 
    Kyla smiled. “He volunteered to help me out. We have a mutual interest in this assignment. I do look way cooler having him follow me around though, huh?” 
 
    Heff snorted, and Elial frowned. “Be careful, Kyla. When will you be back?” 
 
    “Maybe a week or so.” 
 
    “A week.” He shook his head. “I don't like this. I'm afraid I'm going to have to talk to Anh-Bul about getting you a new patron.” 
 
    Kyla would hate to be reassigned but assumed Sophrosyne would manage things. She offered a pitying smile and clasped Elial's wrist before approaching the nearest portal. On it were a series of dials, which she set to the numbers she had committed to memory: GV2134, the code for the town center of Varis, city of giants. 
 
    A shimmering blue field filled the portal. Kyla stepped through, holding her breath as she felt the familiar swirl of energy around her, flowing in and out of her pores. She inhaled as she emerged in a much larger world. 
 
    Varis made her feel like a bug in a dollhouse. The portal was set up high on the wall of a room full of shelves and curios. Below was a desk set by a door. Walkways for smaller folk ran along the walls of the room, and a set of stairs descended past a cabinet, which caught her attention. It had glass panels which revealed massive knickknacks: statuettes of carved bone, mechanical animals and dolls, and other oddities towered above. Each item, she now noticed, had a price tag affixed. This was a gift shop. 
 
    At the counter, itself covered in merchandise, sat a middle-aged giant with shaggy brown hair that circled the bald portion atop his head. He peered up as Kyla and Heff approached down the creaking stairs. 
 
    “Name?” He plopped open a heavy tome and dipped a feather in a well of ink. 
 
    “Kyla Nim. This is Heff.” 
 
    “You have come from Equinox?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Very well. Enjoy your stay in Varis.” 
 
    The giant pinched a brochure between his massive fingers and handed it to Kyla. It highlighted Varis' many attractions. Kyla had received one from her last visit but lost it. It was a cartoonish representation of the town, with points of interest marked with colorful images. Kyla couldn’t help but peruse it. Varis operated with tourism in mind, but on Kyla's last visit she hadn't noticed many visitors. She assumed this was due in part to the town’s powerful stench, as many of the city’s inhabitants kept livestock. 
 
    Kyla thought to ask a question before leaving. “Do you know someone by the name of Inga?” 
 
    The giant shook his head. “Should I?” 
 
    “Oh. No. I guess not. She's a friend of mine. She ran into trouble up near Alfheim and I just want to know if she's okay. She runs a mammoth caravan.” 
 
    “I don't know the name.” 
 
    Kyla nodded and proceeded along the walkway toward the door. She turned to Heff. “If she's here we might be able to catch a ride. If not, I'm going to track her down.” 
 
    Heff snorted. 
 
    *** 
 
    Titania left Aethelwyne on the throne. The girl was too eager to take the seat. She didn’t yet understand the gravity of being a Queen, but the judgments for the day were complete and she could receive any messengers that happened by. 
 
    The Seer’s Tower, located in the Elvish quarter, was stout compared to the surrounding buildings, though its periwinkle hue made it stand out more than its plain white neighbors. The Curtain of Oss, a magical field that surrounded the Tower, peeled aside as she approached. Like King Oberon, her thoughts were prohibited from being probed. 
 
    She flew straight to High Seer Imel’s window. He was leaning out, fumbling to hang a pot of purple flowers from a metal hook on the outside wall. That looked terribly unsafe, hovering a hundred feet over the road, but she hated to nag and determined not to mention it. 
 
    “Majesty!” Imel waved the Queen through the window. “Please, remain in your fairy form.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Imel had a golden swing that hung from his ceiling, just for her visits. She perched herself upon it and flapped her wings to give herself a gentle sway. 
 
    Imel, a tall man with pale gray skin and four arms, was dressed in long white robes trimmed in lavender. Next to his bed were a dirty plate and half-empty glass of wine, and an open book placed face-down on the floor. 
 
    “Having a lazy day?” As a fairy, Titania wasn’t ailed by aging as many of the world’s other creatures. It saddened her to see Imel, once a young and energetic young man, diminish into aged fatigue. Still, he seemed content puttering about his house and watering his flowers. Titania would be happy to retire him, if he weren’t so vital. 
 
    “Taking some time to catch up on my reading, Your Majesty,” he smiled. “Seers Pois and Zandali are taking interrogations today. Biscuits? I’ve made some for the fairies in the park. Morning dew on rose petals, steamed over peppermint.” 
 
    “Call me Titania, Imel. You aren’t on duty. And yes, please. I’ll take one.” 
 
    A rose petal, at fairy-size, was rather large and took two hands to eat, so Titania kept herself balanced on her perch with her wings as she ate. Most fairies enjoyed rose petals drizzled with dew, but few had the patience to steam them. It was a rare treat. Titania and Oberon had a chef, so enjoyed them more often than common folk. 
 
    “A lot of questions, and no answers,” the High Seer said as he sat on the side of his bed. “Our agents haven’t brought me many people to work with, but I can’t figure out who might know what happened to Erebus. Bremnos and Elial Ciana both have memories of a young elf girl who was trying to devise her own plan to stop Erebus. It seemed foolish, but I felt we should pursue every lead.” 
 
    “Kyla Nim. Yes, I’m aware of her. I wanted her questioned from the beginning.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize, Your Majesty, and so apologize for the delay. I have now sent for her, but it seems she has taken a patron for the term and is not at Equinox.” 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    “That’s the thing. Neither Elial nor Anh-Bul seems to know. I have someone asking about for her location, but even the identity of her patron is a mystery.” 
 
    “It should be in her school record. They wouldn’t let her take a patron without proper vetting.” 
 
    “They did, it seems. Perhaps an error. I suspect not.” 
 
    Titania nodded. “Keep an eye open. I don’t think she’s a danger, but I suspect she knows something. Have Anh-Bul notify me as soon as she returns.” 
 
    “I will, Your Majesty. Is there anything else?” 
 
    “No, I—look, I’m sorry. I wasn’t going to say anything, but I’m just terrified that flower pot is going to fall. I don’t like it hanging from your window like that. It’s your tower, so do as you will, but it’s making me nervous.” 
 
    Imel smiled. “Ah. Just giving it some sun. I shall bring it inside shortly.” 
 
    The Queen’s heart raced as she forced her thoughts to her final question. “Imel – I know I asked yesterday – but you haven’t found another way yet, have you?” 
 
    She didn’t need to specify. Imel knew what she meant. He heaved a sigh, his long face drooping even longer. 
 
    “No, Your Majesty. And I haven’t stopped looking. If I don’t see something soon, it may become too late to change plans.” 
 
    Titania nodded. She feared as much. She thanked Imel with a nod and flew out the window. 
 
    *** 
 
    There were no signs of a battle in Varis, though Kyla had seen the columns of Erebus’ followers marching toward it. Likely even Erebus’ Avowed hadn’t stood much chance against a town full of giants. 
 
    There were fewer people on the streets since Kyla’s prior visit. This made it easier to navigate as she needn’t worry about getting trampled by a careless pedestrian or one of their many beasts. Still, giants left deep tracks and the ground was wet with mud and slush, so eventually an impatient Heff picked her up and carried her piggy-back. 
 
    At the stable, there were no mammoths in the pen and no sign of Inga outside. “Take me to the window,” she ordered, sounding perhaps too bossy for Heff’s liking as he responded with a snort. He lumbered over to the window, which was too high even for him, but like many of the buildings in town there was scaffolding to allow regular-sized folk to look through shop windows. Kyla scrambled up and peered inside. There were no lights on, but the sun was sufficient to illuminate the interior. Mammoth tacking and howdahs lay along the far wall, and to the left was a counter covered in supplies. Yet it was empty of life, and Kyla couldn't tell if it was closed, or perhaps Inga was away with her caravan. 
 
    There was the sucking sound of a foot pulling out of the mud. Kyla turned her head to see a red-bearded giant rounding the corner two buildings away. 
 
    “Hey!” she waved. “Do you know where Inga is?” 
 
    The giant looked at her but didn't respond, so Kyla pointed at the door. “When does it open?” 
 
    The red-bearded giant responded in his native tongue, which Kyla couldn't understand. 
 
    “He says no one has been here in weeks,” Heff called up. 
 
    “You speak giant? How many languages do you know?” 
 
    “Enough.” 
 
    “Ask him if he knows where Inga is. The blond giantess who works here.” 
 
    Heff asked, and the giant grunted his response. 
 
    “He doesn't know,” Heff translated. 
 
    Kyla bit her lip. Two people missing because of her last trip to Alfheim. She climbed down to street level and walked around the building. On one side, by the empty mammoth pens, was a broken board large enough for Kyla to squeeze through. 
 
    “Keep an eye out!” she called to Heff. “I'm going inside!” 
 
    The room was darker from floor level, so Kyla fished her light orb from her bag and tapped it on. She wasn't a tracker, by any means, but there was a thin layer of dust on the floor which revealed a fresh set of footprints. They were small – not much larger than her own – and the same shape as the foot of an elf. Someone had been here, and recently. A refugee, perhaps, seeking shelter? Or perhaps one of Erebus' disciples, hiding out after his Master disappeared? 
 
    There was a clang, and the sound of someone scurrying. 
 
    “Heff!” Kyla called. “Get in here!” 
 
    There was a loud crunch. It sounded like Heff was trying to get through with his axe, but the giant-sized door resisted. Kyla, deciding she didn’t want to be trapped in here with a stranger, ran back to the hole in the wall. 
 
    Someone else had the same plan. They spotted each other just in time to avoid smacking heads. The other figure was a woman, taller than Kyla, though not by much, and a bit thin for her height. Her hair and clothes were caked in mud. She and Kyla made another attempt at the exit, only getting in each other’s way, and each time Kyla tried to circle around, the other girl followed. Either the other girl was trying to block her, or simply made the same poor choices. 
 
    “Heff!” she called. “There’s someone in here!” 
 
    “No!” pleaded a mousy voice. “Don't hurt me!” 
 
    Kyla stopped. There was no danger here. The girl looked like Eunoe, fair and pretty and ageless, though her face and hands bore the lines and callouses of difficult labor. A nymph of some sort, though in a poor state. Her eyes were gray and cast down at the floor. She looked about to cry. Her hair, grimy as it was, had a few clean spots the color of straw with red highlights. 
 
    There was another smack at the door from Heff's axe, which made the girl jump and whimper. 
 
    “Hold it, Heff! Stop for a minute!” 
 
    There was a loud snort from outside, and some muttering, but the pounding stopped. 
 
    Kyla turned to the woman. “Who are you?” 
 
    The woman’s eyes darted to a far corner of the room. She said nothing. 
 
    “I'm Kyla. I'm not going to hurt you. You startled me, is all. I'm looking for someone who works here. Her name's Inga. She's blond, and she's a giant. Kind of a beefy build. Do you know where she is?” 
 
    She looked at Kyla, but still said nothing. 
 
    “I have a friend outside who was just trying to protect me. He won't hurt you either. What's your name?” 
 
    There was a pause, but finally the woman spoke. “Hajar.” 
 
    “Hajar? Is that your name? Do you understand me, or are you speaking some other language?” 
 
    “My name is Hajar. I don't know your friend.” 
 
    “You haven't seen anybody in here lately? Or some mammoths out back?” 
 
    The woman shook her head. 
 
    “Oh. Um...is there something I can help you with? Do you want something to eat? I have some mushrooms in my bag.” Kyla drew out a handful of small mushrooms. 
 
    Hajar looked at Kyla, and carefully extended a hand. Then she snatched the mushrooms and threw them in her mouth. 
 
    “Are you a refugee?” Kyla asked. 
 
    Hajar looked confused. 
 
    Was she dim? Kyla needed to be clearer. “Did you lose your house in the attacks?” 
 
    “Attacks?” Hajar mumbled as she chewed. “No. I live in the forest. I have to go.” 
 
    The woman looked down, tilted her head, picked something up, and slid it on her finger. Kyla looked down at her own hand. Dunkin's ring, too big for her finger, must have fallen off as she had been trying for the exit. 
 
    “Oh, that's mine. I dropped it when—” 
 
    “It's mine!” Hajar scrambled through the hole. Kyla grabbed her by the collar, but Hajar kicked back. Kyla stumbled to the floor and by the time she scrambled to the hole in the wall and stuck her head out, Hajar was gone. 
 
    “Heff!” she called. The great minotaur lumbered around the corner, axe ready to swing. “Did you see someone run out of here just now?” 
 
    “No. I was watching the door.” 
 
    “Oh. There was a girl in here. She stole my ring!” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    The Leshy You Know 
 
      
 
      
 
    Inga's trail was easy to follow. Years of travel by mammoths and giants packed the ground so nothing grew on it. The road was lined with trees of mixed sorts, both deciduous and coniferous. The spruces and firs were especially lovely right now, as the birches and maples were still asleep. 
 
    It was a much longer trip on foot. Last time Kyla had made the journey relaxing on the back of a mammoth. She was accustomed to long walks, but Heff’s strides forced Kyla to trot or fall behind. 
 
    Breathless, Kyla gasped as she spoke. “I can’t believe she took my ring!” 
 
    The minotaur, his axe in one hand and a large sack of clothes flung over the other, turned his head. “Stop worrying about it.” 
 
    “But what are we going to do about the Digan chief if he gets mad?”  
 
    “Your breath would be better spent on travel than chatter.” 
 
    Kyla stopped running and leaned forward, placing her hands over her knees for support as she gulped in air. “I just need to rest for a minute. And have a snack.” She allowed herself a few seconds of focused breathing before opening her bag. “Oh, yeah,” she frowned. “I gave that girl my mushrooms. Oh, I have some carrots. Want one?” 
 
    There was a snap from the trees on the opposite side of the trail. Heff dropped his bags and whirled around, raising his axe. 
 
    “It's probably just a moose,” Kyla said between bites. 
 
    Heff growled. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. Always be wary in enemy territory.” 
 
    “This isn't really enemy territory, is it? Though I guess I did run into Dunkin and Linkin along this trail. Dunkin’s the guy we dug up to get the ring, if you didn’t know. I never found out what happened to Linkin.” 
 
    “All territory is enemy territory.” 
 
    Kyla watched as Heff marched into the trees. As he disappeared, she looked around. Aside from Heff’s heavy footsteps, the forest was silent. No birds or squirrels out, and the dryads were probably all hibernating in their trees. 
 
    Then there was a soft voice, barely audible. It was a woman singing a beautiful melody. Kyla couldn't make out the words, and as it grew louder she realized it was in an unfamiliar language. Kyla’s anxiety for Lug and Inga, her sore feet, her fatigue, all melted away. Peace filled her, so that she wanted to lie down and bask in it. Curiosity, however, bade her to seek the source. As she stepped into the line of trees at the side of the path, a beautiful but care-worn woman appeared from behind a small shrub. 
 
    “Hey!” Kyla’s peace melted away as the singing stopped. “Hajar! You took my ring!” 
 
    Hajar turned to run. Kyla looked back for Heff, but he was still hidden in the trees on the other side of the road. She turned back to Hajar. “Give me my ring!” 
 
    Hajar stopped and waited but said nothing. 
 
    Kyla shouted over her shoulder. “Wait here, Heff! I found the girl that took my ring!” And Kyla charged after her. 
 
    The girl took off again, expertly maneuvering through the branches and brush. 
 
    “Get back here! I'm not going to hurt you!” 
 
    Kyla held up her arms to block her face from the branches as she whipped through the trees. She was afraid she would get lost in the forest, but as soon as she thought Hajar had gotten away, she would spot her in the distance, waiting. And each time Kyla got close, Hajar would scamper ahead. 
 
    “Where are you going? Please stop…I’ve been running all day!” 
 
    Soon they came to a clearing. It was green and flowered, as though summer had hit this small patch of the forest a few months early. In the center a large hut of tree trunks and branches packed with mud jutted like a wart from the idyllic landscape. Hajar stopped in front of it. Her head was only just high enough to reach the door-latch. 
 
    Kyla trotted up and scowled. “Okay, I'm here. Where's my ring?” 
 
    Hajar crossed her arms. “I hid it.” 
 
    “Why? How?” 
 
    “I tucked it in a hiding place while I was running.” 
 
    “Why did you take it? Give it back!” 
 
    “It's mine now.” 
 
    “No, it isn't. You stole it!” 
 
    “It is not elf magic in that ring.” 
 
    “No, I got it from a friend.” She paused. “Well, a friend helped me dig it up. Look, I need it back. Wait – how do you know it's magic?” 
 
    “I can see it. Purple, swirling, ancient magic.” 
 
    “Really! Are you a wizard?” 
 
    “No. I’ve never been taught to use magic. But I can see it.” 
 
    “Oh! Neat.” Kyla stomped her foot on the ground. “I need it back. And my friend back there is probably looking for me.” 
 
    “He'll never find the clearing.” 
 
    “He's an expert soldier. And a tracker.” That was a lie, as far as Kyla knew. 
 
    “It is warded. Only me and Mokosh can find it.” 
 
    “Mokosh?” 
 
    “Yes. This is Mokosh's home.” 
 
    “I thought this place looked a bit big for you. Is he a giant?” 
 
    “He is a leshy. Come inside and meet him.” 
 
    Kyla had never heard of a leshy. The hut was not near as tall as the homes in Varis, so if Mokosh was indeed a giant he was a small one, yet still a formidable size. The hut would be too large even for Heff. Hajar opened the door and peered inside before beckoning Kyla, who crossed her arms and stood her ground. 
 
    “Fine, wait here,” Hajar said, and she slipped through the door. There was a loud growl. She ran back outside, her face twisted in fear, and the door swung wide behind her. A large, hairy man followed with heavy footsteps and a deep voice. 
 
    “Why do you wake me?” he shouted. He then saw Kyla, who backed away. 
 
    Hajar pointed at her. “See? I have brought you someone new. She is young and strong.” 
 
    Kyla started to run and shrieked for help. The hairy man caught up to her in two long strides, picked her up, and examined her face. “I need no one else. Especially no elf.” 
 
    Hajar dropped to her knees. “I’ll train her up! You’ll see. She can serve you better than I have.” 
 
    There was a burbling tremor from Mokosh’s throat. He turned his head and spat a wad of gray ichor onto the ground. “You seek a replacement? You have nowhere else to go. Perhaps she will serve better than you, but do not think you will be freed. Yet perhaps she can be of use, as I tire of your conversation. You may keep her, but you will feed her, and see to it she behaves, or I’ll beat the entrails from both of you.” 
 
    Hajar prostrated herself on the ground, sobs bursting. “Oh, thank you, Mokosh! Thank you.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Bremnos scanned the eyes of the rebels. Eyes could tell him much. These folks were motivated by fury and fear. They had spirit but lacked organization and training. They were, as he expected, an angry mob of youth. Justly angry, perhaps, to discover that their King had lied to them about Erebus, but driven by inexperience, they over-estimated their ability to affect change through violence. Any one of the King’s soldiers could defeat a score of them while having his tea. 
 
    A couple of them, hidden in the crowd, lobbed rocks, but the stones fell short and to the side. Bremnos stopped walking as soon as he was comfortably in earshot, though far enough he wouldn’t be caught by surprise if someone charged at him. 
 
    “I am Bremnos of Kulgoth, friend of the Ophilim of Osmaris. I seek to parley on behalf of King Oberon, Ruler of the World of Order.” 
 
    There were jeers as he spoke, and a few more rocks. This time one nearly hit him in the shoulder. No one, however, replied to his request for parley. 
 
    “I understand you are upset and seek answers. What really happened to Erebus? I believe we can work together to find the truth. Work with the King. He seeks only to protect you and preserve the World of Order. Stop fighting your local leaders. They have done nothing but report what information they have been given.” 
 
    There was a lot of hissing and writhing, and a few more stones, but this time one of the Ophilim youth, a small female, slithered forward just ahead of the front line. 
 
    “Our leaders are pets to High Haven and shall be replaced by those who place greater value in the people of Dassidin. We reject rule of a King who would consort with the children of Chaos.” 
 
    “Please!” Bremnos raised his hands as the hissing from the crowd rose in volume. “I have not heard any such rumors, but I assure you, King Oberon has had no consultation with any of Chaos’ forces. The Royal Army fought against the Avowed of Erebus and spilled much of their blood. We should be celebrating this victory together!” 
 
    There was another round of hissing and stone-throwing. The young woman seemed about to reply when a larger male slithered forward and told her something Bremnos couldn’t make out. The male escorted her back into the crowd, and then addressed the crowd in a booming voice. 
 
    “The minotaur works for Oberon and is filled with lies. We should not speak with him. The words in his mouth poison us. We will wait for night, and if he and his camp are not gone, he shall taste the venom of the New Order of the Ophilim.” 
 
    There was a loud cheer, and the rock-hurling became so heavy he was forced to back away. He didn’t look back, for he was afraid to imprint on his memory the faces of these young fools whose blood might soon be wetting his axe. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Get off me!” Kyla shrieked and kicked at Mokosh, and he threw her to the ground. 
 
    “Get the chains,” he growled to Hajar. 
 
    “She won't need those, Mokosh. I'm sure she'll—” 
 
    Mokosh raised his hand as though to strike Hajar, and she fell and crawled away before opening a chest against the wall. She heaved out a length of chain and dropped it on the floor. Kyla tried to get up and run but Mokosh swatted her and she fell again. This time her arm twisted, and she heard a pop as pain shot through her shoulder. She screamed and tried to crawl forward on her good arm. 
 
    “Don't worry!” Hajar said as she slapped the manacles around Kyla's ankles. “Mokosh has healing magic.” 
 
    Once Kyla's feet were in chains Mokosh pulled her along the ground to the far end of the room. Then he leaned down with his finger extended. Kyla tried to wriggle away but Mokosh held her fast. He touched her arm, and she could feel it slide back into place. It hurt terribly, and Kyla screamed again. 
 
    “I heal the wound so you can work. I leave the pain so you will learn.” He turned to Hajar. “I’m leaving. She is yours to care for. If she causes trouble, you will both pay for it.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    Mokosh grabbed a bag from beside his great bed and left the hut. As soon as he was gone Hajar knelt beside Kyla. 
 
    “If you work hard and do what he says, he'll let me take off the chains. He's gone most of the day, so it will just be the two of us doing chores together. It will be wonderful!” 
 
    Not even when Kyla had faced off against Erebus had she felt such a surge of fear and rage. 
 
    “At least we aren’t alone.” Hajar placed her hands on Kyla’s shoulders. “If you behave, I’ll get him to take the chains off. I promise.” 
 
    Kyla screamed and punched Hajar in the nose. 
 
    *** 
 
    Eunoe propped the exoskeleton on the bed and stepped back. The color was a bit off. Aias was grumbling, too, that the lower arms were too short, and the antennae too far forward. She assured him, as best she could with her limited knowledge of his language, that this was only a first draft. 
 
    She jumped as Aspen burst in the room. The dryad felt anxious. 
 
    “Vock already has a new girlfriend.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “It’s only been four days! How could he move on so quickly? What if I wanted him back? He didn’t even ask me!” 
 
    Eunoe nodded, her eyes glued to the body as Aias impressed her mind with a close-up of how the thorax should connect to the legs. 
 
    Aspen put her hands on her hips. “You aren’t listening to my woes.” 
 
    Eunoe turned and looked at the dryad. “Fine. Do you want him back? Go take him back.” 
 
    “I didn’t say I want him back. He didn’t know I didn’t want him back, and he just moved on!” 
 
    “Good. Then you have time to help me with this.” 
 
    “With what? You aren’t even finished. There’s no guts inside.” 
 
    “Well, yes, I’m just trying to get the size, shape, and color right. I can comfort you another time.” 
 
    “Never mind. I can tell you don’t care. I bet I could fit in that exoskeleton. Like a suit of armor.” 
 
    Eunoe pursed her lips as she mentally gauged the size of the legs and torso. “Maybe. Go find a saw.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Kyla sat on the ground with her arms crossed. Her anger was suppressing her fear, and while she didn’t like the violent thoughts flooding her mind, it was better than being terrified. 
 
    Hajar, her eyes red and hair frazzled, and a rag stuffed up her nostril to clot the bleeding, clapped her hands together in a plea. “We need to clean these before he gets back. Please?” 
 
    “How dare you!” Kyla spat. “You stole my ring and lured me here to be a slave!” 
 
    “What? No! Not a slave. A friend. See, it’s not so much work with two of us. And we both have someone to talk to.” 
 
    “I already had people to talk to! You know I’m going to escape first chance I get.” 
 
    “No! No. Please. He’ll catch you. Anywhere you go he can find you. Please. I’ve tried. But with two of us, we can make this into a happy place. He’s gone most of the time, you see. We just need to keep house, and we have a place to live. And food.” 
 
    Kyla couldn’t hold her words behind her clenched teeth. “You rotten sack of crab-apples!” she screamed. She unfolded her arms and stood back up, pressing her face against Hajar’s. “You think you can go around making me miserable just so you can have a little company in your horrible little life? I have friends, you know. They’ll find me, and you and Mokosh are going to be sorry!” 
 
    Hajar slunk to the ground. Her voice came as a whimper. “Friends? No. No, they can’t find you. No one found me. They won’t find you.” She forced a smile. “Make the most of it. You’ll learn, in time. We can be happy here, with two of us. But we must do his laundry, or he’ll beat us when he gets back.” 
 
    “I’ll kill him, then,” Kyla seethed. “He has to sleep.” 
 
    Hajar rubbed what looked like an old burn across her forearm. “I tried that once. It was a savage mistake. I would have died from the beating, only he wouldn’t let me.” 
 
    “Fine.” Kyla stomped her foot and grabbed an armful of grungy clothing. She didn’t want to receive a beating, and despite her hatred for Hajar, didn’t want her to receive one either. 
 
    “Thank you!” Hajar smiled through her tears. “He'll be awfully angry if we don't get this done. We need to hurry. There's a wash-barrel out back.” 
 
    “I could hurry more if I didn't have these chains on my legs,” Kyla growled. “And don’t bother being nice to me.” 
 
    “You’ll try and escape, if I take them off. It won't be so bad. I'll sing for you.” 
 
    As Hajar led Kyla to a rain barrel of water, and they drenched the clothes and scraped them with lye, Hajar sang. Her voice was a chorus of nature, and though Kyla couldn’t understand the words, it evoked images of birds, and trees, and running springs. Peace filled her, starting at her head and dripping down her body to her feet. Time blurred, until it was difficult to know how long they had been sitting here, scouring and beating the pile of filthy fabric. It wasn’t until they were hanging the clothes on the line, which stretched from the hut to a lone tree in the clearing, that Hajar took a break from singing and Kyla’s mind returned to awareness of her enslavement. Fear and anger rushed back, and her eyes darted to the edges of a clearing to make her escape. 
 
    Hajar seemed to realize her intentions. “You can't escape,” she sighed. “I've tried many times. He marked you when he healed you, and he always knows where you are. No matter how far you go, he can find you, and travel there in an instant. But I can make your stay pleasant with my songs. You only need to endure the times when I must rest my voice.” 
 
    Kyla looked down and bit her lip. “I'll find a way out. What kind of magic did you use on me?” 
 
    Hajar sat quietly a moment and then smiled. “It's so much fun with two of us here, isn't it? Imagine having to do all this by yourself. I haven't talked to anyone in ages. Mokosh only yells at me. If you learn to obey, you know, he'll take off the manacles. He's not worried about you escaping. He just wants you to be obedient.” 
 
    The work continued with Hajar trying to make small talk and Kyla refusing to engage. After only a few hours, this enslavement was worse than Dunkin's ferocity, or Linkin's madness, or Erebus' crushing darkness. 
 
    Another song brought another bout of enchantment as they used the remaining water to wash their hands and faces. There was a crash in the trees, and Hajar shrieked as a thunderous voice boomed from across the clearing. Mokosh charged toward them, teeth bared and fists clenched. 
 
    “I told you not to sing!” He jumped at Hajar with a great fist that leveled her to the ground, her nose and mouth bloodied. He raised his fist for another blow and Kyla stepped in front. 
 
    “Stop!” she shouted. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    Mokosh glared at Kyla with bloodied eyes. He swatted her aside and hit Hajar again. She gasped and went limp, though Kyla could see she was still conscious. 
 
    Kyla waddled up to Mokosh in her manacles and kicked him in the ankle. “Leave her alone!” 
 
    Mokosh cast Hajar to the side. Kyla fought the impulse to back away. She tried to stand tall, in her chains. 
 
    “This is your first day, but in the future you both get a beating.” 
 
    Kyla turned her head to see Hajar lying quietly, broken and bleeding. She didn’t want to be beaten herself, of course, but didn’t want to be an instrument in Hajar’s abuse, either. 
 
    So, this was her life now. Enslaved, trapped, working for nothing, and beaten without warning. 
 
    No. Kyla had captured Erebus. She could beat Mokosh. But she needed a plan. She looked at the enraged leshy and bowed her head. “I am sorry. Please. Just heal her and I will be obedient.” 
 
    “You don't make demands of me.” Mokosh scowled but he picked up Hajar and stroked her injuries. The wounds closed, though the blood stayed as a reminder of her disobedience, and her groans indicated she was still in pain. 
 
      
 
    It was too dark to see, so it took Kyla a long time to work her way to the hut door. The manacles binding her ankles wanted to clink at every step, so she had to guide the links with her hands to prevent any noise. It was going to be tricky to open the door. She leaned with her back against it and reached up for the latch. As she pulled it open, she pressed her bum against the wood and slowly moved backward. 
 
    The door creaked, and Mokosh snorted in response. Kyla’s heart pounded as she waited, half expecting him to leap out of bed and hit her, but he didn’t move. She inched backward until she had enough of an opening to squeeze outside. 
 
    The moon was nearly full, so she could see the part of the clearing where she had first arrived. Even if she didn’t know exactly where she had left Heff, she would eventually hit the trail if she headed in that direction. If Heff was still in the area, she hoped he might be nearby. 
 
    But what of Hajar? She would be punished for Kyla’s escape. Kyla would send help as soon as she was able. 
 
    She moved more briskly, now that she was outside, but didn't start running until she was halfway across the clearing. If it could be called running - with her chains, it was more of a speed-waddle. She neared the edge and was about to start shouting for help when a hit from behind threw her forward. She fell on her stomach but rolled onto her back, her arms over her face. She clenched her teeth, expecting a blow from Mokosh, but it was Hajar who had tackled her and now pinned her to the ground. 
 
    “You can't go!” she whispered. “Come back before he wakes up!” 
 
    “Get off me!” Kyla hissed as loud as she dared. 
 
    “If you go he'll find you, and he'll beat both of us. Do you want that?” 
 
    “We can fight him if we just get out of here. I have a friend looking for me in the forest.” At least, Kyla hoped Heff was looking for her. “He can take care of Mokosh. Come with me.” 
 
    “No. I can't. I told you, I tried to escape many times. He always finds me, no matter where I go. Now I obey, and he lets me go where I like, so long as I obey his commands. You can, too. You'll see. It's not so bad, if you learn to listen to him.” 
 
    “I'm not going to live like this! I have friends, and a family! They'll come looking for me.” 
 
    Hajar looked around, though for what Kyla couldn't tell. “Ah, it would be nice, to have that hope. You can only hope for so long. No one came for me. I am forgotten.” She looked Kyla in the eyes. “Your hope is why you're trying to run away. But you can never escape Mokosh. Trying will only cause more trouble.” 
 
    Kyla realized she wasn't going to be able to reason with Hajar. She lay still and silent, waiting, until Hajar loosened her grip. Then Kyla thrust up her hip, sending Hajar toppling over, and leaped to her feet and hobbled as quickly as she could for the trees. As soon as she reached the boundary she screamed. 
 
    “Heff! Help! I've been kidnapped! I'm—” 
 
    She was interrupted by a hand from behind covering her mouth. Hajar pressed against her and started to shout. “Mokosh! She's escaping!” 
 
    It took only a few seconds for the leshy to burst from the hut, cross the clearing in long strides, and begin beating them both. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Desperate Measures 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyla rubbed the bruises on her arms and abdomen. They served to remind her how much Mokosh hated sass. 
 
    Daily the cruel leshy escorted her and Hajar to and from the river to collect water for washing, and mud and moss to pack into the holes of the hut walls. Kyla now kept her head down and mouth shut. Hajar continued to try befriending her, though she seldom spoke around Mokosh and never sang. 
 
    On the fourth day Mokosh gave orders for the girls to collect firewood before he headed north-west from the clearing. He didn’t take any snares or other hunting equipment, so she wondered where he was going, but of course didn’t dare ask. Hajar, visibly relieved at his departure, hummed as she tied a rope around her waist, then around Kyla’s. 
 
    “Finally!” she beamed. “We can talk again. He'll leave more often the more he trusts you. He usually only eats and sleeps here. He spends a lot of his time skulking about the town of giants, or at the cave of the Grootslang. Now let me get you out of those manacles. I need you to push the wheelbarrow.” 
 
    Hajar fished a key from a drawer and stooped to insert it in the lock at Kyla’s feet. Kyla clenched her fist and thought of bashing her over the head but restrained herself. Better to appear subdued until she saw an opportunity for escape. 
 
    She grabbed the wheelbarrow from behind the hut and followed Hajar through the south side of the clearing. There had been a light snowfall, and as they passed into the trees she looked for signs that Heff had been by, but other than a few rabbit tracks saw nothing. 
 
    Hajar tugged at the rope. “I wish I could sing for you, to make you feel better, but I can't risk it. My singing hurts Mokosh because he is wicked. It grants you peace because you have a good heart.” 
 
    Kyla wanted to retort that her 'good heart' wanted to stab Hajar in the eyes, but she held her tongue. 
 
    “Why were you traveling with that minotaur?” Hajar asked.  
 
    Kyla looked at Hajar, looked away, and once again didn't respond. 
 
    “I know you're still angry, but you'll get used to it. It's not so bad, when you aren't alone. It's so much better to have you around. Even if you do hate me, you're better than Mokosh.” 
 
    Kyla said nothing, but her darting eyes betrayed her intent. Hajar gripped the rope that tied them together. “Please don't run away.” Her voice was meek and shaking. “I don't want to be alone.” 
 
    “I will help you escape, too,” Kyla promised through clenched teeth. “If I find my friend, he can take care of Mokosh.” She didn’t want to bring Hajar with her, but escape would be far easier if they worked together. 
 
    “Oh! I don't think so. Mokosh has great powers, granted him by the god of darkness himself.” 
 
    “Erebus was defeated.” 
 
    “No. Mokosh would have told me.” 
 
    “Are you stupid? The darkness only lasted a couple days.” 
 
    “It was a warning, perhaps. But Mokosh has a stone of ancient magic. He hid it in the Grootslang's cave.” 
 
    “Stone? What stone? Black, with squiggly writing on one side?” 
 
    Hajar gasped. “You know of it? Yes. It is ancient magic - the same color as your ring. I mean my ring.” Her eyes brightened. "Is it strong enough to stop him?” Her eyes dropped back to the ground. “No. He made his vows to Erebus. He has great power. He can travel as fast as shadow.” 
 
    “Power from Erebus!” Kyla smiled. “He lost that power when Erebus was defeated. I fought some of Erebus’ other followers.” She thought it best not to mention she was the one who captured Erebus, lest that information find its way to Mokosh. “They lost their power and scattered.” 
 
    “No. I don't think so. I would know if Erebus were beaten. Mokosh would have gotten angry.” 
 
    “Have you seen Mokosh shadow-travel since the darkness?” 
 
    “I seldom see him use it. Only when I try to escape. If I flee in the day, he will appear in the night as a cloak of darkness and whisk me back. And he will be angry.” 
 
    “But you can see magic! If he has power from Erebus, you could see it, right?” 
 
    “No. It isn’t a spell, or enchantment. Erebus awakens their dark natures, which grants them power.” 
 
    Kyla’s mission was for the stone, and now she had found it. Sort of – she still needed to sort out the business of escaping Mokosh and find the cave of the Grootslang. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bremnos ripped a segment of tunic from the corpse of his fallen foe and wiped the blood from his axe. He could feel his own blood dripping from his forehead into his empty eye socket. He scanned the battlefield, which lay littered with the snake-like bodies of the Ophilim stretched and twisted in ways that exaggerated the gruesome scene. They had routed in less than half an hour. Still, many had fallen in that short time, victim to inexperience, disorganization, and the brashness of youth. Only a few uniforms of the Royal Army lay on the field and were now carried to the medical tents. The overwhelming victory was only a reminder that he was not fighting soldiers but inexperienced and frightened children. 
 
    He wandered back to the Council Tent, where he expected to find General Agrimarch and King Oberon reviewing the outcome of the battle. He found the General, but no King. Bremnos offered a quick salute as he approached. 
 
    The ogre coughed. “Your assessment?” 
 
    “We shouldn’t have fought them.” 
 
    “They didn’t leave us much choice.” 
 
    The evening after Bremnos’ failed parley, the youth had garnered a courage known only to fools and attacked the camp. Not in the organized fashion of soldiers but charging in like frightened animals motivated by self-righteous fury. They ran themselves on the swords and spears of the Royal soldiers, and the fruit of their effort was a few wounds on the soldiers’ arms and legs. 
 
    “There are other ways to fight,” Bremnos muttered. He raised his voice. “We could freeze them in place. Turn them to stone until we can revive them.” 
 
    Agrimarch frowned. “Not really equipped for any of that. This was a policing mission, and nothing more.” 
 
    “Yet you and the King are here and brought an unusually large cache of weapons.” 
 
    Agrimarch shrugged. “Talk to High Seer Imel about that. But our presence may still be crucial. Forces inside Dassidin are still assaulting the City Council. Oberon has teleported inside to negotiate. A mob has killed over two hundred civilians, at our last report, in addition to some of the city guard.” 
 
    Bremnos pulled out a fingerful of silage and plopped it in his cheek. He offered some to Agrimarch, who declined. “Look, I know they’re out of hand. But they’re just kids. Frightened kids.” 
 
    Agrimarch growled. “I don’t care how scared they are. They may be young, but they are adults, and they have murdered innocent people. They are now the enemy. Besides, the call is for King Oberon to make. Not us.” 
 
    Bremnos nodded. He was a soldier, conditioned to obey orders. His eyes wandered back to the battlefield, littered with the dead. He was trained to fight other soldiers, not civilians who, until only a few months ago, had spent their days fussing over dating and parties and dreams of future wealth and status. None had planned to end their adolescence lying in a pool of blood on a field of grass. 
 
    *** 
 
    Aspen grunted under the strain of the exoskeleton draped across her shoulders. It wasn’t as heavy as a person, having no insides, but she had been lumbering around campus looking for Saul for the better part of an hour. She wasn’t certain where he might spend his time when he wasn’t in the cafeteria or sitting with Lili in the square. He was an odd fellow, and so she supposed she just needed to keep an eye open for somewhere odd. 
 
    A loud bang and stream of smoke rising from behind the engineering building was odd. It also meant there might be a fire. As much as Aspen hated fire, she knew Saul was likely behind such a phenomenon. She adjusted the insect-like exoskeleton on her shoulders for better comfort and walked briskly in the direction of the noise. 
 
    She rounded the corner to find her suspicions confirmed at the sight of two small horns poking through singed curly hair. 
 
    “Saul!” She gasped for breath, sliding the exoskeleton onto the flagstone walkway. “Can you make me an outfit out of this?” 
 
    Saul wiped his eyes and stepped forward. “Not even going to ask if I’m okay? My teeth are still rattling, you know.” 
 
    “You look fine. A bit burnt. Eunoe made this bug-shell and said I could keep it. I thought it would look neat if you made it into something.” 
 
    His eyes scanned the hollow carapace. “Like armor?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly what I was thinking!” 
 
    The sound of hooves approached from behind. Aspen turned to see the demoness Lili, her red skin sopping with sweat and tail waving and curling behind her. 
 
    “It worked?” Lili called as she approached. 
 
    “Yeah,” Saul nodded. “Good shot! We should probably get out of here, though. I have a feeling the groundskeepers are going to be a bit sticky about us setting that off.” 
 
    Saul waved for them to follow into the engineering building. Aspen bent to retrieve the exoskeleton, but Lili quickly scooped it up and threw it over a single shoulder. The two trotted through the front door. Aspen looked around, suddenly worried that she might have gotten herself wrapped into something nefarious, but seeing no one in pursuit, followed. 
 
     The engineering room was filled with shiny gadgetry. Aspen slowed and looked about, wondering what those brass gears and cogs and levers might do. She walked up to one but, before she had a chance to pull it, felt a tug on the shoulder from Lili. Saul was several doors ahead. He poked his head into a few rooms in the west corridor before waving them inside. 
 
    Once Aspen was through the door, he shut it. “We’ve been working on ordnance and munitions.” Saul wiped his hands and face with a rag. “Not really supposed to test them on campus, but I’m too tired to walk out to the range.” 
 
    Aspen shook her head. She didn’t know what ordnance or munitions were, but what he was doing sounded like human guns, which she didn’t like. 
 
    “Eunoe is trying to make a body for Aias and she had this left over. I can pay you to make armor out of it. Do you like fish?” 
 
    “Uh…I’ll think of something else.” Saul hefted the carapace, with some help from Lili, and peered inside an opening and felt along the edges. 
 
    “Strong stuff. And flexible.” He and Lili gently set it on a desk. “And, uh, what I’d like in exchange is to have one for myself.” 
 
    “Sure. I think she’s already starting one.” 
 
    “Perfect.” Saul turned to Lili. “You want one, Sin?” 
 
    Lili shook her head. “Of course not.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I’m not a loser.” 
 
    Saul shrugged. “Not yet, but a little more time with us, and you could be.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Sventali, the Demon Lord, Master of the Deep Inferno is here, Your Majesty.” A new dwarf butler, dressed in the baggy purple and gray uniform of his office, bowed low. 
 
    “Who are you?” Titania shouted, perhaps too loudly. 
 
    “Hyfell, Your Majesty. Your Master of the Halls, Rust, has taken a few days to see his family. The Lady Aethelwyne asked me to fill his place.” 
 
    The fire sprite, who was sitting on the step of the dais in front of Oberon’s throne, was looking around the room. 
 
    “Aethelwyne!” Titania barked. “You are not to employ new staff without an order from myself or the King.” 
 
    Aethelwyne looked up with an expression of shock that, to Titania, didn’t look entirely sincere. “Oh, Your Majesty! I thought it wouldn’t do any harm. I overheard Rust saying his mother is sick, and so I offered him a few days to see her. I shall fetch him back, if you like.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Titania growled. “Don’t do this again.” She turned back to Hyfell. “Why is Sventali here? He didn’t announce his visit.” It was rare for any of the leaders of the sovereign nations to drop in without at least a few weeks’ notice. 
 
    “He sent word, Your Majesty, but he had requested audience with the Lady Aethelwyne.” 
 
    Titania cast a glance at the fire sprite. “It is not for you to entertain the Kings and Queens of the sovereign realms.” 
 
    Aethelwyne stood and offered a curtsy. “Of course not, Your Highness. Only he had sent for me, and I couldn’t leave the palace, so he suggested perhaps he could come here to speak. I was going to refer him to you, Your Majesty, once I learned his purpose.” 
 
    “Why would he send for you in the first place?” 
 
    “I’m sure I don’t know, Your Majesty. I assume he needs help and didn’t feel it was important enough to bother you or the King.” 
 
    True enough that the infernal realm was in as much turmoil as the rest of the world. Titania and Oberon seldom interfered with the autonomy of the sovereign Kingdoms, but Sventali’s domain deep in the fiery mantle of the earth was so remote and inhospitable that neither she nor Oberon had ever paid a visit. Sventali had been to the Royal Palace in High Haven only twice since his coronation thirty-some years ago. 
 
    “You mustn’t act beyond your station,” Titania scolded. “In the Royal Court you are to observe, and nothing more.” 
 
    The sprite shrank to her diminutive size, hovering in the air, and fluttered away from the Queen. “Oh, I do apologize! I only didn’t trouble you because you’ve been so busy, and I didn’t think he’d truly come. Shall I go to him, or would you prefer to speak with him in person?” 
 
    “I’ll greet him, of course. What kind of insult would it be if I didn’t?” 
 
    Titania shrank to her natural fairy size and flew for the door. She stopped before exiting, to turn and see if Aethelwyne had followed. The fire sprite still fluttered on the far side of the room. 
 
    “Come on!” Titania snapped. “We shan’t keep him waiting.” 
 
    Aethelwyne curtsied and followed. Titania wondered why the Master of the Inferno might make such a trip to see the heir to the throne. Something was amiss. It was time to pay Myam another visit. And, perhaps, even the High Seer. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kyla lay awake on the bed of grass Hajar had piled in the corner. Hajar foolishly slept on the opposite end of the hut, leaving Kyla a clear path to the door. The low rumble of Mokosh’s snoring and the smells of mildew and wood rot reinforced that this was not a mere nightmare. 
 
    There were tools about that Kyla could use to kill Mokosh in his sleep. Blades for cutting cloth and grass. Hammers, saws, and axes for working wood. He was careless with them and left them lying about. It was Hajar who locked them up in a chest at the foot of the giant bed. She was so frightened of Mokosh she had abandoned all hope of escape and seemed determined to drain Kyla’s hope as well. The idea of killing Hajar kept creeping into her mind, but the thought of strangling her made Kyla feel dark. 
 
    Morning came after a restless night of such thoughts. As he had the day before, Mokosh left after breakfast and gave a warning should they try to escape.  
 
    “We need to go to the river again,” Hajar said. “For drinking water.” 
 
    Kyla kept her mouth shut and head down, and nodded, and glanced at the rope, which now lay in a coil on the floor. She did her best to look nervous. 
 
    “We'd better tie you up, just in case,” Hajar murmured as she wound the rope around their waists. “Come on.” 
 
    Kyla grabbed a bucket and followed Hajar out the door and into the woods. As usual, she kept an eye open for Heff's hoofprints, but a snowfall during the night had covered any tracks. Hajar talked the entire trip, and when Kyla refused to answer, she rambled on as though talking to a good friend. 
 
    The river was icy along the edges, so that they couldn't reach the cold water below without treading on the treacherous shelf. “Let me break it off with a rock,” Kyla suggested, and picked a large, sharp stone from the ground and, without waiting for a response, starting hacking at the ice. It wasn't thick, and a chunk broke off and flowed down the river. She was careful not to let go of the rock. 
 
    “Bucket.” She held her free hand up, without looking at Hajar. Her co-slave made no objection and handed it to her. Kyla dipped the bucket in the stream and quickly dropped the rock inside when Hajar glanced back into the woods. 
 
    “Finished,” Kyla grumbled as she rose to her feet. 
 
    Hajar reached for the bucket. 
 
    Kyla pulled it out of reach. “No, I'll carry it. Need the exercise,” she grunted, though she was so tired and sore she could barely keep on her feet. 
 
    “Oh, good! See? When we work together it can be fun!” 
 
    “Yeah.” For a flash Kyla considered splitting Hajar's head with the rock and running. Once again she suppressed the dark thought, though she didn’t know how much longer she could keep it down. 
 
    Kyla spotted prints in the snow to her right. They hadn’t been there a few minutes ago. She stopped to examine them. She had never taken a close look at Heff's footprints before, so couldn't be sure of the shape, but these were hoof marks and looked the right size. 
 
    Hajar frantically pulled at the rope. “Come on! We're almost there!” 
 
    Kyla dug her heels into the snow. Once inside the clearing, the enchantment that kept the area hidden would ensure Heff couldn't find her. 
 
    “Heff!” she called. 
 
    “No!” Hajar shrieked. She pulled and leaned against the rope with all her weight. She was slightly larger than Kyla, and very strong, and Kyla’s feet slid over the frozen ground.  
 
    Kyla grabbed the stone from the bucket and leaned forward. Pushing her legs as hard as she could, she pulled herself toward a tree and circled it, looping the trunk with the rope. 
 
    “Stop it!” Hajar cried. Her face was red, and her eyes afraid. She pulled back, but with the rope now tightly wound around the tree, Kyla felt no resistance. She smacked the rope with the sharp end of the rock. A few good strokes should cut her free. Hajar dove forward and tried to grab the stone from her hand. Kyla kicked at her kneecap, a move which had saved her in the past, but missed and she lost her balance and slipped on the snow, landing on her back. 
 
    “Heff!” Kyla shouted. 
 
    Hajar jumped on her, screaming, though her face was filled with fear, not anger. 
 
    “No! Please! Stop it!” Tears flowed and Hajar's nose was bleeding. Kyla must have hit her in the face.  
 
    “Get off me!” Kyla thrust up with her hip to knock Hajar off, but Hajar gripped her too tightly. She pinned Kyla's shoulders beneath her knees. Kyla raised her legs toward her chest, the chains of the manacles arching over Hajar’s head and catching her below the chin. Kyla pressed the back of her knees against Hajar’s shoulders and pushed her legs downward. Hajar gagged, clutching at the chain that pressed against her throat as she was pulled onto her back. 
 
    There were heavy thuds from the right, and Kyla eased the pressure on Hajar’s throat. 
 
    “Heff!” she called. “Thank good—” 
 
    It wasn't Heff. Mokosh burst through the trees and swung his foot at Kyla's head, but with a yelp she curled out of the way. 
 
    “You aren't worth the trouble of keeping,” the leshy roared. He looked at Hajar. “I hope you like elf meat.” 
 
    Kyla was tied to Hajar, and the rope wrapped around a tree, so she couldn't run. She was tired and weak. Escape seemed impossible, and death certain. Kyla felt a pang of fear but let her anger push it aside. She wouldn’t tremble to this cowardly, hairy, stinky monster. 
 
    She spat in the snow. “You stupid sack of rotting crab-apples. Erebus didn’t frighten me. Do you think I’m scared of a cowardly pile of pine-nuts like you?” 
 
    Mokosh grabbed Kyla around the waist with one massive hand and picked her up. “You will be,” he growled as he squeezed. She realized she still had the rock in her hand, and as he lifted her off the ground, she threw it at his eye. It struck true, and Mokosh shrieked. He dashed her to the ground so hard she bounced. She clutched her sides and fought for breath. 
 
    Hajar stood a few feet away. Her face was pale. 
 
    “See?” Kyla moaned. “He’s not so tough.” 
 
    Mokosh grabbed a heavy branch from the ground and raised it over his head. “Haven't had elf stew in a long time.”  
 
    “There's no...elf meat...in elf stew,” Kyla said between heavy gasps. “It's mostly...rose hips.” She turned her head to see Mokosh. Once, months ago, she had cowered as the dwarf Dunkin had raised a rock to smash her head. Now she was determined to look her killer in the eye. 
 
    The branch swung, but before impact there was a scream and Hajar leaped in front. The blow silenced her and sent her sprawling, though her body wrenched to a halt as the rope reached its limit. Mokosh swung his arm again, though instead of delivering another blow, it dropped to the ground in a spray of crimson. The surprised Leshy turned to meet an enraged Heff, who embedded an axe in his chest. Mokosh’s eyes rolled back as his body slumped against a tree and slid to the ground, the stump from his shoulder ejecting a few final spurts before dwindling into a series of rivulets down the monster’s side. Yet he was still moving and let out a groan. 
 
    “Heff!” Kyla’s body trembled with a mixture of fear, anger, and relief as she pushed herself to her feet. She stumbled and caught herself against a tree. Heff stepped forward to assist her, but she held up a hand. 
 
    “I’m fine.” She pointed at Mokosh, who, between gurgling breaths, struggled to reach his good hand to the bloody stump of his opposite shoulder. 
 
    “He can heal himself. Let me finish him off.” She picked up her rock and drew her arm back to throw it at his head. 
 
    Heff stepped in her way. “This is not for you to do.” 
 
    “What?” Kyla would have shouted, but she was still fighting for breath and her voice was tight and broken. “He made me into his slave. He beat me. He was going to kill me!” 
 
    “You are a good little elf. Let the wicked take care of the wicked.” Heff turned and with a mighty swing separated Mokosh's ugly head from his loathsome body. 
 
      
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    The Grootslang’s Lair 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please don't leave me here.” Heff laid Hajar on Mokosh's bed. She slid to the ground with a grimace from the pain. 
 
    “But you have your own place. It's all yours now!” Kyla waved her hand around the room. “Look at it! A giant hut. An enchanted clearing that no one can find. You don't have to do chores anymore, if you don't want to. You could fit a dozen people in that bed. Make a bunch of friends and have sleepovers. You’ll have a blast! Come on Heff.” Kyla started walking out the door. Heff hesitated but soon followed. 
 
    Kyla was halfway across the clearing when she looked back and saw Hajar hobbling behind. “I said stay here! You can’t come with us.” 
 
    Heff snorted. “I don’t see the trouble. I can hunt for more food.” 
 
    Kyla gave Heff an icy stare and spoke through gritted teeth. “She kidnapped me and made me into a slave.” 
 
    “Hmm. Shall I slay her for you?” 
 
    “What? No!” 
 
    Hajar stepped forward. “You might as well slay me, instead of leaving me alone. I can't bear it.” She looked like she was going to cry. “Don't you want your magic ring? I'll give it back if you let me come with you. And I can take you to the Grootslang. You want the stone, right?” 
 
    Kyla took a few steps toward the trees, her hands on her hips. “Crab-apples,” she muttered and kicked the ground. “Fine. Get me the ring and you can tag along. Just don't talk to me.” 
 
    Hajar smiled, though her eyes were red, and a tear streamed down her cheek. 
 
    “Come on!” Hajar ran toward the edge of the clearing. 
 
    “Hey!” Kyla shouted before running after her. “Where are you going? Give me back my ring!” 
 
    “I told you, I hid it in one of the trees when you were chasing me. Here.” Hajar stopped in front of a gnarled oak just outside the clearing. She dug a finger into a hollowed knot and extracted the ring, wiping it on her shirt before holding it out in her palm.  
 
    Kyla snatched it and slipped it back onto the middle finger of her left hand. “Fine. Thanks. Now where’s the stone?” 
 
    “Stone?” 
 
    “The black stone, with the writing. You said Mokosh hid it in some cave.” 
 
    “Oh! Yes. That. It’s in the cave of the Grootslang. I’ve never been there myself but—” 
 
    “You’ve never even been there before? How are you supposed to lead us if you don’t know where it is?” Kyla turned away from Hajar. She wanted to scream at her, but Heff was watching and she felt compelled to be civil. It was very difficult, when dealing with Hajar. Kyla forced a smile. “Why don’t you just tell us what you can?” 
 
    “Yes!” Hajar smiled. “The entrance is in the caverns, under the Monolith, near the great stone creatures. The Digans.” 
 
    “How terribly convenient,” Kyla said through clenched teeth. “I guess that’s all we need from you, then. It was nice working with you.” 
 
    “No! Please! I’ll sing for you. It will help you relax.” She looked at Heff. “Is he righteous? My music will hurt him if he is wicked.” 
 
    “He’ll be fine.” Kyla dropped her voice below her breath. “Though I don’t know how you stand it.” She looked around. “Hey, Heff, what did you do with our stuff?” 
 
    The minotaur gestured with his head toward the road. “Hidden. This way.” 
 
    Heff did prove righteous enough to bear Hajar’s singing. The music softened the hard lines on his face as they walked. Kyla too found herself letting go of her hatred for Hajar, despite clutching at her anger as best she could. Time lost meaning while she was wrapped in the melodies, and when the music stopped suddenly the sun was creeping behind the mountains. The familiar peak that marked the entrance to the Digans’ domain was ahead to the left, standing alone on a treeless landscape of boulders that had long since shaken loose from quakes. 
 
    Hajar stood ahead, looking back and pointing forward. “There it is! The mountain, you see? There’s an entrance on the north side to get to the Digans!” 
 
    Kyla nodded. “Yes, I’m familiar with it. Is the Grootslang dangerous? What will it want in exchange for the stone?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen it, but it is a deadly creature. A giant snake, with the tusks and ears of an elephant, or so I’ve heard. Mokosh seldom spoke of it, but sometimes I overheard the giants tell tales. It eats them, on occasion, if it catches them alone, so they must take care when their caravans go by.” 
 
    Kyla shrugged. “I don’t think so. Inga camped here and didn’t have any trouble.” She remembered the attack by Dunkin at this very site. “I mean, not from Grootslangs.” 
 
    Heff snorted. “I shall manage the beast.” 
 
    Hajar smiled. “You slew Mokosh, and he didn’t fear the Grootslang. Though I hate to think such a wonderful beast should be slain. We may find a way to sneak in and take the stone.” 
 
    There was another snort from Heff. “Right.” 
 
    Kyla forced herself atop one of the larger boulders and scouted the stony field with a hand protecting her eye from the setting sun. “How do we find it? Do we have to head down to the Digan lair first?” 
 
    Hajar shrugged. “The Grootslang’s lair is somewhere on this side, I think. I heard in Varis there is a large opening that comes up from the ground, but only visible once you are upon it.” 
 
    “We should camp the night and search in the morning,” Heff suggested, pulling supplies from his bag. 
 
    Kyla nodded, though she wasn’t happy about sleeping so close to the lair. “There’s a giant fire pit we can use just over those trees. It’s where Lug and I stayed the night with Inga the last time I was here.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Marik glanced about Sophrosyne’s chamber as he approached her chair at the center. The decorations were still rather spartan. Four pillars rose from a dais at the center of the room, carved from the same stone as the walls and floor. Garlands of moonflowers wrapped their way up the pillars toward the ceiling. He used to enjoy the aroma, but it was becoming tiresome. The scent now only made him think of Sophrosyne. 
 
    “I apologize. I didn’t realize my odor troubled you so,” she laughed. 
 
    Her mind-reading was becoming an annoyance. He expected a snide comment, but Sophrosyne said nothing. 
 
    “What do you want?” he asked. “I have a lot of paperwork to do. And I thought I was done with my service to you.” 
 
    “Have you already forgotten? I promised you a reward for your help against Erebus.” 
 
    Marik’s heart pounded. Had she done it? He had refused to believe it entirely. His hand caressed the hilt of the sword at his side, which was carved into the shape of the woman he had once loved. 
 
    “You…you brought her back?” 
 
    Sophrosyne rose from her seat and extended her hand. Marik stared at it, wondering if she wanted him to kiss it. 
 
    “No, you twit. Take it.” 
 
    Marik grabbed her hand and she led him to the wall directly behind her chair. She touched her finger to the wall and traced a pattern on the stone with her finger. As she dropped her hand back to her side, a section of the wall slid back several inches and then rumbled to the side, revealing a doorway. She pulled him into a small room lit by a light orb. Shelves covered in odd artifacts lined the walls. There was an engraved golden horn, a codex of round metal plates, and a few familiar black stones that looked much like the one Kyla had turned in to Elial last year. Other fragments of the same stele. 
 
    There was a door on the opposite side of the room to which Sophrosyne pulled him. He wanted to look at the strange fragments, but the realization what she was offering recaptured his focus. Sophrosyne opened the door and bade him walk ahead. He stepped into a back room lit with a blue light. A white bed, obscured with a veil, lay across the opposite side. On this bed was a woman. A familiar woman. A beautiful woman, with platinum hair cascading over her shoulders, and unblemished skin glowing in the dark light. Her eyes glistened silver-blue. She sat up as Marik entered. 
 
    “Carmin!” he breathed. He wanted to run up to her, and embrace her, but something held his feet in place. She couldn't be real. Carmin had died years ago, and this woman was the same age as he had last seen her. Yet Nyx - Sophrosyne - had great power, and he did not know the extent. Desire for what he now saw tried to convince him of the miracle, though his mind was hesitant to fully believe. 
 
    “You are Marik,” she said in a voice like wind chimes. “I remember you. You took me to Lake Kalesh, and to the Valley of the Lark. I have only a few memories of my life, and you are in all of them. Sophrosyne says you will help me remember the rest.” 
 
    Marik choked as Carmin sat up and swung her feet over the side of the bed. He took another step, so that he was close enough to reach out and touch her, but he did not. He was afraid his hand would only meet air and destroy the illusion. 
 
    “Carmin?” was all he could manage to say. 
 
    “Yes,” she smiled. 
 
    He threw his arms around her and kissed her. He sat on the bed and took her by the hand. 
 
    “You look just like I remember you. More beautiful, even.” 
 
    Their eyes met and lingered, but Sophrosyne broke the trance. 
 
    “Kyla’s friend Eunoe has a spare bed in her room. I’d ask her if Carmin can use it for now.” 
 
    Marik frowned. “Why should she stay in the dorms? She’ll stay with me.” 
 
    “There are some things she’ll need to relearn that are best left to another woman.” 
 
    Marik stood over Sophrosyne. His hand moved to the hilt of his sword by habit, though of course he no intention of striking the goddess. “She shall stay with me.” 
 
    “She shan’t. Now stop whining and get her some dinner.” Sophrosyne pressed a coin into his hand. “You know what she likes.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Kyla awoke to the smell of smoke and roasting meat. Hajar was jabbering on to Heff about her life before Mokosh. She had cared for a spring in the woods before her capture and tended to the many frogs and ducks that dwelt there. Heff listened patiently, turning a trio of rabbits on sticks as they cooked over the fire. 
 
    “Good morning!” Hajar chirped as Kyla ran her fingers through her hair. Kyla said nothing and sat up, grabbing a sip from her canteen before crawling out from her blanket and heading into the trees. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Hajar called after her. 
 
    “I’ve got to lay some eggs.” 
 
    She overheard Hajar ask Heff what this meant. 
 
    “Elvish idiom for defecation.” 
 
    After several minutes of solitude, Kyla returned to Heff and Hajar eating their rabbits. Hajar handed Kyla one with a smile: a charred, hairless bunny on a stick. Hajar was still chattering, now asking questions about Heff’s family. 
 
    “What’s your calf’s name?” 
 
    “Minette.” 
 
    “Pretty! And your wife?” 
 
    “Mika.” 
 
    “I’d like to meet them. Maybe we can have dinner when we get back. You want to come, Kyla?” 
 
    Kyla shrugged. She didn’t want to commit to anything with Hajar, but she was getting tired of being left out. “We should get moving. Stone isn’t going to find itself.” 
 
    Hajar furrowed her brow. “Of course not. How could it?” 
 
    They proceeded to pack. Kyla crammed her blanket and pillow in her sack and handed it to Heff. She was bruised and sore but chose to lead. She had, after all, been in the area before. She clambered over the rocks, intermittently looking back to make sure Heff and Hajar were still in sight. They were quiet now. Heff was not sure-footed on the boulders, and his pace was slow. Hajar kept peering into the many nooks and watching as birds and butterflies flew past. Only Kyla seemed the least bit interested in watching for the Grootslang. 
 
    Kyla didn’t see the cavern opening until she was upon it. She was certain it was the right place. There was a hole dug through the stone that curved downward, and in the mouth lay fragments of bone. Dank air wafted from the mouth, carrying a deathly stench. Kyla placed the collar of her shirt over her nose and mouth and motioned for Heff and Hajar. They crept forward, and on seeing the opening Heff readied his axe and took the lead. Kyla fished her light orb from her bag and tapped it on, following behind, and Hajar took the rear. They dropped into the pit to see a mound of bones piled on one side of the cavern’s mouth, topped with a pair of long ivory tusks. 
 
    “Oh no!” Kyla gasped. “Inga’s mammoth.” She felt sorry for the animal, and sorry for the giantess’ loss as Denzig had killed another one of the mammoths when he, Eunoe, and Aspen had rescued Kyla several weeks earlier. 
 
    Kyla banged her knee, and something scattered along the floor. Stumbling forward she saw it was a large canteen, sized for a giant. She saw Heff’s eyes wander to the side, and Kyla followed his gaze. Next to the pile of mammoth bones lay another skeleton. It looked to be that of a giant. 
 
    “Inga?” Kyla wondered aloud. Her eyes welled. 
 
    She felt Hajar’s hand on her shoulder. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s nothing,” she growled and shook her shoulder free. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The cavern led into a corridor which was tight and cold and dank and bore the stench of death. This Grootslang must be the most horrible sort of creature. 
 
    “We should have brought Denzig,” she muttered. 
 
    Heff pressed onward. Kyla had to have faith in his strength. He seemed at home here, lurking in caverns. 
 
    “I have an idea!” Kyla whispered as they turned a corner. “Hajar, you said your singing hurts the wicked, right?” 
 
    “Yes! Would you like me to sing?” She seemed strangely perky. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Heff growled. “You will alert the beast.” 
 
    “Well, sure. But we’ll hurt it. Anyway at least it might make some noise, so we know where it is.” 
 
    “Don’t be a fool. Most creatures are silent when they hunt.” 
 
    “Right. Well, there’s three of us. If we stand back to back to back, we can watch in every direction. When it comes out, we’ll smack it.” 
 
    “We? I’m the one who has to fight it” 
 
    “We’ll call it out for you and you can chop it in the head.” 
 
    Heff snorted. “I can see you have no experience in combat.” 
 
    “I took out…let’s see…an orc, a dwarf, and a human!” She had defeated each with a kick in the kneecap. 
 
    “You have never fought a creature such as this.” 
 
    “Should I sing or not?” Hajar interrupted. 
 
    The blood drained from Kyla’s face as a pair of yellow eyes slid toward them through the darkness. “Might as well give it a shot.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not working! Just run!” 
 
    The Grootslang, neither repelled by nor appreciative of Hajar’s singing, emitted a bellow through its trunk. The proboscis seemed an uncomfortable appendage for a creature whose head was so low to the ground. Mammoths, at least, were tall enough that their trunks had space to hang, but the Grootslang, with its snake-like body and bulbous floppy-eared head, had to raise its trunk as it moved. 
 
    Kyla ducked around the corner. Heff hefted his axe with one hand. The other grabbed Hajar by the arm and pushed her around the corner to safety. Her melodic song was replaced with gasps and frightened mews. 
 
    “Oh no!” she gasped. “I never knew it was so big. I never saw it. Mokosh was never afraid of it.” 
 
    Heff growled and took a swing with his axe. Kyla couldn’t see the Grootslang from around the corner but heard the disappointing sound of the axe not hitting its target. 
 
    “This place is a labyrinth. We’re going to get lost.” Kyla held her orb behind to see the corridor split to the left and right about twenty paces back. “It may connect to the Digans. We should go farther in.” 
 
    “No, we should get out of here,” Heff grunted with another swing. 
 
    “The way is blocked. You’d have to kill it. Then we won’t need to flee anyway.” 
 
    “You two can run past while I fight it.” 
 
    Kyla dared a peek around the corner. There was a foot or two of space between the Grootslang and the wall. A small shift and its serpentine body would crush her. 
 
    “No, thanks. Do you have an extra knife or something? Maybe I could let it swallow me and then cut it open from the inside, like in the Amazing Tales of Dugger Den.” 
 
    Hajar peered at Kyla through squinted eyes. “I fear that would be harder than you think.” 
 
    Heff was not so tactful. “Don’t be stupid.” 
 
    Kyla knew it was a stupid idea as soon as she said it but was a teeny bit incensed at having it pointed out. “Fine. Then we just keep running down the corridor.” 
 
    Kyla headed for the right turn, but Hajar waited for Heff to disengage from the Grootslang before following. Heff trotted backward, his axe at the ready, as the Grootslang’s great yellow eyes protruded from behind the stone wall. 
 
    “A log!” Kyla shouted back. “I know where we are! We can climb up here.” Hajar came up to Kyla’s right side. “I used this log as a bridge over the chasm. Dunkin fell here. Odd that the Grootslang didn’t eat him.” Though Dunkin had been one of Erebus’ Avowed, same as Mokosh. Perhaps the Grootslang knew to avoid them. 
 
    The heavy thud of hooves charged from behind, and Kyla whipped around to see Heff charging at them. “He got my axe!” 
 
    The Grootslang, now at the edge of Kyla’s light, seemed to have decided the axe was not very tasty and dropped it to pursue its meatier prey. 
 
    “Oh, crab-apples,” Kyla muttered. She grabbed a hand-hold on the side of the chasm that led up to the mouth of the cavern, but on seeing Hajar frightened and confused beckoned her over. “Grab here. And here. I’ll give you a boost to that foothold.” 
 
    “No time!” Heff grabbed Hajar under one arm and leaped at the stone wall, gripping a handhold several feet off the ground. He grunted and pulled himself up with his free hand until his hooves could find purchase against the stone. 
 
    Kyla admired his athleticism until she heard the Grootslang bellow, and then scrambled up the cliff’s face. The Grootslang’s trunk gripped one of her pant legs and pulled. She lost her grip on the rock and was nearly pulled into the creature’s waiting maw, but a large hand grabbed her by the wrist. There was a brief tug-of-war, which Kyla enjoyed very little, as the Grootslang dragged her down by the pants and Heff yanked her up by the arm. A sudden tearing noise preceded Heff flinging her onto the ledge above and Kyla rolling onto the cavern floor. 
 
    She felt a cold draft and looked down to see her own bare legs. “Oh, crab-apples. I lose my pants every time I come into these stupid caves.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Usurping the Stone 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyla had lost her bag in the climb, and Heff had dropped the offering of clothing for the Digans. Recovering it was an unpleasant option as the Grootslang was still at the bottom of the chasm. It was too far to see, even with her light orb, but she could hear the creature slithering about and groping at the wall with its trunk. 
 
    Heff looked out of the mouth of the cave and snorted. “Back outside.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kyla nodded. “We want to go that way, though.” She pointed across the chasm. “That’s where the Digans live. Dunkin’s pig knocked him down there when he attacked me. And then Linkin helped me get a log so I could cross. We can grab another one.” 
 
    Kyla led Heff and Hajar outside, where her nose had never been so happy to catch a whiff of fresh air. “I’m not sure how we’re gonna knock down a tree without your axe. We’ll have to find one that’s already fallen over.” 
 
    “I’ll handle it.” Heff marched to the tree line, and Kyla dragged her aching body onto a flat rock. The cool stone felt refreshing against her skin. 
 
    Hajar began to follow Heff, but then turned back toward Kyla. “I can sit with you, if you like.” 
 
    “He needs your help more than I do.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to help?” 
 
    “Sing to him. Make him a snack. I don’t care.” There were no more snacks to be had, of course. The Grootslang had earned itself a small treat, if it thought to look in the supply bag. 
 
    Hajar looked hurt, though she had no right to be. She had shown no remorse for what she’d done to Kyla, and Kyla felt her benevolence stretched to its limit allowing her along. After an awkward moment of Hajar trying to make eye contact, and Kyla avoiding it, Hajar trotted off to join Heff in the trees. 
 
    Kyla drew her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms tightly around them to preserve heat. The sun was setting, and she tried to focus on that. It was peaceful, and simple, and beautiful. But laughter intruded on her serenity. Hajar was making Heff laugh? Kyla longed to know what was being said. But no. For now, she was hurt, and angry, and upset, and didn’t want Heff’s laughter or Hajar’s magical song to ruin it. 
 
    Heff and Hajar eventually headed back to the cave, and she could hear them talking about Heff’s family. Kyla let them talk as Heff placed the log across the chasm. 
 
    “I made some chalk markings on the walls last time I was here,” she said. “I’ll go on ahead and find the trail. You two can hang back.” 
 
    “You have the light,” Heff reminded her. 
 
    Kyla sighed. “Right. Well, stay close then.” 
 
    She found the first mark. It was as clear as when she first made it, which gave her hope in finding the Digans. She paused to give Heff and Hajar a moment to catch up, though she resumed walking before they got too close. 
 
    The series of chalk markings continued, and Kyla became more relaxed and confident. The long, winding corridors became more carved and ornate. Faded colors marked ancient drawings on the walls, and pillars and windows marked lined eroded hallways and rooms. Soon she found the little room where she had slept when she got lost on her last visit. 
 
    “My yo-yo!” she called back. The human toy she had bought for a hundred dollars in Whitehall lay in a corner. She put her finger through the loop, wound the string, and snapped her wrist to send it toward the floor. It spun on the end of its cord and climbed back up. 
 
    “I think we need to go through that door over there,” she pointed as Heff approached. “I stopped making marks here because Lug found me and took over navigation. And he kept getting lost.” She ignored Heff’s snort and scowl as she looked around the cavern. “I know for sure it wasn’t that one.” 
 
    Hajar’s eyes moved up and down with the yo-yo. “What is that? It bears no magic.” 
 
    “It’s my yo-yo. Left it here on my last visit.” 
 
    “Can I try?” 
 
    “No. Come on. We have to move.” 
 
    After several minutes of walking into dead-ends and turning around, a low rumble nearly shook Kyla from her feet. She managed to stay standing, though Hajar nearly fell and clutched Heff’s arm for support. The great minotaur looked around, his hands balled into fists. One of the walls sank into the floor, and behind it stood four stone elementals. The largest, who stood slightly taller than Heff, strode forward. 
 
    “Rhkkmr rhmr.” 
 
    Heff lowered his hands. “He wishes us to follow. I suppose we’ve found a better guide.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Bremnos sat back and plopped his feet onto the foot-rest in front of the fire. He pulled out a bag of his oldest silage and plopped a pinch in his cheek. He had been saving this for a special occasion, but right now his nerves needed the support. He didn’t mind killing soldiers, but the slaughter of inexperienced teenagers haunted him. There must have been a diplomatic way to deal with them. Oberon hadn’t put in much effort toward peace. 
 
    There was a zap, and Bremnos stood and bowed as Oberon, in his diminutive fairy size, appeared next to his chair. 
 
    “I apologize for the intrusion, Bremnos. I need you to prepare to join me at the portal at sunrise. There is a rumble of insurrection in Kaussgale.” 
 
    The orcs and trolls of Kaussgale were notoriously unhinged. They were strong and violent, but few. Another massacre. 
 
    Bremnos bowed his head. “Pardon, Your Majesty, but you would be willing to listen to my counsel, would you not?” 
 
    Blue arcs sparked from Oberon’s body. “You are unhappy with how I managed the Erebus affair, and the battle at Dassidin. You wonder why I allowed the massacre, and then left a pile of weapons at their doorstep.” 
 
    “Yes. And I fear you will do it again.” 
 
    Oberon stood silent. Bremnos couldn’t read his face. His expressionless features might as well be carved in stone. Finally, the King spoke. 
 
    “There are many things you do not know. I will tell you, if you can trust me for a short time longer.” 
 
    Bremnos swallowed his silage and replaced it with a new fingerful. “How many more people will die before I find out?” 
 
    “I need your support and confidence more than your questions. It is vital that you trust me if I am to take you any further. You may meet me at sunrise at the portal, or you may consider yourself relieved of your position as a functionary in the Royal Army, and you and your belongings returned to Kulgoth.” 
 
    Oberon was giving him an out. Not the approach of a madman or despot. 
 
    Bremnos nodded. “Yes, Your Majesty. I shall sharpen my axe and see you in the morning.” 
 
    Oberon disappeared with a zap, and as he did, Bremnos thought he saw the King’s stoic face break into sad relief. 
 
    *** 
 
    The cavern was lit by phosphorescent dust that powdered the walls and ceilings and drifted throughout the inner chambers. Kyla, Hajar, and Heff were led to a large stone slab, which Kyla recognized as the door that led into the Digan chief’s court. She waited as the elementals pushed them open, causing a stony grinding sound to echo through the chamber. After a brief announcement in low rumbling tones, one of the elementals bade her enter. 
 
    The Digan chief was reclining on his great bed of cloth - or ‘soft’ as the Digans called it - and didn’t bother to rise as they were introduced. Kyla looked about for the strange-looking Digan that had demanded her skin on her previous visit. Creepy or no, he was the most likely to know what happened to Lug. 
 
    “Mrkhrmrmhr rkhm mrhkr,” the chief rumbled. 
 
    “He wants to know why you come without gifts,” Heff translated. “Your shirt alone is not sufficient for his aid.” Heff’s eyebrows seemed to indicate he found the comment odd, though Kyla had already explained to him the value of cloth here. 
 
    “Tell him there’s a sack of cloth in the Grootslang cave he can have.” Kyla spotted the odd-looking Digan behind a rock in a far corner. “That little guy over there attacked me and Lug last time I was here. I haven’t seen Lug since. I want him to tell me where Lug is.” 
 
    Kyla had never heard Heff speak the language of the earth elementals. At the center of the earth he always spoke to his co-workers in his own tongue. When he started speaking in throaty rumbles, attempting to copy the sound of sliding rocks produced by the Digans, she nearly laughed. Even with no knowledge of the language she could tell his accent was terrible. Yet the Digan chief must have understood, for when Heff was finished the stone giant rose to his feet and took a step forward. Judging by his posture, and his booming response, he was not pleased. 
 
    “He claims Lug attacked the other fellow first and is now a prisoner for daring to set himself upon one of his family.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t remember who attacked who first, but that guy was trying to take my skin off! Lug was saving me!” 
 
    Kyla waited for Heff to translate, but he did not. “He will not see reason,” Heff said. “The Digans are not known for their wisdom or kindness.” 
 
    She put her hand on her hips. “Well, you just tell him if he doesn’t tell me where Lug is he’s going to have to deal with me! Oh, and be ready to keep these smaller ones away.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can stop them all.” 
 
    “Not with that attitude. Tell him!” 
 
    Heff translated, and the Digan chief stood tall. Kyla expected he might at least find her challenge amusing, but he roared angrily. 
 
    “He says it will be a slow death for all of us.” 
 
    “Goodness!” Hajar gasped. “I think we may need to reconsider your plan.” 
 
    “Way ahead of you.” Kyla noticed most of the other Digans were watching intently but didn’t seem poised to attack. Neither did they seem amused. In fact, as the chief roared, they cowered. They were afraid of him. And he hogged all the cloth. How loyal could they be? 
 
    “I still think it’ll work,” Kyla whispered over her shoulder. 
 
    Kyla shouted her best battle-cry as she charged the Digan chief and slapped his ankle with her ring hand. Stones tumbled to the cavern floor, and Kyla would have been crushed had Heff not been quick to intervene and push her out of the way. Yet as soon as she let go, the stones rumbled and rolled back together, so Kyla scrambled back to one of the larger foot-stones and placed her hand on it. The cascade of stones began again, but this time she huddled under a low overhang near the floor, careful to keep her hand on the boulder. 
 
    She had been correct that the Digans were not fans of their leader. As she climbed atop the boulder that had once been part of the chief’s foot, the others let out a great noise. It sounded more of a cheer than a battle-cry. Only the small one, the strange-looking one that had fought Lug, seemed upset, and he ran out an opening in the wall by the chief’s throne. 
 
    “The one who fought Lug! He just bolted!” Kyla shouted at Heff, who, after a moment of confusion, took off in pursuit. Kyla, making one more look to make sure none of the Digans were going to assault her, climbed onto the boulder on which she held her hand. Hajar, shaking, ran over and sat on an adjacent boulder near Kyla’s feet. They both watched as the Digans inched toward them. 
 
    “Do you know any magic to stop them?” Kyla asked Hajar. “In case they get smashy.” 
 
    “No. I told you, I don’t know magic. I can only see it.” 
 
    “Maybe a song? It hurts the wicked, right?” 
 
    “Yes, only it won’t stop them. It will hurt them and make them angry, as it did Mokosh.” 
 
    “Oh. Never mind.” 
 
    Kyla kept her ring hand ready to strike out should one of the elementals charge her. One broke away from the rest and walked forward, its hands held high, but just before it came into Kyla’s striking range, it knelt on the cavern floor. 
 
      
 
    Heff held up the little Digan, the odd-looking fellow that had fought Lug, by the neck in one massive hand. “What should I do with him?” 
 
    Kyla frowned. “I’ll decide after he tells me where Lug is.” 
 
    Heff growled something. The little Digan’s eyes darted about the room at the others, who now sat in a semi-circle around Kyla. When it became apparent no one was coming to his aid, he fell limp. “Mrkrhmr rkhm,” he rumbled. 
 
    “He says he will bring Lug if I let him go.” 
 
    “No deal. He can tell you where to go, and you carry him. Once Lug is back here safely he can go.” 
 
    Heff translated, and the little Digan gave an indignant reply. One of the larger Digans stood and stepped forward. At first the little Digan looked hopeful, and pointed at Kyla, and seemed to expect some support, but instead the larger Digan roared with such force that the room quaked and phosphorescent dust rained from the ceiling. When it was over, the little Digan looked down at the ground and muttered. 
 
    Heff snorted. “He swears allegiance to you, the new Chief. He shall do as you command. I shall find Lug.”  
 
    “The new what?” 
 
    “You defeated their chief. They say this entitles you to his position.” 
 
    Kyla nodded. “Huh.” This was a job for which she was not qualified. Her only formal job training, so far, consisted of handing out flyers on campus and delivering messages. Yet she didn’t want to turn down the position, as there seemed to be some advantage to being the Chief of the Digans, given her current difficulties. 
 
     “Um...ok. Great. Find Lug and bring him back here. Then we’ll sort out if they can help with the Grootslang.” 
 
    Heff barked a command and the little Digan pointed at the entryway. and Heff stuffed him under his arm like a sack of potatoes and stomped out the door. 
 
    “Can I help?” sang a cloying voice. 
 
    Kyla sighed. She had been doing her best to ignore Hajar. “See if they have a portal. If they do, go to VS1109-B and ask for Denzig. He’s a dragon.” 
 
    “Okay! Only, I can’t ask for directions. I don’t speak their language.” 
 
    “Well, neither can I. Just look around.” 
 
    “But I’ll get lost.” 
 
    “Get some chalk and mark the walls as you go, then.” 
 
    “Oh, yes! And, um, where should I find some chalk?” 
 
    Kyla gritted her teeth. “I don’t know. Look, there’s glowing dust everywhere. Use that.” 
 
    “Of course! I’ll be back soon. Are you sure they have a portal?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What if I can’t—" 
 
    “Do your best. Just hurry because I can’t sit here forever. Oh, and have Denzig bring me some pants.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    Hajar ran from the room and Kyla exhaled deeply. She looked at the elementals. So she was their chief. Well, she couldn’t talk to them, and didn’t like the idea of sitting in this cavern forever. Yet she couldn’t even move from her perch until she sorted out a way to keep the old chief from re-forming. He would most certainly squash her now, if given the chance. 
 
      
 
    Kyla drummed her fingers on the stone that had, until moments ago, been part of the Digan chief. Hajar was a long time returning. The Digans were patient, watching her closely. She waved at them to sit in the chief’s mountain of cloth, but they misunderstood and started piling it at her feet. 
 
    There was a blast of flame from outside the door. Kyla took her hand off the stone to wave at Denzig as he entered, but as she did the stone began to rumble and she slapped her hand back in place. 
 
    “Can’t move or he’ll come back together,” Kyla said wearily. 
 
    Hajar skipped past Denzig, currently in his smaller form. He sat on his haunches with his front claws curled at his sides. His eyes dropped to Kyla’s legs and snickered as he tossed her a pair of pants. 
 
    Denzig cast his eyes at the Digans, who were sitting in a half-circle around Kyla. “What’s their deal?” 
 
    “I guess I’m the new Chief.” 
 
    “Oh! So…uh, are you going to be moving down here? It’s a bit far.” 
 
    Kyla paused. “What? No! Somebody else’ll have to take care of the place. Anyway, once Lug gets back, Heff and I have to go—" 
 
    Kyla cut herself short as Heff, followed by the creepy little Digan, carried a limp Lug into the room. Kyla leaped from her seat, and all the boulders in the room started to shake and roll together until Kyla caught herself and put her hand back on the boulder. 
 
    “Bring him over here!” she cried, worried he might be dead. The creepy little Digan ran into a corner and curled up behind a larger one, as though to hide, though now Kyla had no mind for reprimands or revenge. Lug was laid gently at her feet, and she feared him dead until he groaned and sat up. 
 
    “You come for me.” 
 
    “Yes!” Kyla cried. “You’re alive! Of course I came for you. I’m sorry it took so long.” 
 
    “You have to save world. I know. Heff, you come too! And you are friends with dragon.” 
 
    “What happened to you?” 
 
    “Merker drag me into cave and seal wall. I too sick to dig. Stone here strange.” 
 
    “Merker?” 
 
    “Digan I fight. He trap me.” 
 
    “Yeah. I don’t know what I should do about him.” 
 
    “He bad, but young. Maybe change. Heff change, and he is old.” 
 
    Heff snorted. 
 
    Kyla leaned toward Lug, careful to keep her hand in place. “I’d give you a hug, but I can’t let go of this rock. You’d fall apart anyway. I’m wearing Dunkin’s ring.” 
 
    “Dunkin is bad dwarf who want to kill you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “He still chase?” 
 
    Kyla frowned. “No. A human lady from Whitehall killed him.” 
 
    Lug looked about at the fallen rocks that had been a Digan chief only moments earlier. “What you do now?” 
 
    “Not sure. I think we could just lock each of the boulders in separate rooms, so they can’t come back together.” 
 
    Lug nodded. Heff translated to the gathered Digans, who nodded and wordlessly began rolling boulders out of the chamber. 
 
    “That’s power,” Heff said. He seemed impressed. “You say it, and it gets done.” 
 
    As the Digan’s hauled the boulders, Kyla regaled Lug with her escape from the cavern, and the assault on Equinox by the Avowed of Erebus. She left out the part where she confronted and trapped the god of darkness: he was one person she did trust, but Hajar was listening. 
 
    Even with all the hands it was several hours before the work was done, and all were gathered back in the chief’s cavern. Kyla’s boulder, instead of being hauled away, was wrapped in chains against a side wall where it rumbled and struggled to escape as soon as she let go of it. Kyla found its presence disturbing, but the Digans amused themselves by tossing pebbles at it. 
 
    “Cathartic,” Heff explained. 
 
    As Kyla prepared to leave, the Digans surrounded her. Lug, more fluent than Heff, took over as translator. “They want you say something chief-like.” 
 
    “Oh. You want a speech? Uh…good job, everyone! Time to go home!” 
 
    There was some murmuring. One of the larger Digans spoke to Lug, who turned to Kyla. “He say you should take throne.” 
 
    “Throne?” 
 
    “Pile of soft.” 
 
    Kyla looked at the great mound of cloth at her feet, which was yet only a small portion of the chief’s collection. “Tell them they can share that among themselves. I just need this pair of pants.” 
 
    Lug translated, and there was a great cheer. Kyla blushed. “Yeah. I’m great. But I can’t stay, so I need one of them to be in charge.” 
 
    The Digans fell silent as Lug relayed the message. They looked at her quietly until she spoke again. 
 
    “Maybe you could be chief, Denzig! Or Heff?” 
 
    The dragon and the minotaur shook their heads. 
 
    “Already have a job,” Denzig said. “Don’t want to lose my benefits.” 
 
    “Fine. Lug, tell them that there’s a black stone with some writing on it in the lair of the Grootslang. First one to bring it to me can be in charge when I’m gone. Oh, except that weirdo who kidnapped you. I’m not leaving him in charge of anything.” 
 
    Lug translated once again, his voice drawing wearier as he spoke. The translation was led by more cheers, and a mad scramble for the exit. Several of the Digans simply bored their ways out through the stone wall, sending flecks of shrapnel flying back. Kyla shielded her eyes until the dust settled. She pulled out her yo-yo and stuck her finger through the loop. 
 
    “Now I should finally have a few minutes to practice.” 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Hearts and Minds 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good to see, you, Elial! How fares Equinox?” Bremnos plastered on his most amicable expression and dropped into the chair opposite Elial’s desk. Elial held up his hand to refuse the offer of silage he knew was coming. Bremnos shrugged and placed the container back in his purse. The elf had no taste for quality. 
 
    Elial smiled, though it was tainted by dark rings around his eyes. “Fine, on the teaching end. Small classes this term, you know. But the students who are here have been through terrible trauma. I have five students from Monarch who lost their families in Erebus’ attack. They’re only here now because they had nowhere left to go. So, they need a bit of extra attention.” 
 
    Bremnos nodded. He had seen the remains of many towns and villages that had fallen in the raids. Most had been distractions to sow chaos and hide Erebus’ intentions. “It’s grim out there. Trouble is festering through insurrections and doubt. Erebus has fallen, or so we suppose. At least his forces have lost their power and scattered.” 
 
    Elial leaned forward, his index fingers pressed together at the tips. “No one knows who did it? It wasn’t Oberon.” 
 
    So Elial was savvy enough to see through the propaganda. “I can’t talk about that, but I’m also not denying it.” 
 
    “You’re not here to get me involved?” 
 
    “I am, but I can’t share much. Need-to-know basis only.” 
 
    “And how can I be of service?” 
 
    “I just got word there’s a group of elves in Keiel that have formed a band. Maybe more of a gang. Call themselves the Irakim of Kinsel King. They’re preaching a new order free of Oberon’s control. Back to the old days, before we had a global sovereign.” 
 
    “I haven’t been to Keiel in years. I don’t think I have much influence there. And the elves have never been fans of the global sovereignty.” 
 
    “I thought the elves were friends to Oberon.” 
 
    “We support him, for the sake of peace and order. But we’ve seen what happens when an evil king gets too much power. That’s why these rebels call themselves the Irakim of Kinsel King. The second coming of the man who saved us from the last tyrant who tried to rule the world.” 
 
    Bremnos sat up. “Are you calling Oberon a tyrant?” Bremnos appreciated Elial’s candor, but this wasn’t a conversation he would want overheard. 
 
    “Of course not. He has been just, and we have supported his efforts. But he won’t always be in power, and power can be devastating should the wrong person be seated upon the throne.” 
 
    Bremnos winced. “You mean Aethelwyne?” 
 
    “I don’t mean Aethelwyne. It’s the principle. Please understand I’m not voicing my own opinion. I’m telling you the minds of the elves. They’ve always seen the idea of global monarchy, or even the expansion of territory, as a threat. This upheaval – not just with the elves, but with everyone – has been boiling under the surface for centuries.” 
 
    This was news. Bremnos had always thought the elves were fond supporters of the throne. 
 
    “Still,” he pleaded, “I’d like you to come with me. Talk to their leaders. These rebels are mostly the young. They are armed and willing to fight, but untrained. They’re going to get themselves killed.” Bremnos coughed and began to choke. He could feel tears form in his eyes. “I slew an army of fine young Ophilim, Elial. Narrowly averted a bloodbath in Kaussgale yesterday. I can’t keep doing this. I need a peaceful solution with the elves.” 
 
    Elial nodded. “I see. I’ll come with you, but I can’t promise I’ll be able to help.” 
 
    Bremnos stood and bowed. Finding himself unable to speak, he offered Elial a salute and turned for the door. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sophrosyne traced the letters on the surface of the stone with her finger before setting it on the arm of her seat. 
 
    She smiled. “Chief of the Digans.” 
 
    Kyla squirmed. “Sort of. I left one of them in charge. Can’t pronounce his name. I just call him Lumpy.” The thought of being Chief of the Digans sounded nice but Kyla feared she may, at some point, be pressured into living among them, and was hoping people would forget about it. Not likely with Sophrosyne. 
 
    “You did well. And you’ve made a new friend.” 
 
    Kyla sneered and looked back at Hajar, who stepped forward. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you!” Hajar smiled and curtsied. 
 
    “You may call me Sophrosyne. You have been through a terrible lot more than Kyla realizes. I’m sure she’ll soften as she gets to know you.” 
 
    Kyla stomped her foot. “She kidnapped me! She made me a slave!” 
 
    “Yes, and that was a horrible thing to do. I’m not condoning it. I’m saying she has been through worse things than you. That doesn’t excuse her actions, of course.” 
 
    “She’s a brat. And was hardly much help. Well, I mean, she told us where the stone was, but it was the Digans who got it after that monster almost ate us.” 
 
    “Well, finding the stone was your assignment. I’d say she did the most important part.” 
 
    “By accident! It was just luck Mokosh happened to be the one who hid it.” Kyla bit her lip. Sophrosyne must have known. How could this have been chance? Yet Kyla had to be careful about making accusations, even in her mind. Sophrosyne’s eyes were already boring into her thoughts. 
 
    “She needs a place to stay,” Sophrosyne said. “She can stay with you, can she not?” 
 
    Kyla crossed her arms. “No, I’m afraid she cannot.” 
 
    “I can stay with Heff!” Hajar volunteered. 
 
    “He has a family! Not like he needs another mouth to feed.” Kyla turned to Sophrosyne. “I’m going to take her to Denzig. Then if she acts up, he can have her as a snack.” 
 
    Hajar let out a squeak. “No! You can’t!” 
 
    Sophrosyne sighed. “Kyla, just—” Kyla expected a reprimand, but Sophrosyne cut herself off and looked back at Hajar. “Don’t worry. He’s a friendly dragon.” 
 
    “He seemed fine when I met him.” Hajar’s voice became soft and sad. “So did Mokosh, in the beginning. Maybe the dragon’s a dear until he gets hungry! Why can’t I stay with Kyla?” 
 
    Sophrosyne returned to her seat. “I’m sure you or one of your friends at Equinox can put her up for a few days, Kyla. Ask around.” 
 
    “No!” Kyla protested. “I can’t be around her anymore.” 
 
    “Why not?” Hajar looked as though she were ready to cry. “I can sing for you! You like my music. Please, I don’t want to be left alone anymore. I’m sorry I tricked you.” 
 
    “You made me into a slave! I would have been trapped forever if Heff hadn’t come looking for me.” 
 
    “Yes, but…” Hajar stopped talking and started breathing heavily. Tears began to roll down her cheeks. 
 
    “Fine. You can stay at Eunoe’s tonight. Then she can decide.” This seemed satisfactory. Eunoe wasn’t the sort to want a stranger sharing her room. 
 
    Sophrosyne leaned back in her seat. “You’re such a child.” She looked at the stone. “You do, however, accomplish great things. I’ll give you a few days’ rest, but we need to continue procuring these fragments. Put a team together. You’ll be heading to the jungles of Laenith this time, so equip yourself appropriately. You’ll want to invite your friend Aspen, as it seems the trees in the region are having trouble. See me when you’re ready to leave.” 
 
    “Oh, crab-apples,” Kyla muttered as she turned to the exit. She beckoned Hajar to follow. “Come on.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Titania scratched the little baku behind the ear. The fur was silky, though she suppressed the thought of making baku coats and blankets. Not only were the little creatures too adorable to imagine skinning, but they were spirits that existed outside the mortal cycle. This one was named Chiazu and was one of the more affectionate of the creatures, at least toward Titania. Many of the others were shy and would only allow Myam to pet them. Chiazu wrapped his trunk around her wrist and gave a gentle squeeze. His throat hummed with pleasure. 
 
    The door opened and Myam entered. She jumped a bit as she saw Titania, but quickly composed herself and bowed. “Your Majesty. I wasn’t expecting you just yet.” 
 
    “It’s been a slow day, so I thought I’d come visit the baku. Lovely creatures.” 
 
    “I, too, find them stress-relieving. I have something to report.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes. I have sought the dreams of Kyla Nim and her friends, but they are among those we have not been able to penetrate.” 
 
    “Yes,” Titania nodded. “The Seers have expressed difficulty with them as well.” 
 
    “She is being protected by Nyx, I assume. Should we have her questioned?” 
 
    Titania picked up Chiazu and stroked him as she paced across the room. “She’s been away from campus on assignment for a mysterious patron. Suspicious, as Equinox has kept no record where she went, or for whom, yet both Anh-Bul and Elial Ciana have insisted it is part of her program.” 
 
    “Stories say Nyx has power to hide, steal, or even change memories. She may be controlling Kyla and erasing the memories of those with whom she associates.” 
 
    “Perhaps. It’s a serious accusation, even if Kyla is an unwitting dupe. Many will call for her head if she’s found to be in league with Nyx. I would like this to remain unofficial. I can’t have my regular operatives bring her in. It needs to be off the books.” 
 
    The little baku in Titania’s arm started squirming, so Myam gently took it and set it on the floor. It turned into its spirit form and fled through a wall. Myam turned back to the Queen. “Yes, Your Majesty. I shall learn what I can.” 
 
    *** 
 
    It was after midnight when Kyla and Hajar emerged from the portal in Equinox. Kyla spent the walk to Haven Hall avoiding Hajar’s many questions about the campus. Soon they were back at the large wooden doors of the dorm, and Hajar helped Kyla heave open the massive entrance. 
 
    As they walked up the stairs, Kyla finally decided to give Hajar a run-down of her friends. “Eunoe’s an alseid. She designs animals. Her best friend is Aspen, who’s a dryad, but she’s a dryad of a cherry tree, not an aspen, only her tree died in a fire and now she’s attached to Eunoe. We’re here on the second floor. Eunoe lives right across the hall from me. Oh, and my roommate is Aura. She’s a Daughter of the Air. That’s a high-class air spirit. Maybe we should take a bath before we go see them. I’ve got so much dirt on me, I’m practically a Digan. Oh, you know what, she won’t care.” 
 
    Kyla’s heart pounded as she walked up to Eunoe’s door. She heard talking as she approached, and slowly pushed the door open. Inside, Eunoe and Aspen sat on Eunoe’s bed, and Marik sat next to an unfamiliar platinum-haired woman. Aspen watched Marik with a frown, and Eunoe was knitting. The stranger was speaking but paused as Kyla entered. She swung the door fully open to reveal Hajar, who waved energetically. 
 
    “Hi! I’m Hajar. I’m a friend of Kyla’s. She’s told me everything about you.” 
 
    Eunoe, who was knitting on her bed, dropped her needles and jumped to her feet. “Are you alright? What happened?” 
 
    “Oh, right.” The bruises up Kyla’s arm, and the more painful unseen ones, remained from her time with Mokosh. “Nothing. I’m fine. This is Hajar. That’s Eunoe. Aspen’s the one with the reddish-brown skin and green hair. That’s Marik. He works for the Director. I don’t know that one.” 
 
    The platinum-haired woman stood and offered her arm. Kyla clasped her wrist. 
 
    “I’m Carmin. You must be Kyla. They were telling me about you. I hear you’ve been off on an exciting adventure.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I can’t talk about it. Top secret. Are you Marik’s sister or something?” 
 
    Carmin smiled, but Marik’s eyes widened and he set off in a fit of coughing. 
 
    “No. He’s my boyfriend. We’ve been re-united after some time apart.” 
 
    “Oh. He never mentioned you.” 
 
    Marik cleared his throat. “Um, not that I didn’t think about you all the time, love. Just I don’t have the sort of relationship with Kyla that would lead me to discuss my private matters with her.” 
 
    “You’ve been to my house! You’ve met my parents. How much closer can people get?” 
 
    Carmin’s eye sparkled as she smiled back at Marik, who wriggled in his seat, and replied. “You make it sound like we were dating. Look, Carmin, I met her family when I passed through her hometown. We had a bit of trouble with a dwarf that was trying to kill Kyla, and I helped protect her.” 
 
    “Trying to kill her?” Carmin gawked at Kyla. “What in heaven and earth did you do?” 
 
    It was evident Carmin was trying to be playful. Kyla wasn’t in the mood but had an immediate fondness for Carmin and decided to play along. 
 
    “You should have seen him in action,” she swooned. “He was so brave. It was…well, I thought I meant something to him. I guess not.” 
 
    “You cad!” Carmin pushed away from Marik in mock anger. “Bouncing from girl to girl like a fox in a rabbit’s warren.” 
 
    Kyla couldn’t help but laugh, though a comment from Hajar ruined the moment. 
 
    “Foxes don’t bounce. Though, they are swift.” 
 
    Kyla groaned and rolled her eyes. “It’s an expression. If a fox were in a warren, he’d jump from rabbit to rabbit and never eat any of them.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s true. He’d eat the first one he caught. And I’ve seen a warren. I don’t think there’d be room for a fox to hop around.” 
 
    Kyla sighed and released Marik. She turned to Eunoe and Aspen, though with Aspen’s disturbed gaze fixed on Marik, she spoke to Eunoe directly. 
 
    “Anything happen when I was gone?” 
 
    “Aspen broke up with Vock.” 
 
    Aspen winced. “For now.” 
 
    Hajar clapped her hands. “You had a boyfriend? How wonderful! I only had Mokosh. He was cruel. I love your hair. Did you know, when I was in charge of my pond, I was a friend of many of the local dryads? They usually don’t speak with anyone, except me, because they loved my singing.” 
 
    “Oh!” Aspen clapped her hands. “You sing?” 
 
    “Yes! We xana are famous for our voices. But, I hadn’t the opportunity for many years because Mokosh wouldn’t—” 
 
    “Whoa!” Kyla leaped to her feet. “Can’t talk about the mission. Anyway, we were wondering if Hajar could stay here, since you have an extra bed.” 
 
    “Yes!” Marik interrupted with suspicious enthusiasm. 
 
    “Sure,” Carmin said. “I mean, if she needs a place to stay, of course I can stay with Marik.” 
 
    “No!” Aspen called out with suspicious panic. “She shouldn’t stay at Marik’s. Eunoe’s already offered Carmin this bed. I bet Hajar could sleep in your room. Aura’s barely home nowadays.” 
 
    Kyla turned to Hajar. “You could stay at Denzig’s. He’s got a huge cave, and lots of neat stuff. And you could visit Whitehall. It’s a human town. They have ice cream.” 
 
    Eunoe clicked her tongue. “Don’t be such a brat. Of course she can stay with you. I’ll be up late, so I’ll keep an eye open for Aura and let her know what’s going on. I can give up my bed and sleep on the floor, if necessary.” 
 
    Hajar clapped her hands. “We’re going to be roommates.” 
 
    Kyla forced a smile. “Fantastic.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Carry this, would you, love?” Carmin draped her bag over Marik’s shoulder. She had no possessions besides the clothes she wore when she awakened, but Eunoe had brought her some clothing and camp gear from the human settlement of Whitehall. The pots were polished to a shine and smoothed so there were no dings or dents from the smith’s hammer. Their handles were black and made from an unfamiliar material that Marik called plastic and stayed cool even when the pot was heated. Humans were marvelous craftsmen. 
 
    Marik smiled. Carmin wanted to believe it was genuine but she knew there was irritation behind it. When he received the summons from Sophrosyne regarding a new assignment he wanted to make it just the two of them. But Hajar seemed so lost and lonely, Carmin couldn’t leave her behind and insisted they invite her. He hadn’t stopped grumbling about it. 
 
    He affixed his sword to his belt. She thought it should be flattering but found it odd that he had carved her likeness into the hilt. It didn’t look practical. Ah, well. At least she knew he had missed her while she had been dead. 
 
    “We should hurry. I’ve already missed a lot of work.” He grabbed the door and beckoned her through. 
 
    Carmin through her bag over her shoulder. “Sophie said she’d take care of Anh-Bul.” She said this more casually than she felt. Marik had told her about Sophrosyne’s abilities to read and erase minds, and Carmin wondered if this was why most of her own memories seemed to be missing. She could remember no friends or family besides Marik. 
 
    Marik waved her toward the door. “Yes, she’ll manage it, but I’m missing out on a lot of the information passing through him. Hard to do my job when I don’t know what’s going on.” 
 
    “What does it matter? Sophie will read his mind and gather what she needs.” 
 
    Marik bit his lip. He didn’t like working for the goddess, and Carmin was unclear why Marik kept allegiance with her, except perhaps for fear. 
 
    Marik swung his own bag over his shoulder just as Hajar stepped into the room, carrying a bag of her own. 
 
    “I said you don’t need to come!” Marik snapped at her. 
 
    Carmin stepped back. He had never used that tone. In all her memories, his words were soft and kind. 
 
    Hajar’s eyes dropped to the floor. “Carmin said I could come.” She looked up, her eyes pleading. “You wouldn’t leave me here alone, would you?” 
 
    Carmin leaned forward and drew a finger down Hajar’s cheek. “We won’t leave you alone. He’s just upset, you know, because we’ve been apart so long, and he wanted to spend some time together. But we can manage that later.” 
 
    “She’s got the mind of a child. I don’t want to babysit her the whole trip.” He turned back to Hajar. “Kyla’s got her own assignment. Why don’t you go with her?” 
 
    “She said no. And Carmin already said I could come with you.” 
 
    Marik replied with a throaty growl. Had he changed so much since her death? 
 
    She sighed and placed a hand on Hajar’s shoulder. “I said you can come, and I stand by it. I have been dead for some time, and it will be useful to have another woman around to remind me of the ins and outs.” 
 
    Hajar threw her arms around Carmin’s neck. “Oh, thank you! The first lesson is, how horrible it is to be left alone.” 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Laenith 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, no,” Kyla breathed as Hajar marched into Sophrosyne’s chamber with Marik and Carmin. 
 
    Hajar waved at Kyla, Aspen, and Eunoe, though only Aspen and Eunoe waved back. Aspen’s face was undisguised disgust, though that was directed at Marik. 
 
    Castor seemed otherwise occupied, as Eunoe’s winged white tiger sniffed at Sophrosyne’s foot that dangled from her cross-legged posture on her chair. The goddess leaned forward and gave him a scratch behind the ears, to which he gratefully licked her hand. 
 
    “Are they coming with us?” Aspen whispered. “Marik and Carmin, I mean.” 
 
    “No,” said Kyla. “They have a separate assignment.” 
 
    “Hajar must come with us! Why didn’t you invite her to come with us, Kyla?” 
 
    Sophrosyne stood and strode forward. “Welcome. I didn’t expect you all to show up at the same time. Hajar, you will be accompanying Marik and Carmin on their assignment.” 
 
    Marik huffed. Kyla caught a few Elvish curses under his breath. 
 
    Carmin put her arms around Marik’s neck. “I thought the kindest man in the world would be happy to have her along.” 
 
    “Eunoe and Aspen would be far better suited to our trip,” he replied. 
 
    “Hey!” Kyla objected. “I was specifically told to bring Aspen.” 
 
    Aspen’s eyes widened. “No! I mean, no, thank you, Marik. Eunoe and I are excited to see Laenith. She’s read so many books about it.” 
 
    “Well, you can still take Hajar,” Marik insisted. “Carmin and I can manage a trip to the Undine. It’ll be a nice way to reconnect.” 
 
    Carmin took Marik by the elbow. “We aren’t going to ditch her, hon. I already said she could come with us.” 
 
    Marik pulled his arm away. “Come on, Kyla. You know her best. She should go with you.” 
 
    “No!” Kyla protested. An expression of hurt crawled over Hajar’s face. It was hard to hate someone so pitiable. 
 
    Kyla turned to see Sophrosyne staring at her. She worried her patron might decide it was better for her to bring Hajar along after all, and the goddess seemed to draw the worry out as long as she could before speaking. 
 
    “Hajar will go with Carmin and Marik. End of discussion.” 
 
    Marik, looking defeated, tried to stammer out a response but gave up before the comment made it all the way out of his mouth. 
 
    “Enough, Marik. You will be heading to the Undine, which will be more suitable for Hajar than the jungles of Laenith.” Sophrosyne gave Hajar a smile. “The Undine is a lovely city under the sea, surrounded by all sorts of fascinating creatures. It will be a less arduous journey than Kyla’s, and perhaps more suited for your first venture.” 
 
    “Oh!” Hajar, though almost looking to break into tears, smiled. “It sounds lovely.” 
 
    “I have only seen it through the minds of others, but I would love to see it in person when I have the chance. Carmin, you will take care of her?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    Kyla tightened her bag over her shoulder. “Well, looks like we got that sorted. Shall we go?” 
 
    “Aren’t you curious where you’re going?” Sophrosyne asked. 
 
    “We’re going to Laenith. I’m sure they have a portal. Oh, I guess we will need the address.” 
 
    “You are going to arrive in Laenith, but you need to find a tribe of ciguapa hidden deep in the jungle. I don’t know where to find them but start by heading to Anima Point.” 
 
    Kyla stood a minute, waiting for more instruction, but nothing further came. “Is that it?” 
 
    “You now know as much as I do, so, you’re going to have to do a bit of searching. You may need to find a guide.” 
 
    Kyla sighed before nodding. “Right. Making it nice and easy, as usual.” 
 
    *** 
 
    It was hot and muggy, and there was a cloud of humming insects hovering several feet away. Kyla felt a tickle on her face and swatted it, only to be alarmed as a beetle the size of her palm buzzed from her cheek. 
 
    The portal in Laenith was surrounded by a series of thick stone columns topped with lintels, but no roof, so she could see cloudless sky above. Some clouds would be nice, she thought, as she could already feel her shirt clinging to her skin. The humidity was like walking in a hot bath. 
 
    Kyla dug through her bag for the map and compass. She was learning to be better prepared for her journeys, though Eunoe had forced her to carry far more than she needed, and the bag had become heavy. Fortunately, Castor was along, bearing Eunoe’s knitting paraphernalia so she could work during the evenings, and Kyla had strung him with an extra saddle bag to carry the pots and pans. 
 
    “That way,” Kyla pointed to the southwest. As she looked up from her map, she saw that she was in the center of the city on top of a pyramid that towered over the surrounding buildings. The pyramid, the surrounding buildings, and even the roads were made from stone, with roofs of either wood planks or thatch. Each side of the pyramid had a steep flight of stairs to the bottom, and at the base on the eastern side was a mosaic of colorful tents and awnings. 
 
    Tables and rugs covered in fruits, meats, and knickknacks indicated this to be a bustling market. Throngs of interesting denizens pressed their ways to vendors: serpentine folk wearing bright plumage slithered between rows of cat-like beings with velvety black fur. Pockets of stout creatures who looked like dusty dwarves with large heads and noses mingled along the sides, drinking from wooden mugs. 
 
    “This is exactly how it was described in my book,” Eunoe noted as she looked at a pair of pyramids in a distant portion of the city. She swatted a large buzzing insect from her face. “The City of Gold.” 
 
    Kyla didn’t notice much gold about. Perhaps they kept it locked up, like the dwarves tended to do. 
 
    Aspen stepped to the edge of the stairs. Her eyes scanned the trees beyond Laenith’s border. “I’ve never seen trees that big!” 
 
    The trees were indeed large, and so were the bugs, Kyla noted as she flicked another insect from the back of her hand. She unfolded the map. “It’s faster to go through the market, but I don’t want to dawdle. We don’t need any more supplies. Maybe we can stop on the way back to get some souvenirs. Come on.” 
 
    “We need to hire a guide first,” Eunoe said. “So we don’t get lost.” 
 
    “We won’t. And we shouldn’t hire a guide. No one’s supposed to know what we’re doing.” 
 
    “You need someone who knows the area. Sophrosyne even suggested it. I’m sure if we pay well enough, a guide won’t ask any questions.” 
 
    Kyla jumped as a nasal voice assaulted her from behind. 
 
    “You said you’re looking for a guide who can keep his mouth shut?” 
 
    The speaker was a short fellow with a round stomach. He had bright red hair and orange eyes and wore only a loincloth of bark and leaves. He extended his arm, and Kyla clasped his wrist. 
 
    “I guess we do. Just to Anima Point. I think. Or was it Animal Point?” Kyla looked at the map again. The writing ran into the lines of the map, making it hard to read. 
 
    “Anima. Yeah, I know the way. Spend a lot of time there. Lovely place. I charge a gold piece a day. That includes an explanation of the flora and fauna.” 
 
    “Fine. Just no questions.” 
 
    “No worries! Most of my work is clandestine. My lips are sealed. Well, except for all the knowledge and humor I shall be imparting on the journey. I’m known as the Wit of the West around here.” 
 
    “You mean the Half-Wit of the West!” came a voice from the other side of the portal. 
 
    “Shut up, Caro!” the little man retorted. He turned back to Kyla and smiled. “Just one of my competitors. We show tourists around for a reasonable fee.” The little man dropped his voice to a whisper. “Though I’m better at it, and he charges a lot more.” 
 
    Kyla looked in her coin purse. She seldom carried money, but this had presented problems on previous journeys, so she had borrowed some from Denzig. “How far is it?” 
 
    “Three days. Four, maybe, if the weather’s bad.” 
 
    Kyla looked up and peeled her sweaty shirt from her skin. “It gets worse than this?” 
 
    “If it rains, you won’t be able to see past your nose.” 
 
    Kyla saw Eunoe and Aspen in her periphery. Eunoe was focused on the young man’s face, and Aspen was looking down at the ground. 
 
    “What was your name again?” Eunoe asked. 
 
    The red-haired boy gave her a big toothy smile. “Hadn’t introduced myself yet, now that you mention it. I’m Faron. And yours, beautiful?” 
 
    Kyla blushed, despite feeling awkward she couldn’t honestly repay the compliment. “I’m Kyla.” 
 
    Faron offered a smile that felt somehow condescending. “I meant the blonde one. But to be sure, that compliment applies to you as well.” 
 
    Kyla, mildly deflated, was unconvinced of his sincerity. “Sure. Anyway, that’s Eunoe. That’s Aspen with the green hair, and the tiger’s name is Castor.” 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you all!” Faron stepped forward to greet each in turn, though backed away from Castor as the tiger offered a warning growl. 
 
    Aspen dropped to all fours, mouth agape, her eyes focused on Faron’s feet. “They’re on backwards!” 
 
    Kyla looked down. From her angle, in front, it appeared he had no feet at all, but when she looked from the side she saw they were indeed pointing the other way. “What happened to you?” The question slipped out before she could filter it. 
 
    He laughed. “I get that a lot from foreigners. I’m a curupira. It’s normal for us. Helps us elude trackers and the like.” 
 
    Kyla gave her sternest face. “If you’re tracked often enough that you need crazy feet, you might bring a lot of trouble.” 
 
    “Not really. The odd predator. Certain orcs and ogres. The Ophilim seem to have developed a taste for us. Kind of why I live in the city now – protected by law. Bounty hunters occasionally come asking about. We get into a lot of misunderstandings. But things have been quiet lately, and I wouldn’t mind getting into the jungle for some fresh air. Well, shall we head out? Anima Point, right?” 
 
    Kyla looked at her friends, hoping for advice. The little man might be more trouble than he was worth. 
 
    Aspen was the first to speak. “I think we do need a guide.” 
 
    “See? The lovely dryad here can see the quality of my character.” 
 
    Aspen frowned and gave a half-shrug but didn’t object. 
 
    Kyla sighed. “Well, get us there in three days. I’ll give you three gold now and three more when we get back. But you’re going to have to wait for us in Anima Point. And no asking questions about our business.” 
 
    Faron’s hand flashed up and snatched the coins and tucked them so quickly on his person that Kyla had no idea where he stuffed them. He certainly had no pockets. 
 
    “I’m on the job,” he called out in Caro’s direction. He walked over to a pillar and grabbed a bag that had been tucked behind it. Kyla couldn’t keep her eyes off his feet as he walked.  
 
    “My eyes are up here!” he grinned. “Alright, well, you look supplied up. Let’s go!” 
 
    “Race you down the stairs!” Aspen whispered. Before Kyla could respond Aspen took off. 
 
    “No! You cheater!” She called back to Faron. “Meet you at the bottom!” She ran after Aspen, who already had a considerable head start and longer legs. 
 
    Kyla, abandoning caution for the sake of victory, took three steps at a time as she bounded down the stone steps. She overtook the dryad and laughed as she passed her. When she reached the bottom, she turned to see Aspen lagging behind. 
 
    Kyla held her hands up victoriously. “I’m the best!” 
 
    Eunoe rolled her eyes as she approached, Castor following close behind. Faron followed, keeping a wary eye on the tiger. 
 
    “Hurry it up!” Kyla yelled. She looked around the market as she waited. Most of the stands were selling unusual fruits, though a few had local crafts and homemade jewelry. Kyla was tempted to buy some, but as she was using Denzig’s money felt she should be somewhat responsible with her expenses. 
 
    As Kyla was joined by Eunoe and Aspen they meandered across the market, with Castor following close behind and drawing a lot of praise. No one seemed frightened by the tiger but sounded impressed to see one with wings. Eunoe walked tall and proud. 
 
    When they reached the opposite side of the market, Kyla looked about for Faron. 
 
    “Oh, no,” she muttered to her companions. “He better not have run off already.” She cupped her hands in front of her mouth and called for him. “Faron!” She waited. Nothing. She called again. 
 
    “Here!” returned his muffled voice. He pushed through the crowd, chomping on a fruit with one hand and carrying several more under his other arm. 
 
    “You bought all those?” 
 
    “Um…yeah. We should go.” 
 
    “Are they good? Maybe I should buy some for the group. Doesn’t hurt to have extra food, I suppose.” 
 
    Faron’s eyes widened. “Uh, no. There aren’t any more. We should go.” 
 
    “You bought them all? We could by a different kind.” 
 
    “Nope. Nope. We should keep moving.” 
 
    There was a commotion in the market, and shouts of ‘thief’. 
 
    “You STOLE them!” Kyla put her hands on her hips. “You take those back right now, mister!” 
 
    “Nope! They aren’t talking about me. Keep moving.” 
 
    Faron stepped briskly into the labyrinthine network of roads that snaked through the stone buildings that lined the markets. Kyla motioned for the others to follow. Though Faron was short, his bright red hair made him easy to follow through the narrow, crowded streets. He led them into an alley behind what looked to be a cooper’s shop, with barrels stacked in front of the door. 
 
    “Tell you what—you can each have one of these,” he said as he doled out the fruit. Aspen accepted it graciously, but of course wouldn’t eat a plant, and handed it to Eunoe. 
 
    “You’re a thief!” Kyla jabbed a finger into Faron’s shoulder. “A no-good thief.” 
 
    Faron looked hurt. “I’m a good thief, I’ll have you know, and if they didn’t charge such ridiculous prices I’d have no problem paying for them.” 
 
    “I just gave you three gold. You have money.” 
 
    “It’s not a question of money. It’s a question of value. Are you going to eat yours or not?” 
 
    Kyla looked at the fruit in her hand. It did look delicious. “Fine. Whatever. We’re getting out of the city now, though, before you get us all thrown in jail.” 
 
    “Jail? Me? Never. Well, just that one time, if you don’t count last month. Just an over-nighter. Follow me.” 
 
    The crowds thinned as they moved away from the markets, and Faron seemed deliberate in his choice of poorly inhabited streets. From atop the pyramid the city had looked lovely, but now the stench and piles of garbage and refuse lining the streets revealed a less pleasant aspect of the town. The heat and humidity did nothing to help, with brown juices running from piles of waste along the edges of the streets. 
 
    “This place smells like a sack of rotting crab-apples.” Kyla gagged from behind her shirt, which she had pulled up over her mouth and nose. 
 
    Faron shrugged and tossed the pit of his fruit into one of the piles. “You get used to it. I’m not taking you through the nicest part of town. This is a short-cut. Hi, Loni!” Faron waved at another curupira who was dumping a bin of garbage out a window. Loni had the same bright hair and eyes as Faron. Kyla spotted a couple others around a corner. Same hair and eyes. Must be a pain to tell each other apart. 
 
    They came to a canal that flowed between steep stone walls. She peered down to watch the murky water flow below. Unidentifiable clumps floated past. Not a place she’d care to go swimming. 
 
    A wide stone bridge was the only visible way across, and Faron led them to it. The portion of the city across the canal looked wealthier than the side they were on. And greener. And cleaner. The buildings were made of the same stone, but the doors and window sills were painted and many of the homes had colorful curtains. Trees and other plants marked the center of the roads, all trimmed and weeded. The people were nicely dressed, mostly in bright colors. There were more of the serpentine folk here, as a percentage. Few of the cat-folk, and Kyla saw no curupira. 
 
    A booming voice made Kyla jump. “And where do you folks live?” 
 
    A muscular man with bronze skin and teeth of iron stood at the foot of the bridge. He wore a thin black toga trimmed in white, which bore badges and a deep blue sash. He held a long pike with its butt planted on the ground. 
 
    Kyla approached and offered her wrist, but he didn’t receive it. She knew by now that the Elvish manner of greeting was not universal, and casually dropped her arm back to her side. “We’re going to Anima Point. I hope that’s okay.” 
 
    The man forced a smile. “I wasn’t referring to you, my lady.” 
 
    Kyla blushed at the ‘my lady’ reference. 
 
    The man pointed his pike at Faron. “This hooligan isn’t supposed to be in this part of town.” 
 
    Faron smiled and gave a dismissive wave. “Just passing through, Officer.” 
 
    “Last time you passed through, I’m told you made off with one of the magistrate’s rings!” 
 
    Faron pursed his lips and thought. “No, that doesn’t sound familiar. Truth to tell, I’m new to town.” 
 
    “Faron,” Kyla scolded, “you really are a charlatan, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Me? Of course not! I work for my keep, nowadays. Sure, I had a rough past, but we can’t all be born on this side of the bridge! Some of us had to eke our way through childhood and fight for scraps! That led to a few poor choices, but I’m an honest guide, now.” 
 
    Kyla squinted and leaned in so her nose was only an inch away from Faron’s. “You were born on the other side of the bridge? But you just said you’re new to town! I don’t want some crook leading me willy-nilly into the jungle. Give me my money back.” 
 
    Kyla held her hand out, and the officer laughed. Faron stepped back and put his hands up defensively. “Okay, wait, full disclosure. Truth be told, I come from the jungle. I wasn’t born here, but now I live in the so-called Hive. These officers call everyone over there a criminal, just for breathing! I wouldn’t do you wrong, miss. I’ll get you to Anima Point.” 
 
    The officer stooped and put his mouth by Kyla’s ear. “You want me to take him in before he steals the shoes off your feet?” 
 
    “No,” Kyla sighed. “I mean, I doubt he could actually harm anyone.” 
 
    “Hey!” Faron objected. “I’ve been in a dozen street fights and came pretty close to winning two of them.” He paused. “I mean, I stayed conscious.” 
 
    The officer stood tall and glared at Faron. “I’ll be watching for your return.” He put a hand on Kyla’s shoulder. “If he does you any harm, let me know. I’ve been looking for a reason to lock him up. Might even be able to work out a reward for you.” 
 
    Faron bowed. “You’ll never find a grain of dirt on me. Honest and true, is what I am. Come, let’s get moving. You wanted me to get you there in three days. We need to hurry.” 
 
    “A reward, huh?” Kyla pressed a finger to her lips. “If he doesn’t do a good job, I’m sure I can find something you can throw him in jail for. Though I might just feed him to Castor.” She pointed a thumb at the tiger. 
 
    The guard shrugged. “Either way, I’ll see that you get paid.” 
 
      
 
    Kyla sat with one arm wrapped around her knees, which were tucked to her chest, and her other waving off mosquitos. It was the third night in the jungle, and she had barely slept. She had to sleep with her head tucked into a spare shirt, and her arms in the legs of her extra pants, and still they got in. And if it wasn’t mosquitoes keeping her awake, it was the terrifying cackles and shrieks from the jungle, which were louder at night. And the night prior, Kyla had awakened with a giant centipede scrambling up her leg. Now she twitched whenever something brushed against her. 
 
    Poor Aspen had it worse. She claimed the trees here were angry and hostile. They wouldn’t let the dryad meld with them, and so she wasn’t getting her proper nutrients. And they hadn’t come across a river to find any fish, which was the only food Aspen would eat. 
 
    “How much farther is it?” Kyla groaned at Faron, who was casting his eyes along the perimeter of the firelight. 
 
    “Oh. Sorry, I wasn’t looking for it.” 
 
    “Looking for what? You didn’t even hear what I said.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure I did.” 
 
    “Well, then, you answered it wrong. How far is Anima Point?” 
 
    “Oh, we’ll get there tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    “You look nervous. Is there something out there?” 
 
    “In the jungle? Oh, not really. Animals. Snakes. Trees. That sort of thing.” 
 
    “Well, you’re driving me crazy looking around all nervous. Cut it out.” 
 
    “Just need to be watchful in the jungle. Things can creep up at you.” 
 
    Kyla sighed. “Yeah. Wonderful place, isn’t it?” She opened her bag and pulled out some dried elk meat and a bag of carrots. She was going through her food more quickly than expected, though she ate more from anxiety than hunger. The jungle was too dangerous to wander off on her own, and she had no idea what was safe to eat around here. Faron said even the frogs were poisonous. With no foraging to be done, she had nothing to do but sit by the fire and daydream about sleeping. 
 
    “Hey Aspen. Aspen! Are you there?” Kyla hoped a nice chat might keep her mind off the troubles of the night. 
 
    “Yes,” Aspen’s voice squeaked from the shadows. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “There’s someone in the branches of the trees.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    An arrow thudded into the ground at Kyla’s feet. She yelped and rolled away from it. 
 
    Faron stood and smiled. “Ah! It’s about time!” 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Unwelcome Company 
 
      
 
      
 
    Carmin breathed in the scent of the ocean. She had a single memory of being at the coast with Marik, having a picnic. He had brought some Liafin, a honey-wine he had claimed to make himself, though she recalled doubting it even then. They had eaten goat cheese sprinkled with herbs, and Visali, and strange red seeds from a tasty but unfamiliar fruit. He had been smiles and laughter then. That was all Carmin remembered of him: happiness and joy and laughing. 
 
    “Did we ever fight? Argue, I mean?” She interrupted him during a story to which she had not been listening. 
 
    He paused. “No, not really. We disagreed on what to eat for dinner quite a bit. My fault, I suppose, as I can be fussy.” 
 
    Hajar walked several paces behind, her head down and hands clutching the skirts of her dress. Odd wear, for such a journey. 
 
    “Come on!” Carmin waved. “Walk with us.” 
 
    Hajar looked uncertain, but Carmin beckoned again. Hajar smiled and trotted forward, stepping between Carmin and Marik, who scowled. 
 
    “Have you been to the sea before?” Carmin asked, to keep the conversation light. 
 
    Hajar shook her head. “Never. We xana live near the mountains, where the water is fresh. I have heard the oceans and seas are filled with salt and other impurities, and that the scent is frightful.” 
 
    Marik snorted. “Then why did you come?” 
 
    Carmin gently pressed the back of her hand against Marik’s chest. “Hush, love. That is the aroma of the sea. Fresh, and brisk. You don’t like it?” 
 
    “No.” Hajar wrinkled her nose. “I used to manage a pond in the woods, before Mokosh tricked me away. It was clear and clean. I imagine it is frothing with scum, now that I’ve been gone so long.” 
 
    “Perhaps you could find it again, and clean it up,” Marik suggested. 
 
    Hajar’s eyes looked briefly panicked. “I do not wish to go alone. And Carmin’s magic is soothing.” 
 
    Carmin raised an eyebrow. “Magic?” 
 
    “It swirls about you, like Kyla’s ring, though a different color. Her ring has a purple aura. Yours is yellow, and bright like the sun. Both are ancient. They follow the same pattern.” 
 
    “What does it do?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m not a wizard.” 
 
    Marik sighed. “She was returned from the dead. It is probably Sophrosyne’s magic.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Perhaps. I have never met anyone risen from the dead. To be honest, I didn’t know it was possible. Now I fear Mokosh might return. Of course, if he does come back, his head and his body have become separated.” 
 
    Carmin wondered what this Mokosh might have done to Hajar. He did seem to be the cause of some emotional damage. “I have never met anyone who could see magic. Not that I remember, at least. What other magic do you see?” 
 
    “None, here, but I have magic of my own. It only comes out when I sing, in swirls of green and white. Would you like to hear?” 
 
    “That would be wonderful!” 
 
    Hajar began with a low note, which slowly rose in pitch and volume and broke suddenly into a melody that seemed to freeze the world in place. The words were unfamiliar, but the sound penetrating and sweet. Nature itself, the trees and grass, though soundless seemed to respond with an energy that made the air pulse and tingle. It was music to be both heard and felt, and Carmin’s heart flowed with peace and joy. She stopped, her body wishing to bask in the soothing melody, but a pull at her hand kept her walking. She looked at Marik with a newfound affection. Not only for him, but everyone. She wanted only to love, to seek the best in others, to find ways to make them feel as wonderful as she felt right now. 
 
    With all this beauty, and joy, and peace surrounding them, Carmin was startled at Marik’s face twisting in pain. 
 
    “Stop it!” he shrieked. He took a moment to calm himself. “Maybe you should find a different hobby.” 
 
    Carmin worried the poor girl was offended, but her expression was more of fear. She snapped her mouth shut and backed away. As they continued walking in silence, Hajar once again fell behind, though Carmin noticed she kept her eyes planted on the back of Marik’s head. 
 
    *** 
 
    A quick scan told Aspen no one was hurt. Kyla, who had fallen onto her back, scrambled behind the log on which she had been sitting. Eunoe was quick to move behind a tree, dragging Castor into the foliage, though the tiger was growling. 
 
    Only Faron didn’t move. Rather, he smiled and waved into the darkness. Aspen had liked the little fellow, but it was now clear he was a trickster and a traitor. She wondered if, perhaps, her instincts about people weren’t as reliable as she had always thought? 
 
    A voice dropped from overhead, in the shadows of the canopy. “Stay where you are.” 
 
    “It’s me! Faron! Is that Ceiba? You know me. Brought you some marks! They don’t have much gear, but the elf has a bag of gold.” 
 
    Kyla poked her head up and chucked the sack of gold at Faron. “Take it, you lousy sack of crab-apples!” 
 
    Aspen shook her head. Elvish insults lacked the sting of those hurled by orcs and demons. 
 
    A figure dropped to the ground, a fall that would have crippled most, yet he planted firmly as he landed, his long white hair flipping as he spun his head to move it from his eyes. His limbs were lanky, and his skin rough like bark. Aspen could feel his connection to the trees, though he was no dryad. It was not a connection of love and empathy, but one of dominance and fear. 
 
    “What are you?” The words slipped out and her heart skipped as his eyes darted to meet hers. 
 
    “Hello, fair dryad. You have not seen my kind before?” 
 
    Aspen shook her head. 
 
    “I have never seen a dryad so far from her tree. You are tied to this one.” He gestured at Eunoe with his chin. 
 
    Two figures emerged from the shadows with bows drawn. The man with the white hair raised a hand and they lowered them. 
 
    “I am an ada. I am tied to nothing.” 
 
    “You are the one hurting the trees. They won’t survive if you don’t take better care of them.” 
 
    His grim smile bared straight but yellow teeth. “Nor will you, for long.” 
 
    The ada motioned with his hand and several more figures stepped from the shadows, encircling the camp, including two behind her. 
 
    “Hand it over,” the ada said, looking at Faron and pointing at the sack of gold on the ground. “I’ll take it from here.” 
 
    Faron handed the ada the sack. Denzig wouldn’t fault them for being robbed, surely, but Aspen couldn’t help but try and think of ways to make it up to him. 
 
    The ada looked at Faron’s own purse: a small rawhide bag tied around his waist. “All of it.” 
 
    Faron’s mouth fell open. “What?” he gasped. “I brought you a whole bunch of people! Some beautiful women! Let me keep my pay, at least!” 
 
    “I never asked you to do this for me.” 
 
    “But…but I thought—" 
 
    “Whatever lonely thought has been rotting in your skull should have killed itself. Now hand it over, unless you’d rather feed Ori.” 
 
    “Ori?” 
 
    “Yes, Ori.” Ceiba gestured to a figure in the shadows, who took a few steps toward the cowering curupira. Aspen had never seen his kind before, but he had gray skin and a wide grin lined with rows of sharp teeth. 
 
    Ceiba walked around Faron, whose eyes bounced between the ada and the toothy Ori. “Curupira is his favorite meat. And he’s such a good hunter, he’s nearly cleared the region of them.” 
 
    Faron’s legs were shaking and his lips trembled. “Never heard of him.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Ceiba grinned. “No one’s ever gotten away.” 
 
    Faron dipped his fingers into his coin purse and withdrew the gold Kyla had given him earlier. “I thought you wanted more people in your gang. You could use someone like me.” He dropped the coins into the ada’s hand. 
 
    “More people is more mouths to feed. My gift to you is your life. Now run, before I re-gift it to Ori.” 
 
    Faron, his eyes wide and jaw still hanging, looked about to flee when Eunoe laughed in an unfamiliar chortle. Her stance as she stepped out from behind her tree was that of Aias. 
 
    Ceiba strode toward her with his arms behind his back. “You find this amusing now. We’ll see how you laugh when we insert marabunta in your eyes and under your skin.” His grin cracked his face. “Those are ants, if you don’t know.” 
 
    Eunoe shrugged. “Abis antolo va hasrem.” There was a familiar cocking noise, a sound that Aspen hated and made her stomach twist, and Eunoe’s hand pulled a gun from her waist and pressed it to Ceiba’s temple. 
 
    Aspen yelped and covered her mouth. “You brought a gun?” 
 
    “Gavam sleo ek hylam mar.” Aias was in control, and Aspen felt Eunoe receding into the background. 
 
    Ceiba appeared more amused than afraid. “What’s this? You expect me to be afraid of this?” 
 
    Eunoe spoke between clenched teeth. “Amalsin eks-ka dae solem.” She swung the gun toward a pod growing from a nearby tree and pulled the trigger. Aspen covered her ears as the pod exploded into pellets and fibers that clattered against neighboring trees. The sudden noise caused a mild panic among Ceiba’s bandits as well, some of whom began to run until they looked back to see Ceiba standing his ground. 
 
    Faron, cringing, stepped forward for a look. “It’s a human weapon. A gam? No. Gun.” 
 
    “Quiet. I know what a gun is.” Ceiba gestured at the trees, and sure enough Aspen noted one of the surrounding figures was a naked human male with a bow pointed at Kyla. “He has a gun in his village, but I don’t care for it. I prefer the silence of a bow. A gun tends to give away your position.” He raised an arm to grab Eunoe’s wrist. 
 
    “Ot!” Eunoe shouted. 
 
    Ceiba put up his hands and took a small step backward. “I don’t understand your language. I’m not sure if you understand mine. However, if you fire that thing off again, your friends here will die.” He gestured to his men. “You won’t get more than one shot before you’re all dead, so make it count.” 
 
    Aspen sensed a struggle in Eunoe as she fought Aias over control of her body. Eunoe won and lowered the gun. Ceiba gestured to the human to take it from her. 
 
    “Very well. I see no reason to harm you or your friends, if you don’t cause any more trouble. This one, of course, has no value.” Ceiba pointed at Faron, whose eyes widened as an arrow whistled from the trees and planted itself in his chest. His hands clutched around the arrow’s shaft as his legs buckled and he dropped to the ground. The archer – some sort of wolf-man – dropped from a tree branch and drew another arrow. 
 
    “Oh, that was a cheap shot,” the curupira groaned. “Why?” 
 
    Ceiba didn’t change expression. “That’s gotta sting.” 
 
    Aspen rushed to Faron’s side and knelt over him. She wasn’t sure what to do but grabbed the arrow with both hands and prepared to yank it out. 
 
    “Leave the arrow in!” Eunoe barked. “Wrap a bandage around it. The arrow is plugging the hole.” 
 
    Faron winced. “Don’t touch it. It…hurts.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter!” Ceiba laughed. “The poison will kill him shortly.” 
 
    “That arrow wasn’t poisoned!” the wolf-man corrected. “I only have one poisoned arrow left and I didn’t want to waste it.” 
 
    “Then you should have shot him through the heart!” 
 
    The wolf-man scratched the back of his neck with an arrow. “Easy to say when you’re not the one who has to do it.” 
 
    Ceiba spat on the ground. “You’re losing your touch.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, we all are. I mean, look at you. Mugging a bunch of ladies in the woods.” 
 
    Ceiba face soured. “Yes. Reduced to common bandits. Tie them up and take them to camp. We’ll see what sort of ransom we might be able to squeeze out of them.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Carmin watched as the setting sun approached the horizon. The light reflected off the waves in a sort of dance. 
 
    “Marik!” She gasped and tugged at Marik’s sleeve as dolphins leaped in the distance. 
 
    “We’re here,” he replied. 
 
     She turned to see a small blue structure on the sand ahead. The coral walls of the lone hut jutted from a bar of sand where the water ran into the sea. The pebbled roof was accentuated by shadow, giving it an appearance of greater depth than it might in full light. The air was fresh with the scent of brine, though by Hajar’s wrinkled nose, she still wasn’t enjoying it. 
 
    “You can wait for us inland, if you like,” Carmin offered. “We won’t be down there too long.” 
 
    Hajar shook her head. “I’d like to come, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Of course. How will we breathe down there, Marik?” Carmin asked, gesturing at the water. 
 
    Marik, clearly frustrated, replied with a shrug. Perhaps she shouldn’t judge his behavior too harshly. She had been dead to him for a long time before Sophrosyne brought her back. It wasn’t unreasonable for him to be annoyed at Hajar’s presence. Carmin squeezed his hand. 
 
    “We’ll take our own trip after we get back. Anywhere you like. I promise.” 
 
    He smiled back but didn’t speak. Rather he looked out at the water. Carmin followed his gaze. He hadn’t mentioned who or what they were waiting for. Maybe he didn’t know. Besides the waves, the seagulls, and the waving of long grass in the breeze, there wasn’t much movement. He let go of her hand and walked around the small coral hut. Hajar followed him, to his visible displeasure. 
 
    “No door,” Hajar noted as she came back around. “Are we to wait? Or to smash it open?” 
 
    Marik shook his head and finally spoke. “No idea, but I don’t have time to wait. I don’t intend to spend the night here.” 
 
    Carmin took his hand again. “It would be romantic, to sleep on the beach.” 
 
    “Not with her here.” Marik thrust his chin in Hajar’s direction. “I should set up, just in case. Even if our liaison does arrive soon, it’s probably too late to start swimming.” 
 
    He pulled the tent from his bag and wandered onto the grass next to the beach. The sand was full of rocks and covered in seaweed, and not at all as comfortable as Carmin remembered, but the sound of the waves and the sunlight dancing on the water was more blissful than anything from her memory. 
 
    She watched as Marik set up camp and thought of helping, but he seemed content. He was trying to make the best of the situation. Hajar, for her part, took a few steps forward, perhaps eager to help, but a tired look from Marik sent her back to sit near Carmin. 
 
    Hajar planted her bum in the sand, though her silence lasted only a few seconds. “I’ll keep an eye on it, in case someone pops out,” she decided, and turned to keep her eyes planted on the coral hut. 
 
    *** 
 
    “My family doesn’t have any money, you crab-apple sucking sack of pine nuts!” Kyla screamed through the bars. “I’m an elf. We don’t even care about stupid gold and stuff!” 
 
    Ceiba grinned. “Someone must value your life, if not your family. You’re on mighty strange business out here in the jungle. I imagine you’re either an idiot, or someone sent you with a purpose. Mind you, I’m not ruling out the former. And, besides, even if not you, the nymphs and the winged tiger are bound to be worth something.” 
 
    “Let us go!” Kyla demanded again. “One of my best friends is a dragon. He’ll burn up the lot of you when he finds us!” 
 
    “A dragon? Why didn’t you say so? Dragons are somewhat notorious for their hoards. Give me a name and location, and I can get a message out of here by morning. We can have you on your way before lunch.” 
 
    Kyla ground her teeth. “You don’t want to mess with a dragon.” 
 
    Eunoe and Aspen were in their own cages, all placed several paces from one another. There was no cage to fit Castor, but he was muzzled and tied to a tree, and his wings fastened to his sides with leather straps. His throaty breaths sounded more angry than afraid. Kyla was a mix of each. 
 
    Faron, for unclear reasons, had been left lying on the ground. He sat up slowly and crawled over to the fire, collapsing at its edge. “Mosquitoes are eating me alive,” he complained. “Also, could you put some bandages on my wound? I packed my shirt around it but it’s full of blood.” 
 
    Ceiba growled. “We don’t have the supplies to waste on you.” 
 
    “There are bandages in my bag,” said Eunoe. “It’s there, near the one who shot you.” 
 
    Faron looked up at Ceiba. Ceiba stared back. Faron inched toward Eunoe’s bag. Ceiba watched him. The wolf-man with the bow watched back and forth between the two of them. Kyla expected Ceiba to give the command for Faron to die, but he did not. Rather, he smirked as Faron fished through Eunoe’s bag, pulled out a jar of balm and a roll of bandages, and tended to his wound, not once letting his eyes drift away from Ceiba’s face. Once finished, he inched his way back toward the fire. 
 
    “You’re hardy,” Ceiba smiled. “Maybe we can find a use for you. I mean, if you survive the night, and Ori doesn’t decide to eat you behind my back.” 
 
    There was a growl of agreement from the trees. Though Kyla couldn’t see, she assumed it to be Ori. 
 
    Ceiba turned to address his men. “I’m packing it in for the night. Keep a constant watch on the prisoners. Do not touch them for now! We will get the best ransom we can, and if it doesn’t work out, they’ll be yours to do with as you will.” 
 
    The men cheered as he climbed into his wooden hut, which sat on stilts high off the ground. Kyla leaned back against the bars of her cell. They bent a little. Not much, but a little. Well. This was something to consider. She had escaped Mokosh’s clearing and vanquished the god of darkness himself. She wasn’t going to put up with being caged by common ruffians. It would be dark soon. She was a little terrified of running into the jungle alone at night, but her light orb was in her bag, and they hadn’t thought to take her ring. She doubted she could free the others, but she could find help. 
 
    Faron clutched his chest and moaned loudly, perhaps for attention. Not that Kyla was going to feel any sympathy for him. Still, the noisy little guy might be worth something in the way of distraction. 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Under and Out 
 
      
 
      
 
    The waves lapping against the sand and Marik’s slow breaths were the only sounds in Carmin’s ear as she lay awake. 
 
    Carmin had memories of this: the two of them lying next to each other under an open sky, watching the stars and saying nothing. Perhaps she had loved him, once, and could do so again. Love could take time, after all, and despite her memories with him, she felt she was just getting to know him. 
 
    There was a yelp, and Carmin sat up to see Hajar waving at them. She had been watching the coral hut with unwavering diligence. 
 
    “Carmin! Marik!” She beckoned with a rapid flapping of her hand. 
 
    Carmin pulled Marik up, despite some resistance. He looked around as he blinked and wiped the gound from his eyes. 
 
    “Finally!” he yawned as he saw Hajar. He stretched and lumbered toward the hut. 
 
    “What is it?” Carmin asked as they approached, though as soon as she asked she noticed the coral walls of the hut dissolving. After half a minute, the walls were gone completely, leaving a roof supported by pillars. Inside was a round pool of water in the sand. The water bobbed up and down, so one moment it was two or three feet below ground level, and then it would bulge and spread water around the edges so that all their feet were drenched. 
 
    “The walls sparkled and started to vanish!” Hajar grinned. “There was a swirl of blue magic. New magic.” 
 
    “How do you tell the difference between old and new magic?” Marik wondered aloud without breaking his gaze from the rise and fall of the water. 
 
    “Old magic uses simple and strong lines. New magic is ornate and delicate.” Hajar backed away from the hole. “Something’s coming!” 
 
    They all took a step back as water jetted from the hole. Carmin shielded her eyes from the torrent, though it did nothing to protect her clothes, and she found herself soaked and freezing in the light sea breeze. However, she had little time to concern herself with discomfort as a man with long blue-black hair hoisted himself onto the sand. Rather, the top half was a man. Instead of legs there was a fish-tail connected to his waist. He was muscular and wore no clothing. 
 
    Hajar was the first to speak. “My name is Hajar. This is Carmin and Marik. I believe you’re supposed to help us get to the Undine.” 
 
    “Call me Thijs. I am to speak with Marik.” 
 
    Marik, still brushing the water from his eyes, stepped forward. “I’m Marik. We’ve been sent to the Undine and told to meet someone here for assistance. 
 
    Thijs slapped his fish-tail on the sand. “Yes. I received a message that there would be three instead of two.” He waved his hand and a bottle coalesced from the air. It was filled with a purple liquid. He handed it to Marik, and then produced one for each Carmin and Hajar. “Drink these before you descend into the depths. They will allow you to communicate with the denizens of the Undine, for under the water we speak not with our mouths, but our minds. It would be wise to wait until morning, as the moon’s light does not penetrate deep enough to illuminate the Undine, and your weak eyes will not suffice.” 
 
    Marik winced. “Great. So, everyone’ll be able to read all my thoughts.” Carmin supposed he was tired of having his mind read all the time by Sophrosyne. 
 
    “Worry not,” Thijs assured, “for only those thoughts you transmit with intent will be perceived. None shall delve into your privacies.” 
 
    “I like how he talks,” Hajar whispered. 
 
    Again Thijs waved his hand three times, and each time a strange device dropped onto the sand. Hajar scooped them up and handed one to each Carmin and Marik. It was a mask that looked like it would fit over the nose and mouth. Hoses extended back from the mask to meet at a small white box. 
 
    Thijs dropped his tail back into the water and supported his body with his arms. “The Masks of Andarin will filter the air from the water. You shall be able to breathe in the ocean as if on land. I apologize for the crudeness of the device, but I was forbidden to grant you gills. You are not, it seems, to remain in the Undine forever. Farewell.” With that he dropped himself back into the hole and disappeared. 
 
    Hajar fitted the straps of the mask around her head. Carmin grabbed her by the wrist as she started for the water. 
 
    “We aren’t leaving until morning.” 
 
    “I know,” Hajar replied, her voice low and hollow as she spoke through the mask. “But I want to see if this thing will block the smell.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Kyla kept her eyes focused on Ceiba’s stilted hut where he had stuffed their belongings. The campfire sat in the way, both obstructing her view and preventing her eyes from adjusting to the darkness of the jungle night. Two of the guards had sifted through her things and taken her food and gold, but had left her clothes and, more importantly, her light orb. They had failed to recognize its purpose and assumed it was some childish bauble she had brought along. 
 
    She took a deep breath and stretched back against her cage, so the crown of her head was nestled between two of the wooden bars. She couldn’t tell if Eunoe was sleeping. Aspen didn’t sleep, of course, but she was becoming weak as she hadn’t been able to meld with any of the local trees for sustenance. She said their dispositions were ‘too sour’. 
 
    Kyla supposed she would have to make this escape alone, and that she needed to be quick to find help before the bandits hurt her friends. 
 
    The bars on the cage spread just enough for Kyla’s head to squeeze through, and she found herself caught at the neck. She was preparing to panic when two thoughts caught her mind. First, none of the guards said anything at her head’s exit from the cage. It was possible, then, they weren’t paying much attention. She listened a moment and heard faint voices and soft laughter from the darkness. They had better things to do than stare at a few helpless prisoners all night! And second, Kyla was for once grateful that nature had failed to endow her with much bosom, as she felt she should be able to squeeze between the bars. She just needed a distraction. 
 
    Faron, lying on the ground several feet away, began to moan. It sounded more a cry for pity than genuine pain. Kyla felt sorry for the little man, despite his treachery. He was so pathetic. 
 
    Kyla held silent a moment, worried the curupira’s plea for attention had attracted the guards’ notice. 
 
    “Psst!” Kyla hissed. “You! Faron! Over here. Slowly. And be quiet.” 
 
    The moaning escalated for a few seconds before ceasing. Kyla worried that had been his final breath but then noticed him inching along on his back in her direction. It took several minutes, but soon the top of his head was pressed against her cage, his eyes glistening in the torchlight of the guards but the rest of him engulfed in shadow. 
 
    “Do you have any more bandages?” he whined. “Maybe a poultice. I could use a good poultice.” 
 
    “No. Now listen, I need—" 
 
    Faron moaned again. 
 
    “Shut up! Fine. Just keep it down. You can use the sleeves of my shirt. But they’re kind of dirty so don’t blame me if you get infected.” 
 
    “Too late, anyway.” 
 
    Kyla tore the sleeves from her shirt and felt along Faron’s face to his chest until she found the protruding arrow. Faron cringed and yelped as she touched it. 
 
    “Hold still.” 
 
    “But it hurts!” 
 
    “Well, help me out then. You still have your arms.” 
 
    Faron eased his fingertips to a loose end of bandage and pulled. He groaned as the fabric shucked away from the festering wound, which Kyla could smell better than she could see. She jerked her head back to look over her shoulder, but if the guards could see what was happening, they didn’t care. Perhaps they assumed no one would be stupid enough to run into the jungle alone at night. Well, they didn’t know Kyla. 
 
    Faron twitched as he handed her his bandage, a gruesome sopping mess which she flicked into the brush and wiped her hand on the ground before applying her sleeves in their place. “I think I can squeeze out of here, but I need you to cover for me. Go over there and make a commotion or something.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence. “Are you joking?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “I have a piece of an arrow in my chest. It’s infected. I might be dying.” 
 
    Kyla pressed her face against the bars and rammed two fingers into Faron’s nostrils. It was a move she used as a child to subdue her little brother Bit when he got out of hand, and it seemed just as effective on Faron. 
 
    “Listen to me, you useless sack of crab-apples. You led us here and got us captured. Now these guys are gonna let you die, but I’ll help you if you help me. Got it? ‘Cause if not, I can finish this right now.” She placed her left thumb on the end of the arrow shaft in Faron’s chest. He gasped and grabbed her by the wrist. 
 
    “Okay. Easy now. I mean, I could just tell the guards you’re planning to escape.” 
 
    Kyla applied a small amount of upward pressure. “Oh, yeah? You could, could you? And then they’ll magically be your friend, is that your plan? You’re gonna die here, or you’re gonna help me. Deal?” 
 
    Faron sighed. “Deal.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Aspen tucked her knees up to her chin for warmth. She was too far from the fire to feel much of its heat, but she didn’t mind as she would rather freeze than burn. She was becoming more accustomed to the flames but was still wary of the glowing embers that drifted by her cage. The cold didn’t bother her much anyway, with her hunger being so terrible. She was nearing the point where she might even try some eggs, though the thought of potentially eating a little baby bird made her sick. 
 
     Even in the dim light from the distant fire she could see the ground wriggling with life. Perhaps a bug wouldn’t be so bad? She thought this until a long, black worm with hundreds of legs wriggled past, and decided she would much prefer to deal with starvation. 
 
    She could sense Eunoe sleeping, and could see Kyla’s cage, though in the darkness couldn’t see what Kyla was doing. Aspen wished she could sleep, for now she wished only to pass the night. She could turn into a tree and burst her cage, but she couldn’t escape without Eunoe. She was bound to the alseid, and if she accidentally wandered too far she would die. 
 
    Laughter and lewd chatter burst from the darkness. The one named Ori emerged with a stout orc, who looked to Aspen to be part dwarf. They lumbered to Eunoe’s cage and started smacking it on the top. 
 
    “Hey!” the orc shouted. “Hey you! How’d you like to come out for a bit of fun with me and the boys?” 
 
    Eunoe didn’t reply, though Aspen could sense that she had woken up. 
 
    “Hey!” the orc shouted again, kicking at the bars. “You can sleep tomorrow. Come on, get outta that cage. We got some…we got some…we got some drink for ya.” 
 
    Ori peered through the bars, a long, barbed tongue reaching between. “She’s faking, Juak. She’s awake.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll just drag her out then.” 
 
    “Hey!” Aspen screeched. “Keep away from her!” 
 
    Ori and Juak’s heads lolled toward Aspen, and Juak stumbled over. As he approached, Aspen caught the foul stench from his breath. 
 
    “This one’s awake, Ori! She ain’t bad, either.” 
 
    Ori snapped his teeth. “Better. Better. Get her out.” 
 
    Aspen inched away form the door of the cage, though there was nowhere to go. Juak fumbled at the crude lock before smacking at it and cursing. 
 
    “We need to break it open. Ceiba’s got the key.” 
 
    “Break it? We’ll wake him.” 
 
    “Nah. Nah. I done this a million times. Just-just get me something to pry it.” 
 
    “Can you pick it?” 
 
    “Nah. Nah. Just pry it. Get me that - uh, you got a sword, right?” 
 
    Ori nodded and wandered off. Aspen squeezed against the back of the cage, trying to press her way between the bars, but her hips were too wide. Her heart pounded, and she curled onto the bottom of the cage with her arms protectively covering her face. 
 
    “Get away from her!” Eunoe screamed. “Touch her and I’ll rip your eyes out and shove them so far up your chutes you can see what you had for dinner!” 
 
    Ori laughed. “That one’s awake, she’s awake, no more pretending. Maybe we can take both of ‘em? One for food and one for fun.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll take both.” Juak grabbed the sword and started prying at Aspen’s lock. “You go calm the other one down.” 
 
    Ori walked back to Eunoe’s cage, but as he peered through the bars he froze. Aspen supposed he must have looked into her eyes, and she’d caught him in her entrancing gaze. Juak, busy with Aspen’s lock, didn’t notice as Eunoe’s hands slowly reached around Ori’s neck. Aspen had never seen her strangle anyone while putting them in a trance and thought it might snap him out of it. Before it became an issue, however, another bandit, a black feline sort, stepped from the darkness and slapped Ori across the head, which shook him from his trance. Eunoe’s hands withdrew into the cage. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” the feline fellow spat. “Ceiba said don’t touch ‘em.” 
 
    Ori shook himself. “She-she hypnotized me! Witch caught me in her gaze and was trying to strangle me.” 
 
    Juak’s sword, which he was using to pry Aspen’s lock, slipped from his hand and sprang back so the hilt struck his face with a whap. He cursed and pressed his hand over his eye. 
 
    The feline charged over. “You, too? Idiot. Not gonna be worth anything if you put your sticky drumsticks on her.” 
 
    “She hit me in the eye! I was just…just looking.” 
 
    “With a sword?” 
 
    The two bickered on, but Aspen’s attention shifted as she saw a slight, barely visible shadow moving near Kyla’s cage. At first Aspen thought it might be another bandit, trying to steal Kyla away in the commotion, but she soon realized it was Kyla, who had wormed her way halfway through the bars. No one was looking her way now, but she’d be caught if either Juak or the feline bothered to turn their heads. 
 
    Aspen had to buy her a chance to escape. She needed to touch ground, so stuck her feet through the bars of the cage and planted her heels into the soil. Roots grew from the soles of her feet, which always tickled, and dug into the ground. The soil here was shallow with dense clay underneath, so she couldn’t go deep, but it was enough. Her skin became rough and hard, and her bones straightened and popped as she grew. The cage around her snapped, and Juak and the feline stopped arguing and looked up as she towered above. Bark grew over her eyes so she could no longer see, but her root system could feel their vibrations. They were not moving, and silent, though their hearts beat faster. 
 
    Though she could no longer see, she could still hear. 
 
    “What kind of magic is this?” That sounded like Ori. 
 
    Juak responded. “She’s a dryad, idiot.” 
 
    “Then why’d Ceiba put her in a cage?” 
 
    “I dunno. He doesn’t tell me everything.” 
 
    “Well, now what? I can’t stop a tree from running away.” 
 
    “Trees don’t run, idiot. If she turns back to flesh, stab her!” 
 
    There was a vibration from Ceiba’s hut, followed by his loud and angry voice. “Where’s the elf?” 
 
    There was a panic, and the feeling of guards running about the camp. The shouts and curses proved Kyla’s escape. To Aspen’s relief they sounded unsuccessful. After a few minutes, she heard Ceiba shout into the jungle. 
 
    “I’m killing one of them at sunrise if you don’t come back!” 
 
    He sounded angry, but Aspen could feel the slight tremors in his voice and the increase in his heartbeats which told her that, for whatever reason, he was afraid. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kyla didn’t know if it was luck, or if Aspen had seen her trying to escape and provided a distraction, but this was a perfect opportunity to run. She dove below Ceiba’s elevated hut and snatched her bag just as the bandit leader tromped from his bed. She dashed into the trees, moving as swiftly as she dared in the pitch black of the night jungle. Her experience with Erebus had given her some confidence in maneuvering in the dark. 
 
    She could hear shouting and commotion from the camp, but they weren’t getting any closer, so she stooped low and sifted through the bag until she felt the smooth light orb that Aura had once given her. She wrapped it in her shirt over her stomach, so she could see forward without letting too much light out that would give away her position. She waited until she could no longer see the light of the bandits’ fire before tapping it on. 
 
    The sudden light illuminated a snake wrapped around a tree branch in front of her. She swallowed a scream and moved beyond it. Odd-looking bugs decorated the ground and leaves, and she considered turning the light off as she had been more comfortable in the dark. But a threat from Ceiba convinced her to keep moving. He said he was going to kill someone at sunrise. She didn’t have much time. 
 
    Scrambling through a wall of ferns, she came upon a narrow path that looked like it had been hacked clear of overgrowth. That was a good find. Perhaps a hunting trail. Ceiba did have a human in his band - perhaps this led to the human village. If she could find it, perhaps she could contact the Withers in Whitehall, and have them take a message to Denzig. The dragon would make short work of Ceiba. 
 
    In case this didn’t go anywhere useful, what then? An air spirit? There wasn’t any wind below the jungle canopy. There must be nymphs, or satyrs, or some other sorts taking care of this jungle. Where might they be? Was that the ciguapas’ job? If Kyla could find them, she could put a quick end to this accursed assignment. 
 
    She hadn’t eaten well, nor slept, and soon became fatigued from running and squatted on the path for a breather. She looked around, hoping for a light, a sound, anything that might lead her to help. 
 
    She smelled a clue before she saw or heard anything. Smoke. Faint, and obscured by the dank jungle aroma of wet soil and decomposing foliage. She couldn’t tell the direction of the source but continued along the trail. 
 
    It was not a human village she came to, but rather a hut carved into a tree. Smoke rose from a crooked chimney made from clay, and a small candle flickered in a window. This was not a familiar design for an elf home. Still, she was in a foreign land, and it wasn’t unreasonable that elves in the jungle might do things a bit differently. 
 
    She crept to a window and peered inside. The candlelight was overpowered by her orb, which revealed an array of roots, herbs, bottles, and a mortar and pestle on a shelf under the window. In the center of the room was a table, and on the table a body. It was not an elf. It was a pale woman, with skin nearly white, and four arms. Was the woman asleep? No. Kyla’s light caught a crimson rivulet as it dripped from the table into a puddle on the floor. 
 
    Kyla stepped back from the window. Had the woman been murdered? Was the killer still around? Perhaps it had been the bandits, and they had left her body. Should she go inside? 
 
    Dread filled her, and she looked around, hoping no one was stalking her. She needed to go inside. If nothing else, there might be supplies or weapons she could use to free the others. 
 
    A voice answered. 
 
    “Hello!” 
 
    Kyla checked the body on the table again to see if it had moved, but it had not. 
 
    “Up here!” 
 
    She looked up, but from this angle couldn’t see the ceiling, where the voice seemed to originate. 
 
    “I’m up here. Could use a hand.” 
 
    The voice sounded both angry and desperate. The killer? A trap? Kyla pulled a cooking knife from her bag. She slowly opened the door. She held her light aloft and looked up as she stepped inside. There, stuck to the ceiling, was a man with pale skin and four arms. He was fastened with webbing to the high ceiling. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked. “Did you kill this woman?” 
 
    “I’m Handrin. The woman is my aunt. And no, I’m not the one who killed her.” 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Undine Love and Jungle Fever 
 
      
 
      
 
    Can you hear me? 
 
    Marik’s thought burst into Carmin’s head as her eyes were fixed on a pair of white and gold fish with pointed snouts. The reef teemed with color and movement, and the fish let her get close before darting away. 
 
    The breathing mask was tight on her face and the air tasted stale as she inhaled, but other than that she was quite comfortable. The water was cool on her skin and so clear she could see straight to the ocean floor. She rolled onto her back, floated halfway to the surface, and watched the sun ripple through the waves as her hair drifted in the current. 
 
    I said, can you hear me? 
 
    Yes, she thought back. The telepathy potion hadn’t been as strong as she’d expected. She had to force her thoughts out for Marik to hear. Useful, in that no one could read another’s stray thoughts, but too much talking was going to give her a headache. 
 
    Carmin looked downward at Hajar, who was watching something scuttle in the sand. Marik was still resentful she had come along. Why couldn’t he have a bit more patience? They had plenty of time to be alone later. 
 
    Of course, maybe that’s what he had thought before she’d died on him, and he wanted to spend the time with her while he knew he had the chance. She had to remember that, while this world seemed new to her, she was not new to him. With most of her memories gone, she wasn’t the person he’d known before, and he needed time to get to know her again. Here, at least for a few minutes, they could satisfy both needs. 
 
    Marik! Look! Carmin pointed to a manta ray swimming overhead. To the right a sea turtle glided over a tower of pink coral. 
 
    His reply was not helpful. We need to hurry. Hajar, move it. 
 
    Hajar swam just above the sea floor, looking at each seahorse and crab that happened by. It was slowing them terribly. Marik strode over to her in long, slow leaps. 
 
    What are you looking at? he inquired. His tone was kinder. At least he was trying. 
 
    She looked up and smiled. I don’t know! She looked back down at a group of yellow and blue sea anemones, drawing her fingers over them as close as she might without touching. 
 
    Take a good look but don’t take too long! Marik urged with a pleasant lilt. 
 
    Oh! Of course. I can look on the way back. Right behind you. 
 
    Marik and Hajar swam ahead, weaving through the reef. Carmin went nearer the surface for a wider view. Even from here she couldn’t see a sign of the Undine, though Marik seemed to know where he was going. She wasn’t sure how, as he hadn’t mentioned being here before. 
 
    Right at the shipwreck, he thought aloud. 
 
    Ahead was a large metal vessel carpeted in algae. Three or four merfolk were swimming about it. At first she though they were scavengers, but as she swam closer she saw they were children playing. A shark swam past, frightening Carmin with its size and black eyes, but the children paid it little attention. 
 
    Children, Carmin projected to Marik, though he must have seen them. We must be close. 
 
    Yes. Just beyond the shelf. 
 
    She didn’t know what he meant by ‘shelf’ until she neared the drop-off. The relatively shallow waters dropped into blackness, a frightening change from the teeming, colorful life of the reef. The dark expanse opened, wanting to swallow her in, and Carmin stopped swimming and pulled back. She could see what she assumed to be the Undine: a towering cone of coral cut and polished into a fine trellis. Blue and white lights floated inside. The top of the Undine was clearly visible, where the sun could still penetrate, but it disappeared in the depths, like a skeletal tongue sticking out of a great throat. 
 
    I shall wait here. She was barely able to focus enough to get the thought out. 
 
    Marik’s tone was impatient. Nonsense. You’ve come all this way. We’re nearly there. 
 
    Oh, please do come! Hajar pleaded. 
 
    Carmin sighed, which lost much of its effect through the mask. She would go to keep Hajar company. She swam downward to meet them as they crossed from the reef’s teeming waters over the steep drop of the lifeless shelf. 
 
    Lifeless, that is, until the they swam through one of the many openings of the Undine’s outer shell.  
 
    What began as a dark tunnel soon turned into a colorfully-lit commotion of activity, and Carmin immediately rejoiced that she had decided to come along. Blue bioluminescent jellyfish hovered throughout a market of merfolk, nereids, and other sea-creatures, casting a blue light that blended with the pink lights of glowing corals set at most of the merchant booths. Jewelry decorated most of the displays, and carved coral set with pearls were abundant. There was a din of bartering, and chatter, and mothers calling for lost children, though no mouths moved. All the communications were created by thought, so that to someone not under the influence of the potion, it would be a rather silent commotion. 
 
    Come! See your fortune! 
 
    A charming brown-haired mermaid waved at her from the narrow doorway of a tent of hanging seaweed. As she passed similar calls were made, offering various methods of divination to enlighten her on her future life and love. Fortune-telling seemed a thriving business here. She was curious but Marik dodged determinedly through the crowd, and it took all her focus not to lose him. He did, at least, turn back from time to time to make sure she was there. 
 
    Lilan’s Cross. Marik pointed at a sign. That’s where we need to go. 
 
    They were at the edge of the market now, and to Carmin’s dismay, this street went downward. The pretty jellyfish and coral lights of the market were replaced by plain yellow orbs that lit the road. 
 
    Down, he continued, until we get to Starpoint Exit. The store is called ‘The Wishing Well’. Keep an eye open. Not the friendliest part of town. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kyla searched the room for anything soft and piled her findings next to the table. 
 
    “If you don’t mind the question, was it giant spiders that did this?” she asked. “I saw an awful lot of huge bugs on the way over here. And, you know, I hate to bring this up right now, but I’m in a bit of a panic, because some bandits kidnapped my friends and I came for help, but they shouted out that they’ll kill one of them in the morning if I don’t go back. I could sure use some help.” 
 
    “Ceiba’s men?” Handrin growled. “Got my own reason to take them down. I can help you, if you help me. For starters, help me down.” 
 
    “Working on it.” Kyla grabbed the woman on the table by one of her right arms and pulled. “Heavier than she looks,” she grunted. She pulled with her weight and the body slid off the side of the table and landed on the pile of rags and towels and blankets with a sickening slump. 
 
    “Do you have a ladder?” Kyla asked 
 
    “No. Just pile some chairs.” 
 
    There were three in the room. Kyla placed one in the center of the table, climbed up, and pulled up the other two. 
 
    “You know Ceiba?” she wondered as she tried to balance the second chair on top of the first. “You aren’t a friend of his, are you?” 
 
    “Not anymore. His fault my aunt was killed.” 
 
    “Oh? She was murdered?” 
 
    “Yes. By the ciguapa, actually, but Ceiba put them up to it. Thought I wouldn’t figure it out. Yes, that looks sturdy enough. Just put the knife in your mouth as you climb.” 
 
    Kyla held the blade of her knife between her teeth as she scaled the tower of chairs. 
 
    “See those beads of fluid on the web?” Handrin asked as she perched on the top of her stack and pulled the knife from her mouth. “Avoid them. That’s where it sticks.” 
 
    Kyla nodded and found a dry section of web to begin cutting. “I’m sorry about your aunt. Why would he have her killed?” 
 
    “She threatened him. Said he was killing the trees.” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s what my friend Aspen said. She’s a dryad, so she’d know.” 
 
    “You don’t have to stop cutting when you talk. Anyway, a group of Ceiba’s men captured and killed one of the ciguapa. Not an easy feat to catch one. Dropped the body just outside my aunt’s door. And you know the ciguapa. No investigation, no questions. They kicked in the front door and my aunt tossed me up here with this spell before they saw me. Too bad, because I could have protected her.” 
 
    “You’re a warrior?” 
 
    “More of a bureaucrat. Used to work for the government. But I’ve got my talents.” 
 
    “You should be able to squeeze out now.” Kyla’s wrist was already sore from cutting the thick web. “Let me just climb down and get the table and chairs out of the way.” 
 
    Climbing down proved more challenging than climbing up, so she tossed the knife to the floor and carefully lowered herself. At the bottom, she pushed the stack of chairs to the floor – away from Handrin’s aunt – and slid the table to the side of the room. 
 
    “The fall might hurt a bit,” she warned. “I know a guy who can freeze time. Is your ability something like that?” 
 
    “Oh? A rare gift. He worked for the government, too?” 
 
    “Nah. He drives the coach from my house to Equinox.” 
 
    Handrin laughed, though there wasn’t much amusement in it. “He told you he can freeze time? King Oberon’d snatch him up. He wouldn’t be driving a coach.” 
 
    “He can! I saw him do it. He didn’t freeze me, you see. I guess he can pick who gets frozen and who doesn’t. We were attacked by bandits, and they were going to kill him, and then they all froze, and then he was going to kill them! But I stopped him.” 
 
    “Well, killing isn’t for everyone.” Handrin began to squirm his way from the webbing. Kyla stood back lest she get struck by a flailing limb as he fell. 
 
    He was more graceful than she expected. He not only managed to fall feet-first but didn’t stumble as he landed. 
 
    Now that he was free, Kyla’s sense of urgency returned. “We should hurry, because—” 
 
    “Not yet,” Handrin interrupted. “Need to put my aunt to rest. Did you know her?” 
 
    “No. Oh. I’m so sorry. I didn’t.” Kyla stood silent, not wanting to disturb this sombre moment, but the urgency of her friends’ situation broiled in her mind. She looked up at Handrin, who spread his four arms high and began chanting over his aunt’s body. He spoke in a low tone of hums and clicks. It seemed a ritual, of sorts, and she supposed she should wait for him to finish out of respect for the dead. She didn’t want to offend the only person who could help her. 
 
    He finished his chant with a clap of his hands over the body. “Just need to make sure the windows and doors are locked so critters don’t eat her before I can come back and build her a proper pyre.” 
 
    “So…you’re ready?” 
 
    He motioned her to the door. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Kyla paused and looked around. “Oh. I…I think it was that way. To be honest, I was fleeing for my life, but there was a bit of a trail here, if we can find it.” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s right there. Maybe it’ll be easier if you follow me.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Aias pressed and twisted each of the wooden bars of the cage. Eunoe had granted him control of her body with the caveat that his primary goal was to protect Aspen. Juak and Ori had strung her by her feet over the fire, and Eunoe could feel the dryad’s pain and fear. Aspen was not only terrified but hungry and weak from lack of nutrients. She hadn’t been able to meld with a tree since their arrival in Laenith. And now she was being taunted and leered at by the bandits, and Ori and Juak in particular. 
 
    Aspen let out a frightened sob, and Eunoe forced Aias aside to regain control of her body. “Hang in there, Aspen! Help is coming.” 
 
    Eunoe held hope that Kyla might work out a rescue but couldn’t rely on it. Aspen wasn’t going to last much longer. 
 
    Aias sent an image of kicking the bars out and smacking the nearest guard - a porcine-looking fellow with a spear - over the head with a rock. He wanted to run into the jungle and pick off the bandits one by one, but Eunoe insisted that leaving Aspen would mean her death. Even if the bandits didn’t kill her, the dryad couldn’t survive if the distance between her and Eunoe became too great. 
 
    Juak laughed as he picked up a rock and hurled it at Aspen. It struck her in the head, and though she didn’t shriek, Eunoe felt a spike of anger. 
 
    Even the porcine fellow seemed uncomfortable. “Uh…there’s no need to hurt her anymore, guys. Let her be. Won’t get nothing for her if she’s too banged up.” 
 
    “Course we will.” Juak coughed up an irritated laugh. “Let others know how serious we are.” 
 
    Ori’s toothy grin bent down at the edges. “You are weak, Layim. One of these days I will flay you, and eat the skin, and leave the rest for the jaguars.” 
 
    The porcine fellow - Layim, apparently - backed toward Eunoe’s cage. Aias flashed in her mind again that he could take him out. 
 
    Eunoe pressed to maintain control. No. Not yet. 
 
    She would wait a bit longer for Kyla, but Eunoe assured Aias that if she felt Aspen’s life were in immediate danger, she would hand control of her body back to him and let him do as he willed. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was still dark under the canopy, but the creatures were falling silent and Kyla knew morning was coming. “Is it much farther?” she whispered. 
 
    Handrin nodded and pointed ahead with one hand, another drawing a finger to his lips for her to be silent. With his remaining two hands he motioned her behind a tree. “Wait here. I’ll call for you when it’s safe.” 
 
    He seemed unafraid of approaching the camp. Kyla wondered what he had planned. How could he take out all the bandits alone? He walked out of sight, and soon she could see and hear nothing. She waited a minute or two, and decided she had to know what was going on in case Handrin was captured or killed. There was also the chance he would betray her, so she didn’t want to be where he thought she was. She crept forward, staying close to the bases of the trees, until she found a fern through which she could peer and see the camp. 
 
    She had to cover her mouth to prevent herself from crying out as she saw Aspen hanging upside-down over a fire. She looked to be dead, at first. Her face was bruised, and dried blood ran down her arm. Her skin was dirty and rough, and her eyes swollen and purple. 
 
    Someone out of Kyla’s vision was speaking. She didn’t recognize the voice. 
 
    “Ceiba’s been waiting for you.” 
 
    “Why?” Handrin’s voice was defiant. 
 
    “You disappeared.” 
 
    “I don’t work for Ceiba.” 
 
    “You eat here, so you work here.” 
 
    The unknown speaker seemed familiar with Handrin. They didn’t sound like friends, but they didn’t seem like enemies, either. Could Kyla trust Handrin to help her against the bandits after all? 
 
    “I eat my own food,” Handrin grunted. “Where is Ceiba?” 
 
    “He’ll be out in a moment. Had a rough night.” 
 
    “What’s with the dryad?” 
 
    “Rabble-rousers. She and her friends tried robbing the camp. Dryad tried to kill Ceiba. One of them escaped into the woods. An elf. You see her?” 
 
    Kyla’s heart skipped, but she was greatly relieved when he shook his head. 
 
    “Handrin!” Ceiba’s voice boomed from above, though Kyla couldn’t see him until he dropped from his elevated hut. “What news have you brought?” 
 
    “The ciguapa killed my aunt in very suspicious circumstances.” Handrin’s voice shook. 
 
    “Very sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “They seemed to believe she murdered one of them. I thought you might know what happened.” 
 
    Handrin stepped toward Ceiba so their torsos were nearly touching. Ceiba was taller, by a head, but Handrin stood firm.  
 
    Ceiba took a small step back, his eyes darting to his men. “Any of you boys know about this?” 
 
    There was a chorus of no’s from the night shadows. 
 
    “Right.” Handrin pointed at Aspen. “No wonder none of you can get a girlfriend. Never learned how to treat the ladies.” 
 
    “Thieves,” Ceiba spat. “Caught them stealing from the supply wagons. Shot my best man.” 
 
    Ceiba pointed at the ground. Kyla couldn’t see Faron lying there until he raised his hand in protest, for which he received a swift kick. 
 
    Handrin’s voice rose to a shout. “You’ve gone from fool to villain. Kidnapping and torturing innocent travellers. Messing with me.” 
 
    Ceiba rolled his shoulder blades, cracked his knuckles, and gestured with his head to a guard, who raised a bow at Handrin. “Watch your tone. You’re not as popular, or as tough, as you seem to believe.” 
 
    Handrin sneered. “I spent fifty years working for the Royal Court. Do you know what my job was?” 
 
    Ceiba spat on the ground. “I assume there was filing involved.” 
 
    “Well, yes. Plenty of that. But there was another important part.” Handrin raised his upper left hand, pinched his fingers together, and tapped Ceiba’s forehead with his fingertips. Ceiba’s eyes rolled, his knees buckled, and his body collapsed. 
 
    Kyla gasped. Handrin’s head spun her way before turning to the surrounding bandits. “Some of you are good folk, who have been suckered into a bad way. I’m taking over now, and you are welcome to stay with me.” Handrin picked up a rock and brought it down on the lock of Eunoe’s cage. The alseid burst out and ran to Aspen, threw her arms around her, and raised her a few inches higher from the flames. 
 
    Handrin drew a knife and began cutting Castor’s tether. “A few of you are no longer welcome here. You know who you are. So does he, I bet.” The tiger roared at an orcish-looking bandit. 
 
    The orcish bandit and the frightening bloke named Ori turned to flee. Castor growled and ran after the orcish fellow, and Eunoe, apparently torn between chasing the toothy one and helping Aspen, found some relief when a trio of other bandits rushed forward to help Aspen. Once Aspen was safely on the ground, she fled into the trees where Ori had vanished. 
 
    Kyla ran from her hiding-place and knelt beside Aspen, fumbling with the knots of the ropes that bound her. “What did they do to you?” 
 
    Aspen whimpered. Her breaths were fast and shallow. 
 
    “Eunoe won’t go far. I guess those guys that ran are the ones who did this to you, huh? You’ll be fine. Just look at me. Eyes up here. Keep them open. Faron, go into Eunoe’s bag! That one. There should be some balm and bandages.” 
 
    He lumbered over to the pile of confiscated bags and emptied them on the ground. He looked through it and scratched his head. “I dunno - I may have used all of it already.” 
 
    “You what? Oh, pine nuts, you crab-apple sucking piece of wormwood.” 
 
    “Well, pardon me for having an arrow in my chest! And nobody cares about that, do they? Anyway, I can just tear up one of these blankets. We can use the strips.” 
 
    Kyla cursed to herself, returned her attention to Aspen, and gently rubbed the dirt and ash from her wounds. 
 
    There was a roar and a shriek from the trees. Some distance away, another scream was abruptly cut short. 
 
    Eunoe and Castor returned a few minutes later. Castor’s front paws and mouth, and Eunoe’s arms and clothes, were splattered with blood. 
 
    No one asked what happened. 
 
    *** 
 
    Handrin sat on a stump near Kyla and stretched out his legs. 
 
    “You know, Ceiba began a search for the ciguapa before the Long Night. He believes the ciguapa have some sort of stone. He never told me what was so important about it, but he became…I don’t know…crazy, bloodthirsty, and focused, all in one. He put a lot of pressure – violent pressure – on my aunt to help. I can’t help but wonder, what is your interest in the ciguapa? I suspect, you see, that he was one of Erebus’ Avowed, as I heard the Avowed in other parts of the world sought similar stones. I am doubtful you are one, but I’ll bet you are seeking the same stone. I assume you work for someone powerful. King Oberon and Queen Titania, perhaps?” 
 
    Kyla shook her head. “Can’t say. I’m not Avowed, but I can’t tell you who I work for.” 
 
    “How mysterious. Well, unfortunately, the ciguapa find you, not the other way around. And when they come, they come to kill.” Handrin thrust his chin at the mound under which lay the body of Ceiba. “From what I’ve overheard, they keep a black stone in their temple as a relic, protected by an ancient god.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll wander around until they find me, if I have to. I’m sure they can reason.” 
 
    “Maybe. They’d speak to you before me. They hate men, you see. But if you are going to track them, I’ll do what I can to help.” 
 
    “Why? Revenge?” 
 
    “I certainly couldn’t get revenge on the entire clan, but I can perhaps find closure by speaking with them.” 
 
    Kyla took a bite of meat and stared at Handrin through narrowed eyes. “And do you want the stone? Because I need to take it.” If it was a holy relic, she supposed the ciguapa might not be willing to give it up. Handrin might be useful if the mission became violent. 
 
    Kyla noticed Faron was now staring at them. As soon as her eyes met his, he grinned. “Ciguapa? You’re going to visit some ciguapa? I didn’t know there were any around here!” 
 
    “You know of them?” Handrin asked. 
 
    “Of course! Oh, this is like a dream! Women with proper feet. Curupira are always male, you see. Kinda have to shop around for ladies. If I can find the ciguapa, no more trying to date fairies or elves!” 
 
    “Hey!” Kyla objected. “What’s wrong with elves?” 
 
    “Shallow, that’s what! Can’t seem to handle these babies.” He raised one of his feet. 
 
    Kyla found his backward feet mildly off-putting herself, though she wasn’t going to admit it. 
 
    “Well, you haven’t met very good elves, then. Most of us are lovely.” 
 
    “Oh, really? Would you want to go to dinner with me when we get back to Laenith?” 
 
    “No, but not because of your feet. It’s because you’re a jerk who lured me into a bandit camp and got me kidnapped.” 
 
    “Whatever. Anyway, I know how to track ciguapa. I’ve been looking my whole life. I thought they all lived on an island to the north. We’re going to need to wait until the next full moon, and we’ll need to find a cinqueno dog. That’s the tricky part.” 
 
    Kyla nodded. “Of course. And that’s a what, exactly?” 
 
    “Black and white dog with too many toes. They can track ciguapa, but only during a full moon, and you have to follow the footprints backwards—what you would call backwards—because their feet are like mine.” 
 
    “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    “I told you! Shallow about feet. Elves can’t get over it. I can’t help how I was born! And what’s wrong with them?” Faron wiggled his toes as he pointed at his heels. 
 
    “Ew. I mean, the feet are fine. I’m talking about the other thing. Full-moon dog nonsense.”  
 
    Faron shrugged. “Well, that’s the truth. I wouldn’t lie. I am one hundred percent committed to finding them. They are supposed to be beautiful.” 
 
    “I hear they kill men,” Handrin sneered. “Your chances with them may be grim.” 
 
    “Well, most men aren’t as charming as I am.” 
 
    “Ha!” Kyla burst, though she had to admit despite being an obnoxious back-stabber, Faron reminded her of a dumber version of Saul, and this warmed her up to him a bit. 
 
    Handrin grinned. “He does seem the sort to have applied himself to learning how to find women.” 
 
    Kyla rolled her eyes. “Applied to learning, not doing. And, apparently, failing.” 
 
    “I do well enough for myself, thank you very much. I just have a particular taste in women.” 
 
    Kyla smiled and stood. “We women have a particular taste in men, and you have the flavor of a muddy sow-thistle. Now, I have an idea where we can get a cinqueno dog.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The Ballad of Kinsel King 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even with a map, Marik had to ask several passers-by for directions. The roads turned ever-downward into the darkness, where only luminescent blue jellyfish in jars cast a dim light over the fronts of shops and houses. 
 
    The shop rested directly on the ocean floor. It was eerie, with many of the surrounding buildings dark except for glistening eyes and long glowing protrusions extended from fat-headed fish. There were no surface thoughts, besides those from Carmin and Hajar, both of whom currently expressed wonder and alarm. 
 
    The shop was in the shape of a tree and made from the same gray rock that constituted the ocean floor. Branches stretched out with leaves of scrimshawed whale bone. Openings throughout the trunk were framed with colorful adornments and appeared to serve as entryways as no door was visible. The largest hole was nearest the bottom, and had the finest arrangement, with a series of shelves on either side decorated with knickknacks. Marik swam through it. 
 
    He was met, upon entering, by a woman with thick green hair and rough brown skin. 
 
    Welcome! she smiled. Her thoughts carried a chirpy melody. 
 
    Marik turned to make sure Carmin and Hajar were following. Hajar squeezed past, her eyes fixed on the stacks and shelves inside. There was no order to the goods on display. Curios were haphazardly stacked among glistening baubles and oddly-shaped chunks of metal. Some he recognized as human debris. 
 
    Welcome, Daughter of Gaia! The shopkeeper greeted Hajar. Hajar pulled back her hair, which was drifting over her face, looking flushed. 
 
    Do you mean me? 
 
    Yes! You are of my divine creations, descendant of Gaia. A Queen of the earth! Pray tell, what draws you away from your stewardship on land to the depths of the sea? 
 
    Oh! My lady! Hajar curtsied. I lost my stewardship over my pond when I was captured by a leshy many years ago. 
 
    Marik had heard of Gaia through myth and legend. Yet what an odd claim. The woman was playing a role of some sort, and the dim-witted Hajar was playing into it. 
 
    She’s just a shopkeeper, he scolded. Not Gaia. 
 
    I am not Gaia, the woman agreed. I am Ymir, progenitor of the nymphs and creator of the trolls and giants. It is rare to see any of my land-born daughters in the depths of the Undine. 
 
    Right. Marik rolled his eyes. She wasn’t playing a role. She was just crazy. 
 
    What brings you down to my little shop? The so-called Ymir asked Hajar. 
 
    I travel with these two elves. They are looking for something. 
 
    The shop-keep looked at Marik and Carmin, then out the nearest entrance. I see only one elf, though I admit his golem is quite life-like. 
 
    Golem? Did she mean Carmin? Crazy or not, the woman had pinpointed one of his concerns. Was Carmin real? Or a fake crafted by Sophrosyne? He forced the thoughts from his mind, lest his concerns sneak out. 
 
    Carmin was inspecting the shelves, and perhaps hadn’t heard the comment, but Hajar had. 
 
    Golem? No, that’s Marik’s girlfriend, Carmin. She’s an elf. 
 
    Are you talking about me? Carmin swam over, a creepy-looking wooden doll in her hand. Yes, I’m an elf. Pleased to meet you. 
 
    Carmin extended her wrist in greeting, but Ymir pulled back. 
 
    It has thought! Ymir leaned forward and peered into Carmin’s eyes. Well-crafted, indeed. 
 
    As much as Marik wished to hear more, he didn’t want to continue this discussion with Carmin and Hajar present. 
 
    We would just like a minute to browse, if you don’t mind. Though, I am looking for an item of particular interest. A black stone, with odd writing on it. 
 
    Ymir became visibly concerned as he mentioned the stone. Hajar perked right up. 
 
    Like the stone I found for Kyla? I’ll find it! It has a very old magic to it. I can see a variety of colors throughout the store. Magic of all sorts! 
 
    Hajar could see magic? Perhaps fortuitous she had come along, after all. 
 
    Ymir swam over a door in the floor of a shop to obscure it. It bore a heavy iron lock, untouched by rust or corrosion. Marik assumed she had the stone he sought tucked away on the other side. She seemed nervous but smiled politely as Marik turned to peruse the shelves. 
 
    *** 
 
    Eunoe scanned her trainees: Kyla, Faron, and several bandits. It was fortunate she had brought her knitting supplies, but she hadn’t come prepared to teach a group of half-wits to build an animal. Aspen had experience, but Eunoe would not allow her to work until she had a few days’ rest. 
 
    One of the bandits - a feline sort with sleek black fur named Loquai - bit his tongue as he tried to finish his first row of loops, but his short fingers weren’t suited for knitting. 
 
    She walked over and adjusted each of his fingers on the needle. “No. Use your index finger - no, Loquai, that’s not your index finger – yes – now use that finger to pull the yarn from the ball. Better. Now take that yarn under the point, then over. Good. Now use your needle to pull it through. Watch your tension!” 
 
     “Good start!” she lied. “That’s how you knit a polynucleotide. Now we need to learn to apply the amino acids in base pairs.” 
 
    Guava, a stout dwarfish character with black hair and no bear, raised a hand. “What’s an amino acid?” 
 
    She held up a box of guanine. “It’s a bead. There are four kinds, and they work together in pairs. You—I guess you don’t need to know how they work, but all plants and animals are designed using these four beads. I’ll show you how to place them as soon as I finish making the pattern for the cinqueno dog. For now, just finish your row so I can teach you to bind off.” 
 
    Another of the bandits raised his hand. “I don’t understand. So, we’re making a dog out of yarn?” 
 
    Eunoe couldn’t remember the fellow’s name. He was a human from a nearby jungle village. The others seemed to accept him as an equal, which impressed Eunoe, for though humans were animals they were far more intelligent than most species. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied. “This is how animals are made.” 
 
    “We’re making a stuffed animal? A toy?” 
 
    “No. It’ll be a real dog. There are a couple other steps I’ll handle. I just need help with the knitting portion.” 
 
    “I could go find a dog. Maybe just buy one.” 
 
    Eunoe pondered this. It would be a challenge to find, but maybe easier than teaching these morons how to knit. 
 
    Kyla interjected before Eunoe could send him off. “No, no. It’s a rare dog, and we don’t have days to waste looking for one. Only ten days to the next full moon, and these scarves are crazy long.” 
 
    Eunoe shook her head. “Not scarves, Kyla. DNA.” 
 
    “Call it what you like. It’s still a scarf.” 
 
    There were times, like this one, that Eunoe supposed humans could even be considered the intellectual equal of elves. Of course, it was probably unfair to use Kyla as the standard for Elvish intelligence. 
 
    *** 
 
    Aspen leaned against the tree and caressed the bark. The tree was unfamiliar, and she didn’t even know its name, but despite the soreness and swelling she felt renewed. The trees’ demeanors had softened, though they were still timid. She didn’t understand what Ceiba had done to them, for trees couldn’t explain in such details. Trees were accustomed to orcs and elves and the like using them for wood, but the treachery of a guardian spirit had traumatized the poor things. 
 
    Eunoe, acting the cloying matron, patted Aspen’s wounds with a damp cloth. 
 
    “A bit of infection,” she clucked. “You need to keep these bandages clean. I can sense your hunger. Shall I catch you some fish?” 
 
    Aspen shook her head. “That’s where I’m headed. I’d like to do it myself, if you don’t mind. Get away from those bandits for a bit. I’m going to sing a fishing spear from this tree. It is the kindest of the lot.” 
 
    Eunoe gazed up at the canopy. “The trees have become more amicable?” 
 
    “Yes, though still skittish. They are relieved at Ceiba’s demise. Handrin is a great hero to them.” 
 
    “Us as well. You, especially.” 
 
    Aspen shuddered. “Please be still as I sing. The trees frighten easily.” 
 
    Aspen faced the tree and gave a low bow. She hoped they liked the same songs as the trees back home. She decided on Eliquoy d’Alimar, as breath and water were universal to all trees. It was a staccato melody with a quick tempo: an advanced piece which had taken months to master, but was fun to sing. It ended abruptly, so Aspen gave the bark of a tree a gentle caress to let it know she was done. She felt it grant permission to take what she needed, and so she gripped the bark and drew a long rod from the trunk. The end splayed into six pointed tips to make spearing fish easier. She bowed to the tree before turning toward the river. 
 
    Eunoe followed. “Would you like me to accompany you?” 
 
    Aspen thought a moment and nodded. She wanted to be alone but could feel Eunoe’s love and strength. “Yes. Please. Only, may we walk without speaking?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    The river was further than Aspen had expected, and she felt relieved Eunoe had come along. Much more distance and the spiritual thread that bound them would break. 
 
    She heard the gentle flow of water as they approached. It was slow moving, and quiet, but due to the denseness of the trees she couldn’t see the water until they were on the bank. There was a break in the canopy over the water, and Aspen spread her arms and let the sun beat down on her arms and face for several minutes. Eunoe waited patiently; she knew how important sunlight was to the dryad. She had been in the dark woods too long, and without nourishment. 
 
    Soon hunger overtook Aspen’s love of the sun and her eyes descended to the murky water. She wasn’t sure what creatures might be lurking in there. “What can we expect?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Just stay close to the edge.” 
 
    Aspen nodded and dipped her toes. The water was warmer than she expected. Her feet sank into the silt at the bottom, and she panicked and fell back. Eunoe caught her by the shoulder. 
 
    “Take it easy. Are you sure you don’t want me to do it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Aspen gasped. “The mud is softer and deeper than I expected. I’m fine.” 
 
    She continued until the water was halfway to her knee, and relaxed as she felt the soothing embrace of the water flowing past her swollen ankles. Her eyes glanced about for signs of fish. 
 
    There. A glint of silver near the surface. She struck and came up with a fish the size of her hand. She held it up for Eunoe to see. “Look at the teeth on this thing!” 
 
    Eunoe nodded in approval. 
 
    There was a nip at Aspen’s left shin. 
 
    “Ow!” She looked in the water. A small fish darted at her right shin for a bite and swam away. She looked around her ankles to see more of the fish watching her legs and feet with disturbing interest. As two more darted in, she splashed for the bank and stretched out her hand. Eunoe took it and pulled her up. 
 
    “Those fish are bitey.” 
 
    Eunoe bent over and examined the small wounds on Aspen’s leg. “Not too bad. Mean little things.” 
 
    Aspen nodded. “Yeah, but I don’t mind. After all, I plan on eating them. Can’t be too upset if they try to eat me.” 
 
    Eunoe smiled and sat on the muddy bank, and Aspen returned to her quest for lunch. Though the fish were small, and not especially tasty, never had a meal felt so satisfying. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next few days were blissfully busy. Eunoe had designed dogs before but wanted this one to be something both simple and special. The extra toe was an easy add, as were the colors, but she became absorbed in many of the extraneous details like floppy ears and big eyes. 
 
    Among other distractions, Aias kept trying to push to the front of her mind. She supposed he was trying to figure out what she was doing and made a comment or two that the dog drawing looked nothing like the body he wanted. 
 
    “Not for you,” she told him. He was beginning to understand simple commands and phrases. 
 
    Back to the dog. A curly tail, a spot over one eye. He was going to be adorable. 
 
    Aspen, her bruises fading to yellow, entered the hut. She had been out all morning soothing the trees around the camp. She handed Eunoe a gourd of water. “I had the trees save some of the dew from their leaves. Take it. You need a break.” 
 
    Eunoe nodded and took a sip. She looked out the door as she heard Faron whooping outside. 
 
    “Break time over everybody! Back to work!” 
 
    “Hey! You aren’t in charge of anything,” Kyla’s voice flew back. “He is right, though. Back to work.” 
 
    “They’re ready.” Aspen squeezed Eunoe’s hand and pulled her up. Eunoe could feel Aspen suppressing pain, fear, and rage as she spoke. “Come on, teacher! Your class is waiting.” 
 
    Eunoe stood with a sympathetic smile. She stepped out of the hut to see her students picking up their needles and yarn, full of more enthusiasm than skill. 
 
    *** 
 
    "This is the worst adventure ever!" Kyla moaned as she fumbled with yet another loop. She had opted to knit, thinking it would be more interesting than snapping the beads in place, but seven days of this made her service to Mokosh seem like a holiday. And she was getting worse daily, with her fingers getting all sore and bored. 
 
    “I kind of like it,” Faron chirped. “Relaxing. Better than guiding stupid tourists around all day.” 
 
    “I’m one of those stupid tourists,” Kyla reminded him. 
 
    “Yeah. I don’t mean you guys, though. You’re the best clients I’ve had in a long time.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll bet.” 
 
    "I'm running out of adenine." Faron sifted through the beads as Kyla struggled to undo her tangled yarn. 
 
    Aspen stood and brushed the dirt off her bum. "I'll get you some." 
 
    “Thank you,” Faron smiled. “Hey, Kyla, did you know I tried dating an elf once?" he said as Aspen poured some more adenine into his basket. 
 
    Kyla nodded. "Yeah, I remember you saying something about it.” 
 
    "Yeah. Couldn't deal with my feet. I don't get why everyone has such a hard time with them. They're just feet." 
 
    "I'm sure you'll find a girl who likes 'em". 
 
    "Well, if we find the ciguapa. My friends and I've been talking about heading north for years. And all this time there's some right here!" 
 
    One of the bandits laughed. It was Freilim, a small, horned ogre with sharp joints. "Ciguapa aren't interested in dating men. Only in eating them." 
 
    Faron shrugged. "Those are just stories. They have to take mates, else they'd die out!" 
 
    "Yeah. They mate, then they kill the poor sucker and eat 'em." 
 
    Faron wrinkled his nose. "I'm not scared of fairy tales, They're people, just like anyone else. Worth a try, anyway. What, you think they're going to slaughter us if we find them?" 
 
    Kyla knew little about the ciguapa, but Sophrosyne wouldn’t send her into an armed conflict. Would she? So far Kyla’s assignments indicated a certain negligence from her patron. 
 
    "I'm sure it's fine," she finally muttered. 
 
    *** 
 
    Eunoe looked up as Kyla started complaining about the work. After the elf's many adventures, she was having a hard time spending her days sitting and knitting. The elf needed more of an outlet for her energy. 
 
    "Why don't you sing for us?" Eunoe suggested. The elves were a musical people. Kyla was a bit pitchy, but her voice pretty. 
 
    Kyla pursed her lips. "I only know two songs. One of them is kinda mean, it turns out. Do you want to hear The Ballad of Kinsel King?" 
 
    Faron lit up. "I love that song! Let's do it!" 
 
    "Okay. Just give me a second to find the note." Kyla hummed to herself until she looked satisfied with her pitch. Faron joined in, belting out the lyrics in uneasy harmony. 
 
      
 
    'Kinsel King! The Ballad of Kinsel King! 
 
    Kinsel King! The hero of Am-lareen! 
 
    A god taken form, a heroic elf, 
 
    He fought and he died, but not for himself: 
 
    Kinsel King! The Ballad of Kinsel King!' 
 
      
 
    Faron's voice softened as the song continued, as he didn't seem to know all the words, but he would follow with a low hum until he found a word or phrase he knew and shout it out. 
 
      
 
    'His mother in birth, her wails could be heard, 
 
    Across the seas and all over the world. 
 
    The mid-wife was called and ran to her bed, 
 
    But it was too late for the woman was dead. 
 
    The baby inside gone too, so they feared 
 
    The family wept and bathed the bodies in tears. 
 
    When a loud battle cry the laments broke 
 
    From inside the womb, the baby awoke 
 
    And cut his way out with a sword in his hand 
 
    And marched into the light to the sounds of a band 
 
    And the hearts of all elves knew they had been blessed 
 
    As the baby appeared, garbed in full battle dress. 
 
    A hero was born, a response to the plea 
 
    The long darkness was over, and all would be free.' 
 
      
 
    At the chorus, Faron joined at full volume. 
 
      
 
    'Kinsel King! The Ballad of Kinsel King! 
 
    Kinsel King! The hero of Am-lareen! 
 
    A god taken form, a heroic elf, 
 
    He fought and he died, but not for himself: 
 
    Kinsel King! The Ballad of Kinsel King!' 
 
      
 
    Handrin started singing as well, though his voice was soft, and his eyes remained focused on his work. A few bandits joined in as the second part continued. 
 
      
 
    'His childhood had six lifetimes within it 
 
    What we do in a year he could do in a minute 
 
    He’d the eye of an eagle, the mind of a fox, 
 
    The stealth of a jaguar, the strength of an ox 
 
    While hunting for food, at just two years old 
 
    He looked at a bear and knocked it out cold. 
 
    No braver elf has ever been made 
 
    Fear never touched him, for it was too afraid.' 
 
      
 
    The Ballad of Kinsel King, it turned out, was terribly long, and Kyla knew all the words. Fortunately, her stamina was unable to keep up with her vigor, and after a few hours she lost her voice and the crew continued its work in blissful silence. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Unlikely Discovery 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hajar swam over to Marik with several small items in a stone bowl. Marik set down the curious statuette he was holding of a woman being birthed from an orca. 
 
    Magic. Hajar beamed as she held up one of the items: a small pendant in the shape of the sun. The magic on this one is white and delicate. New magic. 
 
    She was speaking to Ymir, who was standing behind him, but no matter. Hajar was proving useful. 
 
    Ymir touched the pendant with her finger. Yes. This recently arrived. It fell to the ocean floor, and a local mermaid found it glowing in a dark crevasse. It stores light. I believe it is for children, who store it at their bedside. It collects the light by day, and sends it off during the night, to stave off the dark so the child can sleep in peace. She looked at Marik. A useful trinket, if you have children? 
 
    No, Marik thought back, perhaps too forcefully. 
 
    Hajar put the pendant back in the bowl and drew out a green stone with spikes coming out in all directions. 
 
    This magic is rough, and green with pink swirls. I’ve never seen that before. 
 
    An experiment. Ymir grabbed the stone and tossed it out the door. Where it landed on the ocean floor, a fern grew, its leaves swaying with the current. Only that fern will die soon, and never spore. Perhaps useful for a table dressing, if you and your wife entertain guests. 
 
    Marik frowned. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Carmin appeared put off, though he couldn’t tell if it was from Ymir’s comment or his reaction to it. It didn’t matter. She wasn’t the perfect woman he had initially hoped. Real or fake, Sophrosyne had built her wrong. 
 
    This one? He grabbed a necklace from the box. A shiny black stone hung from a thin gold chain. It wasn’t the same sort of black stone as the fragments of the Stele of Bachtris. Those were opaque, but this was translucent. 
 
    Old magic, and purple, Hajar thought. 
 
    What does that mean? he wondered. 
 
    Ancient magic. The sort in Kyla’s ring. 
 
    Ymir shrugged. A bauble. I call it Solitude. It protects others from reading your thoughts down here, if you are concerned of something private pushing its way to the surface. Not a popular concept, as secrecy is a shameful habit in the Undine. 
 
    Well. Marik held the necklace up before putting it around his neck. Ymir helped as his fingers fumbled with the clasp at the back of his neck. 
 
    Can you hear me? He waited a few seconds, and when he heard no reply, he tried again. Still nothing. 
 
    Smiling, he removed the necklace and looked at Ymir. Does it only work on surface thoughts? Or will it also guard from mind-reading? 
 
    Who knows? Not much call for it down here. Can’t say I’ve tried it out, but as your friend says, it is an ancient magic, and the ancient wizards didn’t fiddle with trite enchantments. It is yours, if you wish, as I need to close. 
 
    Marik thanked her and clasped the necklace back in place. Oh, the sweetness of privacy! 
 
    Ymir gestured him toward the exit. I apologize, but I need to close shop for lunch. 
 
    While Marik couldn’t tell time while in the depths of the ocean, he was sure it was too early for lunch. She probably wanted a chance to hide the stone fragment he sought. 
 
    Come on. He beckoned Carmin and Hajar to follow as he swam out the nearest opening. 
 
    Hajar put a rainbow-colored stone back on its shelf and hurried to catch up. 
 
    Carmin was slower to follow and looked confused. Did you get it? The stone fragment for Sophrosyne? 
 
    She is closing. We will have to come back another time. 
 
    In truth, Marik no longer cared. He knew whom to contact should he want the fragment later. This necklace was a more important find. He needed to test it against Sophrosyne’s mind-reading abilities, and if it worked, he would be free of her constant prying. 
 
    *** 
 
    Titania’s heart jumped as Oberon zapped into the center of the throne room. Aethelwyne was again leaning against the King’s throne but jumped aside before Oberon noticed. Not that he looked in a mood to worry about such a trivial transgression. His brow was furrowed, and his eyes scanned the room. 
 
    “Where is Imel? He was to meet me here.” 
 
    The High Seer spent little time in the throne room, so it seemed an odd place to meet. “I don’t know, dear.” 
 
    Aethelwyne stepped forward and curtsied. “The High Seer called a meeting of the Council, Your Majesty.” 
 
    By this Aethelwyne meant the Council of Seers, of course, though Titania didn’t know why Aethelwyne would know this and Titania would not. Oberon seemed to wonder this too, as he cast an angry glance her way. Titania was more worried than offended. Oberon was not a jovial sort, but he was kind, and it took much to cause him such stress. 
 
    There was another zap, and Bremnos and Agrimarch appeared, each with a pair of fairies holding their elbows, as they lacked the ability to teleport themselves. Oberon turned to them. 
 
    “To the High Seer’s Council Chamber.” And he vanished with another zap, followed by the other fairies and Bremnos and Agrimarch. Just as abruptly as he had arrived, he was gone, with not a greeting for his wife and Queen. 
 
    Aethelwyne again leaned against the side of the King’s throne. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me the High Seer called a Council meeting?” 
 
    The fire sprite’s eyes opened wide and her mouth dropped. “Oh, my apologies, Your Highness!” She never bowed to Titania, as she did for Oberon, but then the two spent much of their days together. Aethelwyne had become overly familiar. “I assumed you knew. I only found out because I saw High Seer Imel in the corridor this morning.” 
 
    “In the future, you are to tell me these things. What is the nature of this meeting?” 
 
    “He didn’t tell me, Highness, though I didn’t ask.” 
 
    It was an odd thing for him to mention it to Aethelwyne, then. Still, she was heir to the throne, and perhaps the members of the Royal Court had begun to equate her to the King and Queen. 
 
    It would be prudent to seek out Imel and find out for herself, as Oberon was likely to head back into the field without providing any answers of his own. 
 
    *** 
 
    "He's a bit…off." 
 
    Kyla cocked her head to the side to match the little dog's gaze. He met the requirements of a cinqueno dog in technical respects, but he wasn't quite right. His head drooped to one side, with his mouth hanging open and long tongue lolling nearly to the ground. His face was wrinkled and squished, like he had run into a wall, and his right legs looked shorter than his left. He was panting and wagging his tail and seemed happy enough. 
 
    "He's adorable!" Aspen picked up the black-and white dog and stroked his ears. His coat was patched, both in color and in length, and when Aspen put him down he ran toward Eunoe, though he veered to the right and ran into a tree. 
 
    Eunoe picked him up and looked him over. "A bit lop-sided. Stitching wasn't tight enough. Still, it worked. And he is cute." 
 
    The dog’s rear-end wagged along with his tail, which made him difficult to hold while he was excited. He wriggled free from Eunoe’s arms as Faron approached, ran around the curupira's legs, and licked at his feet. Faron stooped down to pet the dog before it bounded off to meet the rest of the crew. 
 
    "What's his name?" Faron asked. 
 
    "Oly," Kyla decided. 
 
    "Why Oly?" Aspen wondered. 
 
    Kyla shrugged. "He's kinda roly-poly." The name had popped out of her mouth before she realized why she had chosen it. 
 
    "Are we keeping him, Eunoe?" Aspen clasped her hands together. “Someone has to take care of him when we’re done.” 
 
    "You can. Castor keeps me busy enough." 
 
    Aspen paused. She knew a lot about caring for plants, but not such much about animals. “Maybe. I guess I must. That little thing isn't going to last on his own in the jungle." 
 
    Kyla jumped as Handrin approached from behind and spoke in a commanding tone. 
 
    "We can sort that out later. We need to move. Full moon is tomorrow night and we still need to pick up the ciguapa's trail." 
 
    "I know where we can start looking," Kyla said. 
 
    "Anima Point, right?" Aspen asked. 
 
    Kyla nodded. "That's where we were told to go." 
 
    " We can find a faster way. Pack your bags and follow me." Handrin turned to his bandit crew and waved them over. "Get ready, boys! We're heading out." 
 
      
 
    Kyla stumbled over a root before catching her balance against a tree, which she quickly backed away from as a green and black bug with ridiculously long antennae scuttled past her hand. Handrin led several feet in front, focused on his destination and seldom looking back to make sure the other bandits were following. Kyla struggled to keep close behind, as her orb was providing him light. 
 
    Oly yipped and brushed past her leg, chasing a lizard under a broad leaf that drooped to the ground from an unfamiliar plant. Faron followed and swooped the little dog into his arms. 
 
    “Careful!” Faron whispered into the dog’s one standing ear. “Don’t know what sort of monster might be waiting to eat you in there.” 
 
    It wasn’t much longer until they arrived at the hut. Now that Kyla wasn’t in a panic, she took more time to examine the premise. The earth around much of the house was tilled and small shoots reached from the earth. Stones carved with runes hung from branches of the surrounding trees, and the door itself was carved in unfamiliar markings. 
 
    “We can pick up the scent here, but how will Oly know which scent to follow?” Kyla didn’t have much experience with tracking, but realized the dog needed to know what smell he sought. 
 
    “I’ve got something. Remember how I told you about how Ceiba and his goons left a dead ciguapa at my door?” He walked around the back of the tree-house to a pile of stones. “Buried her under here to keep the jaguars from getting at her.” 
 
    “Wasn’t us who did it,” Loquai insisted. “I swear, Handrin, this is the first I heard of it.” 
 
    The other bandits murmured their agreement. Juak and Ori’s names were offered as potential offenders. 
 
    Handrin waved them silent. “You fellas pull out the body. I’ve got something else to take care of.” 
 
    As the bandits begin dismantling the pile of stones, Kyla followed Handrin inside. He looked over her aunt, all four hands on his hips, before chanting below his breath and pulling a red bottle from the shelf. 
 
    “Outside,” he ordered. 
 
    Kyla went back out, and Handrin followed. As soon as he was out the door, he threw the bottle of red liquid at the wooden floor. It shattered with a fiery whoosh as flames spread inside the tree. One of the bandits ran over to see what was happening. 
 
    “Cremating my aunt,” Handrin told him. “Nothing you need to worry about.” 
 
    As the fire spread to the shelves, it occurred to Kyla the remaining potions would have been useful. However, it seemed inappropriate to bring it up. 
 
    Once his aunt’s body was engulfed in the inferno, Handrin walked back to the pile of stones, now cleared and encircled by the bandits. Castor was sniffing about at the now-exposed body. 
 
    “Shoo!” Handrin waved a hand at Castor, who growled under his breath and slinked away from the corpse. “This is her. See the puncture marks around her ankle? Ceiba must have caught her in a trap. That cut above it? She must have been trying to cut off her own leg to free herself. They killed her with a blow to the head from behind.” 
 
    There was another chorus from the bandits that they had nothing to do with it, but Handrin didn’t seem to be listening. He pulled a tooth necklace from the dead ciguapa’s neck and beckoned Faron to bring Oly closer. The pudgy little dog sniffed and began making his way to the southwest. 
 
    “Smart dog,” Handrin muttered. 
 
    “I made him to be a tracker,” Eunoe shrugged. 
 
    Faron rushed to grab Oly before he ran off alone into the woods. “No, boy. Not gonna be able to find ‘em til the full moon. But keep that spirit up!” 
 
    Kyla cleared her throat. “I hate to have to mention it, but your aunt’s house is burning down.” 
 
    “You’ve started a forest fire!” Aspen shouted at Handrin. Her voice was trembling, but Kyla couldn’t tell if it came from fear or rage. 
 
    “Ah. I needed to keep her secrets from these slobs. Don’t worry. Upper branches will be too wet to catch.” 
 
    Aspen did not look convinced. She turned and began to caress the tree and whispered something to it. Then she stepped back and began to sing. She was difficult to hear, over the inferno, but the trees encircling the flaming house bent and drew their branches away from the fire. 
 
    “Trees don’t know how to protect themselves,” she scolded Handrin when she was done. “Shame on you.” 
 
    “I apologize, miss,” Handrin said. “It was my aunt who raised them. Me, it was always my job to kill.” 
 
      
 
    “No! Get back here!” Kyla ordered as Oly once again darted forward, which on his uneven legs took him sharply to the right. Kyla darted into the bushes after him, worried he might be snapped up by one of the many snakes or giant insects that lurked in the undergrowth. 
 
    Kyla grabbed Oly and cradled him as he squirmed in her arms until she returned to the path. She set him down, this time keeping one hand on each of his sides to help guide him in a straight line. Eunoe, Faron, Aspen, and the bandits followed, a few carrying torches but most of them clustered around Kyla’s light orb, which Eunoe now carried. Handrin walked several paces ahead of Kyla, at the edge of the light, and kept silent. 
 
    Kyla turned to see Faron walking up behind her. She had taken control of Oly away from him, on account of his being so slow. 
 
    “Whatcha doing?” he asked as he tore off a chunk of leaf and gnashed the mouthful of fiber. 
 
     “He’s pretty good at finding the scent but he gets excited and keeps running off in the wrong direction.” 
 
    “Told you it wasn’t that easy. Want me to take over?” 
 
    “No, I got it. Hurry, boy! We only have til morning.” 
 
    Faron clicked his tongue. “Don’t rush him! He’s doing good, isn’t he, Oly?” He bent down to scratch the dog’s ears, but Kyla slapped his hand. 
 
    “Don’t distract him. Oh, shoot.” Oly started to bolt, but this time Kyla snatched him up before he got away. She gently placed him back down and stooped low, shuffling her feet forward as she gripped the dog firmly. 
 
    There was soft laughter, and footsteps, and Kyla heard a whisper in her ear. It was Aspen. “You might want to be careful. You’re sticking your bum out and its drawing some attention. Faron keeps looking at it.” 
 
    “What?” Faron sputtered. “I am not!” 
 
    “I saw you.” 
 
    “No! I was just seeing if she needed help with the dog!” 
 
    The bandits started laughing, and Faron fell back, his face red. 
 
    Kyla shrugged. “At least someone’s appreciating it.” She looked up, though she knew she wouldn’t see the moon or stars through the canopy. “What time is it?” 
 
    Eunoe’s voice came from behind. “Two hours to sun-up.” 
 
    Kyla sighed. She couldn’t wait until the next full moon to pick up the trail again. If they didn’t find the ciguapa soon, she might have to go back to Sophrosyne a failure. 
 
    “The trees have changed.” Aspen ran up alongside Kyla. “There is no fear, here. We are out of Ceiba’s domain.” 
 
    It took two more hours, at a waddling pace, and Kyla feared she had run out of time when she heard a strange bird. Though she was unfamiliar with the birds of the jungle, she knew a true call from a fake one, as the elves often used such means to communicate. She stood and held up her hand for the others to stop. 
 
    “Handrin!” she hissed, and he turned and looked at her, then followed her gaze into the trees. Faron, his eyes wide and mouth slightly open, grabbed Oly before the dog had a chance to run off. 
 
    “Hello?” Kyla stepped forward and motioned for her light orb, which Eunoe placed in her palm. 
 
    There were some more calls, and footsteps. Kyla stood tall. She placed the light orb in the air and released it, letting it hover as she held her palms outward to show she was unarmed. 
 
    A woman stepped from the darkness. Her skin was brown and her hair long and black. She was lean and so tall Kyla’s head only came up to her chest. Her feet, true to Faron’s description, were backwards, and Kyla heard Faron emit an excited gasp. She carried three javelins on her back, though bore no weapons in her hand. She was thin, yet ripples of muscle defined her arms and legs, and she wore little clothing except a jet-black fur wrapped around her torso and an apron of bark and leaves. 
 
    “You seek us in the company of scoundrels, yet you claim to come in peace?” The woman bared her teeth as her eyes burned into Kyla’s face. 
 
    Kyla extended her arm to greet the woman in the Elvish fashion. “I’m Kyla. I’ve been sent to recover a stone. A black stone, with ancient writing.” 
 
    The woman circled Kyla, looking her up and down, and then cast her eyes at the rest. She then stepped up to Handrin. “You are not welcome here.” 
 
    “I am only here to voice a concern with the Queen. You may tell her Ceiba, the true killer of your kin, has been killed.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “By my hand.” 
 
    The woman looked back at Kyla. “And who are you?” 
 
    Kyla nodded, and lowered her arm as she realized she wasn’t to be properly greeted. “I’m not really with Handrin. Or those bandits. I mean, obviously I’m with them now. I came with the blonde one, the green-haired one, and the tiger. They came to help me recover the stone.” 
 
    “Our Queen will not suffer these bandits to live. And the stone you seek is not yours to take.” 
 
    “Well, I guess the bandits can just go back.” She turned to address them. “You guys have all been a great help. Thanks. I’m sorry, Handrin, but I don’t want to make trouble.” 
 
    Handrin wrung both sets of hands. “I came to see the Queen, and I shall.” He turned to the ciguapa. “Take me prisoner, if you must, and let the rest return to their camp.” 
 
    Kyla raised her hand. “Except my friends! Please. I need to see the Queen as well.” 
 
    “What about me?” Faron whined. “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    Kyla sighed. “We hired him as a guide,” she said to the ciguapa, “though he did betray us. He’s not a bandit, anyway.” 
 
    The ciguapa frowned. “You allowed the betrayer to live?” 
 
    “Well, he’s just so pathetic. Even Ceiba couldn’t bring himself to kill him.” 
 
    Faron stomped his foot and pointed at the bandages on his chest. “Excuse me, but he did try!” 
 
    The ciguapa held up her spear. “I see, but do not care. You are all prisoners now. We shall escort your two groups separately, and the Queen shall judge your fate.” 
 
    They were quickly surrounded by a score of ciguapa bearing spears and spiked clubs. There was some grumbling among the bandits as their own weapons were taken, until Handrin silenced them. 
 
    “You seem to be taking this well, Kyla,” Eunoe grimaced as she was pushed forward. 
 
    Kyla raised an eyebrow. “Yeah. This is my third time being taken prisoner since I came back to school. I guess I’m getting used to it.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The march was a contest of wills as Eunoe argued with Aias over control of her body. She worried he would do something rash, like start a fight. In fact, from the images in his mind, that was exactly his intent. 
 
    No, she thought firmly. You’ll get us killed. 
 
    He had, in a moment of control, snatched the gun from her bag and tucked it into the back of her pants. It was only luck that none of the ciguapa saw, though Eunoe felt it was likely they would be searched and stripped of their weapons anyway. 
 
    They came to the ciguapa settlement as the sun rose. Long wooden huts circled a great stone pyramid. Atop the pyramid was a statue of a well-adorned woman which loomed over an altar. The structure was black and polished. Even the dirt paths that led from the temple to the wooden buildings looked manicured and topped with soft soil. The trees had been cleared here, and Eunoe forgot her troubles for a moment to bask under the open sky. 
 
    All the males of the group, excluding Castor and Oly, were placed in a circle about a hundred paces away with their hands tied. Kyla, Eunoe, and Aspen were kept under a small guard of three soldiers who spoke to each other in soft tones, and even laughed, as the guards over the men barked at their captives for making the smallest movement or sound. 
 
    Aspen put her hand on Eunoe’s knee. The dryad was shaken, and rightly so, but tried to put forward a show of courage. 
 
    There was a trumpet, and the jangling of bells, and the ciguapa ordered everyone to stand. As soon as they were on their feet they were ordered to lower their eyes. Eunoe peeked up, and could see so did everyone else, as a procession came around the temple. Guards wearing colorful plumes and carrying long spears marched in pairs along the road. Behind them followed a woman bedecked in gold and bright jewelry. 
 
    Eunoe glanced about for Castor. The tiger had been moody since killing Juak. He was leashed to a tree, pacing back and forth, seeming unaware of the current predicament. 
 
    The procession passed by the male prisoners and came straight for Eunoe, Kyla, and Aspen. Their guards kneeled as the decorated woman approached. Her own guards raised their spears and placed them on each of the girls’ shoulders, pressing down for them to kneel as well. 
 
    Kyla knelt, and being the captive closest to the ciguapa Queen, grinned and extended her arm, only to have it slapped away. 
 
    The Queen, who towered over the elf, frowned. “What brings you to my jungle?” 
 
    “I’m looking for something. That little guy over there, with the red hair, led us into a trap and those guys kidnapped us. Then Handrin, the one with the four arms—" 
 
    “What is it you seek?” The Queen’s voice was deep. 
 
    “It’s a stone, about this big. Black, with writing in a strange language. My patron said you would have it.” 
 
    The Queen waved her hand, and several guards stepped forward. “She seeks the sacred stone. She is another disciple of Erebus!” 
 
    Kyla’s eyes widened, and she waved her hands in front of her chest. “No, no, no. My patron seeks them to stop Erebus from awaking Chaos!” 
 
    “Erebus was defeated!” shouted one of the bandits, though his comment earned him a prod from a spear. 
 
    “Well, yes, but just in case his forces try to reorganize, she doesn’t want them to get the stones.” 
 
    This was the mission? Eunoe should have insisted on more details. How idiotic for Kyla’s patron to send such a young, inexperienced girl on such an assignment. 
 
    The Queen loomed over Kyla. “How do I know your patron is not Avowed? Many of Erebus’ followers were slain seeking my people in this jungle. We are no friend of his kind.” 
 
    Kyla was leaning away from the Queen, and sweating. “My patron’s trying to protect the stones. I swear.” 
 
    “You consort with these brigands, and think I should accept your word?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. Like I said they kidnapped us, but then Handrin killed Ceiba and—" 
 
    There was a murmur among the guards. The Queen’s eyes opened so Eunoe could see the whites glint in the torchlight. “Ceiba has been killed? Who is Handrin?” 
 
    “That guy. There. With the four arms.” 
 
    The Queen nodded at one of her personal guard, who shouted an order, which was relayed to Handrin by the guard nearest him, and he was escorted to the Queen. Eunoe felt something in the pit of her stomach. It was Aspen, afraid for what was about to happen. The dryad was shifting her weight from bended knee to bended knee. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Eunoe whispered, but she was hushed by a guard. Aspen gestured at Handrin with her head. Eunoe nodded. Satisfied her guards had their eyes on Handrin and the Queen, she reached behind her back for the gun. 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Information Overload 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyla tensed, and the world slowed, as Handrin lunged for the Queen. The Queen’s guards raised their spears, but each of Handrin’s arms flew at them, touching them wherever he was able, and with a pinch of his fingers each collapsed like a sack of sand. 
 
    “Ichtha vas!” Eunoe’s voice uttered Aias’ words as she levelled a gun at the Queen. She shook her head and shouted “No!” as her aim shifted to Handrin. 
 
    Kyla covered her ears as a loud bang sent everyone ducking to the ground. Handrin dropped, a hole in his side oozing blood onto the grass. He looked at Eunoe, his face twisted in pain and rage as he clutched his side. 
 
    The world sped up again. Eunoe’s eyes were wide and her mouth open as she looked about as ciguapa and bandits clashed in sudden combat. The nearest ciguapa smacked her wrist with the shaft of her spear, and Eunoe dropped her gun in the grass. 
 
    Kyla was saved perhaps because the Queen’s personal guards were escorting her away from Handrin, who still lay bleeding on the ground. One of the guards tried to spear him, but he kicked out with his leg, clipping her on the calf, and she dropped lifeless to the ground.“I’m going to find a friendly tree and get a staff,” Aspen whispered. “Follow me.” 
 
    Aspen crawled toward the jungle but one of the guards thrust a spear at Kyla, who scrambled in the other direction and found herself unable to follow. The only safe path away from the fray was toward the temple. Kyla ran for it, with the one guard in pursuit. The soldier was fast, but Kyla found her smaller size an advantage as she bounded through a narrow gap between two small houses. She took a hard right toward the corner of the temple, looking back to see that she had made a small gain from her pursuer. 
 
    She rounded the corner and looked for an entrance to the temple. There was a small wooden shutter on the wall a few feet out of reach. The stone walls were held with gaps of mortar, which provided handholds, so she clambered up, lifted the shutter with one hand, and lunged head-first into the hole. 
 
    It was a tight fit. She exhaled and squeezed and pushed herself forward with her arms, but before she could pull her legs all the way through, a strong hand gripped her ankle. She panicked and kicked. Her shoe slid off as she lurched forward. She tumbled to the floor and the shutter over the window dropped shut. 
 
    Kyla landed head-first on what felt like a table covered in cloth. She felt along the surface, and discovered she was lying next to a large stick topped with a rock. She eased herself to the edge of the table and swung her legs over the side, gently lowering her toes to find the floor. 
 
    She could feel the cool slickness of the stone floor as she lowered her bare feet. She stood and felt her way along the sides of the room, which alternated from stone wall to table, each table topped with a single item of irregular shape. A museum, perhaps? Very likely the stone would be kept in such a place, though none of the items she encountered here were the right size or shape. 
 
    Her pursuer wouldn’t fit through the window, but she probably knew the layout of the temple and would come around the other way. Kyla felt along the walls for an exit. She found a smooth crack and supposed it to be the outline of a door, but there was no handle. 
 
    She prepared to rest her weight against the door to push it open when she heard a banging noise through the wall, and a battle-cry, and footsteps. Her pursuer must have gone around. Kyla shuffled back across the dark room, feeling for the table below the shutter, and supposed she might climb back outside. 
 
    A clamor changed her mind. The fighting grew louder, toward the temple. She heard what she guessed were Aspen’s grunts as she smacked ciguapa soldiers and spears with a staff. She must have found a friendly tree. 
 
    The footsteps from the corridor echoed closer. Though her knees shook, Kyla faced the door. She took a couple practice kicks to warm up her leg. Go for the kneecap. Sometimes it worked, and sometimes it didn’t, but it was the only move she had. 
 
    The door swung open, and the ciguapa lunged. Kyla rolled forward to dodge a spear-thrust, brushing against her attacker’s leg. Kyla jumped up and scrambled out the door, slamming it shut and grabbing a torch from a sconce on the wall. She jammed it into the looped door handle. 
 
    There was a clang as the ciguapa slammed against the door. It might not take her long to break her way out. Kyla grabbed another torch from the wall and ran down the corridor. 
 
    Kyla wondered now if she should search the temple for the stone or go out and help her friends. She was useless in a fight. Aspen had apparently found a staff and would be able to manage. Eunoe had a gun. Kyla could be of no help. For now, she would do what she came to do and seek the stone. Perhaps in her search she might find something useful to help the others. 
 
    She creaked open the next door along the corridor and held her torch inside. This room too was lined with small tables and had a window high up on the far wall. Each table was covered in a red and black cloth, and on each cloth a peculiar item. On a table in the center was a large skull, crested at the back and topped with two horns over the brow and one at the end of the snout. It was big enough to be that of a dragon. Although there were several items of interest, there were no black stones, so Kyla headed for the next room. 
 
    There was a crash as distant doors banged open and more footsteps thundered into the temple. Kyla darted into the room across the hall, marked with a golden handle. This room was nearly empty save for a bust of the Queen, and a chain which hung from the ceiling. She might be able to climb it and hide overhead, lest anyone peer inside. It seemed the only hope, as she could hear angry voices heading her way. She placed her torch in a sconce on the wall and climbed. 
 
    As she grabbed the chain, it gave from her weight and a length of it pulled to the ground. There was a sliding sound next to her as the inside wall, opposite the door, slid open. Kyla had no time to wonder. She grabbed her torch and ran inside, searching for another mechanism with which she might close it. 
 
    Nothing. She scanned the room again, seeking exits, but saw none. This chamber was larger than the others, and she supposed must be the heart of the temple as the center breathed an eerie red light which emanated from a large hole in the floor. Floating above the hole in the room was a bubble, nearly invisible except the glassy reflection from the red light, and inside the bubble floated a familiar black stone. 
 
    She approached the hole and stretched her arm, yet the bubble remained a foot out of her reach. She investigated the hole below and saw only a red glow and flickering flame, making the depth impossible to gauge. 
 
    There was shouting in the next room, and nowhere to hide save in the fiery pit. Her heart pounding, Kyla stifled a scream and tossed her torch into the pit and lowered herself over the edge. There were handholds enough, but the heat from below baked her skin. Yet as she lowered herself down the hot stone walls, she heard—no, felt—a scream from below, and the fire retreated several feet. No time to worry about that now. She had to hope no one looked down the pit. 
 
    There was a hush, and the footsteps stopped. Soft but urgent voices spoke with each other in a foreign tongue. Kyla, her hands sweating and fingers starting to slip, clutched tightly to the wall with images in her mind of losing her grip and falling into the fiery depths below. 
 
    Then a voice entered her mind. She worried, at first, that it was Erebus returned, though this voice lacked the sense of cold void that Erebus brought. This one was bright, and passionate, and for some reason afraid. 
 
    Why do you assault me? For what purpose do you raid my home? 
 
    Kyla looked down. The fire, it seemed, wanted to talk. 
 
    *** 
 
    Aspen stood among her fallen foes. She had managed to disarm them without killing anyone, but two loud shots and she could see that Aias had taken over again and shot two of the ciguapa on the other side of the grassy field. 
 
    Talking this over wasn’t going to be easy. The soldiers surrounding Aspen were chattering amongst themselves, likely planning a coordinated attack. The bandits were nearly all dead, though a few continued to fight with their hands tied. 
 
    Faron was playing dead on the grass, an act complicated by Oly urgently licking his face. 
 
    Where was Kyla? The Queen and her guards were shouting in their language, and Aspen could see a fresh unit of soldiers charging from the west. One of the Queen’s guard called out to the new arrivals and pointed at the temple. 
 
    Somehow, Aspen knew Kyla had gotten inside and they weren’t happy about it. 
 
    Enough play. She swung her staff at the soldiers around her as a warning as they scattered to pick up weapons lying about the field. 
 
    “Come on!” Aspen shouted, waving her staff for Eunoe to see. “Kyla must’ve gone in the temple. But put your gun away!” 
 
    Eunoe did not put the gun away. Aias was in charge now. Aspen could feel Eunoe in the back of her mind, shouting for the ancient spirit to return control. 
 
    *** 
 
    The clamor from the temple grew louder, but Kyla’s focus was no longer on her pursuers. 
 
    O great wizard! echoed the inferno in Kyla’s mind. Why do you assault me in my home? The war was over eons past. I have nothing left for you to take. The ciguapa keep great treasures, stored above. I shall not interfere if that is what you seek. 
 
    Kyla whispered low, so as not to be heard by the ciguapa above. “I don’t know who you think I am, but I’m no wizard. And I’m not your enemy. So…uh…no reason to burn me up.” 
 
    I cannot burn you, for your magic prevents it. 
 
    “Oh! My ring. I got this from an evil dwarf who was trying to kill me. He’s dead now. Didn’t mean to hurt you. I’m very sorry. It’s just I need a place to hide.” 
 
    Why do you invade my sanctum? And why do the ciguapa hunt you? 
 
    “Kind of an accident. I do need that stone up there in the bubble, though.” 
 
    The flames roared upward, yet, fell shy of touching her. Why do you seek the Stele of Bachtris? Do you know what it is? 
 
    “Yeah. I had one of the other ones. We’re trying to collect them so no one else can get them and wake up Chaos.” 
 
    I have protected this fragment for millions of years. The ciguapa have enchanted the region so it cannot be found. Their safeguards have failed, if you have found it. It is their most sacred item, though they do not know its nature, nor mine. 
 
    So, they didn’t even know what it was. Kyla looked up. If the stone was indeed safe here, she had no reason to take it. 
 
    Voices gathered above, and Kyla heard footsteps approach the pit. The combination of heat and fear drenched Kyla in sweat. 
 
    “Don’t look down,” she mouthed. “Don’t look down. Don’t look down.” 
 
    The Queen’s head peered over the edge, motionless for a few seconds before the Queen turned red and screeched. 
 
    “Kill her!” the Queen roared. “Blasphemer! Violator! Feed Anhanguera.” 
 
    The fire roared again. A guard stepped forward and smacked Kyla in the forehead with the butt of her spear. Kyla’s already slippery fingers lost their grip and she fell. There was a great roar and she could feel the fire elemental’s heat on her skin, though his flames whipped away as she fell. She landed on her back, the wind bursting from her lungs. She turned her head and vomited. 
 
    The fire elemental roared above. You insult me, Queen! Your tongue is not worthy of my name. 
 
    Kyla expected some apology or deference from the Queen. It would be foolish to challenge the creature of fire. But an apology was not what she heard. 
 
    “You are in my domain, creature. Obey my command and devour the intruder.” 
 
    I take no orders from you. I am lord of this temple, and protector of this stone. Your predecessors served me well, but if you challenge me again, your ashes shall adorn the floor of my sanctum. 
 
    “You have no authority in my kingdom. You are mine to command. Guard! Retrieve the Amulet of Ouidaiin and teach Anhanguera to obey his Master.” 
 
    Kyla was not familiar with the Amulet of Ouidaiin, but the fire spirit seemed upset at its mention, as he roared and there was a chorus of burning screams. A soldier, flailing and in flames, fell into the pit and Kyla only just rolled out of the way. The ciguapa soldier was still alive, and Kyla scraped for dirt and ash on the floor with which to douse the flames, but it was far too little. With a sickening moan the woman pulled a knife from her belt. 
 
    She first extended it to Kyla. Kyla knew what the ciguapa soldier wanted but pushed away. When the ciguapa soldier saw this, with a final breath she placed the point of the dagger to her heart and thrust with a final groan. 
 
    If Kyla hadn’t already vomited on hitting the ground, she would have now, for even at the attack on Equinox she hadn’t seen anything so horrifying. She looked up, supposing she was next. The fire spirit may not be able to touch her, but it could certainly drop something heavy down the pit to crush her. The spirit was looking down at her, and she could see the faint outline of a face and eyes. 
 
    The ciguapa need a new Queen, wizard. You claim to seek the stone’s protection. Leave it with me, and I shall watch it as I always have. I pronounce you the new Queen so long as you serve this end. The ciguapa will resist your coronation but will perhaps be humbled by it. 
 
    Kyla, though confused at the fire spirit’s deference, was grateful at the chance for a longer life. She took a few minutes to catch her breath before climbing out of the pit. 
 
      
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    It was all Sophrosyne said as Kyla walked into the chamber decked in the beaded jewelry, feathered headdress, and face paint given her by the ciguapa. 
 
    “I feel like I’m going to a costume party,” Kyla muttered. She stopped in front of Sophrosyne’s chair. “Eunoe took Aspen home for some rest. She says I can’t do any more of these assignments.” 
 
    “She coddles you. You’ve been made Queen! What more could she ask?” 
 
    “Yeah. Uh…I don’t think the ciguapa are happy about this.” 
 
    Nor was Kyla. She didn’t want to live in the jungles of Laenith any more than she wanted to live underground with the Digans. 
 
    Sophrosyne chuckled. “First a Chief, and now a Queen.” 
 
    Kyla looked at the floor, as she felt she didn’t deserve either title. “I put one of the ciguapa soldiers in charge for now. Her name’s Simea. Faron’s going to run messages. They said he can live there since he’s my messenger-boy. He’s the first male to get a house there. He was excited to live around a bunch of women with backwards feet. Oh, I left the stone with the ciguapa. There’s a fire spirit named Anhanguera protecting it and he won’t let me take it. He’s the one who told them I was Queen.” 
 
    “You did fine, Kyla. The stone is in a good place, now that we know where it is. I see the fire spirit killed the former queen. Interesting he thought you to be a wizard.” 
 
    “He realized pretty quick that I’m not.” 
 
    “That ring, and other items like it, were wielded against the elemental spirits by the forces of Chaos millions of years ago. Its bearers were the enemies of Anhanguera and his kin, yet they both feared and respected each other.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Can I go? I’m pretty tired.” 
 
    Sophrosyne sat and stared. Kyla slowly turned to leave. 
 
    Sophrosyne stood and stepped forward. “Stop. I need a moment. Take my throne.” 
 
    “Um…are you sure?” It seemed a breach of etiquette to sit on someone else’s throne. Yet it also seemed a breach of etiquette to disobey an order. Kyla shuffled past Sophrosyne and slowly lowered herself onto the stone chair. It was surprisingly comfortable, with contours in just the right places for a relaxing sit. 
 
    Sophrosyne chewed her lower lip before speaking. “You ran into a band of brigands in the jungle. You suspected some were followers of Erebus, yet you worked with them.” 
 
    “Well, kind of. I mean, only some of them were. Ceiba for sure. It’s not like they came out and told us. I think some were ordinary folk.” She squirmed. “I didn’t really think about it because I just needed help.” 
 
    “Relax. I’m not faulting you. You were able make your enemies into friends. Not all of Erebus’ followers were wicked. Some were misguided. Lost. Uninformed.” 
 
    There was another pause, and Kyla began to wonder if Sophrosyne would continue. Then, just as Kyla was about to speak, Sophrosyne broke the silence. “Eons ago, my family dwelt here, immaterial, drifting in the Void. Matter floated about us, but it took no form. It all behaved as it wished, as did myself and my siblings. There were many of us, then. Somehow, and I’ve never understood the means through which it happened, creatures arose who wished to possess the disorganized matter, and use it to create a place of Laws and Order, where rules would be dictated and enforced on the inhabitants. We thought it was wicked that some intelligent Being should tell the universe how to behave. We ignored them at first, as it didn’t affect us, and they gathered materials and made this great ball on which you live. It seemed harmless enough, but as time went on, they themselves took shapes, and began to reproduce. But in their material forms, they became subject to the very laws they tried to impose on the world they had created. They became victim to disease, and hunger, and cold. To alleviate their discomfort, they subjugated more of the matter of the Void to create the sun and moon, and water, and plants and animals. This Order, which had only tugged at us immaterial beings in the beginning, had grown too large and began to hurt. My brother, Erebus, burned in the sun’s light. Our father, Chaos, decreed that the earth be destroyed, but it was too late. The creatures of Earth had mastered their craft and organized their forces and tools and weapons to fight us. We, the primordial beings, were far stronger, but they were too many and we were driven back. We waged assault after assault, growing fewer in number as we were defeated. Eventually we were driven from our home, until we were abandoned in the edge of the void. A star system was created, whose border we couldn’t cross, and Chaos put to sleep with a powerful spell.” 
 
    Kyla sat frozen, her knuckles white as she gripped the arm-rests. She pushed against the back of the chair in a vain effort to push away. She wanted to scream, and run from the room, and find King Oberon and Queen Titania, but her body refused to obey her commands, and all she could do was eke out a single squeaky word. 
 
    “Nyx!” 
 
    “Yes. I spent years reading the minds of the sour and often cruel soldiers along the boundary of the Oort cloud. The kind and the wise aren’t sent to those isolated stations. They were easy prey for Erebus’ conversions, for they hated their own world. I read their minds and thought all material beings were the same. Wicked, vile creatures, who had killed my siblings and taken my home. When you came to Sulafat Station to replace the broken filament, I saw into your mind, and you were different. I wanted to learn more, but to do so I had to delay Erebus’ plans to reclaim this world. I saw that you collected stones and revealed the one in which you would be most interested. The black stone, a fragment of the spell that put my father to sleep. It would slow Erebus’ plans, if you took it. I followed you to earth and took material form. This body. I loved my new form, and the world that was created. Yet you were still the villains. You wronged my family, yet I didn’t want to see you destroyed. I now saw that for all the wickedness and selfishness among you, there was much good as well. I changed my name to Sophrosyne, for it means Balance and Moderation. I now seek a way for my family to co-exist with the world of Order. While my father must not be awakened, I believe there is a way for my brother and I, and our other siblings who remain lost in exile, to live among you in peace. Yet Erebus needs to be contained until I become strong enough to control him. With his armies in disarray, and myself coming to understand the rules of Order, I shall soon be able to force a negotiation. There is room on Earth for his darkness, and we can all live in peace.” 
 
    Kyla opened her mouth, but no words fell out. She became dizzy before realizing she was holding her breath. Her eyes turned to the door, and she pushed herself up in her seat. She wanted to run, but her legs shook so violently that she had to sit back down. What would escape matter? Sophrosyne could wipe her mind before Kyla reached the portal. 
 
    “Why tell me now?” she said in a half-sob. “Why not wait until I collected all the stones for you?” 
 
    Sophrosyne - Nyx?- smiled. “It’s a show of faith.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t!” Kyla shouted back. “You can just erase my mind if I don’t go along. That isn’t faith!” 
 
    “I know you have no reason to trust me. I’m a monster in your stories. I have manipulated you. And I’ve lied. But you must understand why. I needed time to gain your trust. I have always planned to come clean, when I thought you were ready. And you are not ready, but the world is in turmoil, and it needs us. I chose you, Kyla Nim, because of all the minds I’ve read, you are the most willing to work, and to sacrifice, and not just for your own gain. I’m not doing this for me.” 
 
    The scent of moonflowers that always followed Sophrosyne struck Kyla’s nostrils. A wave of memories flooded in. Sulafat Station. The Halloween party in Whitehall. She smelled moonflowers at Equinox during Erebus’ assault, and at grandma’s house. 
 
    “You’ve been following me? Controlling me?” 
 
    “Not controlling. Leading. When you sought to create a trap for Erebus, you never would have found the aurichalcum or a smith to fashion the device had I not guided you.” 
 
    Kyla’s stomach churned. “You…no! Those were my ideas. You’re trying to take credit for my work.” 
 
    “Don’t be petty. You think that’s the real issue here? In many ways you are still a child, Kyla Nim. Yet that was part of the reason I chose you. You are still humble, and teachable.” 
 
    Kyla sat still for a long time. As far as she could tell, she had all her memories. Sophrosyne waited with a stolid face until Kyla mustered the courage to speak. 
 
    “I wondered how I knew where to find Exa and Inda.” 
 
    “Yes. I told you, but I wasn’t ready to reveal myself, so I erased the memories of our meetings. Only you and Marik know my identity.” 
 
    “Marik knows?” 
 
    “Yes. I sent him to find you, in Whitehall, when Dunkin was after you. He was a follower of Erebus, but I gave him a better offer, and he chose to work for me. Like me, he saw a chance for a better future.” 
 
    “Carmin. You brought Carmin back.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We should tell Oberon. He’d want to have a peace talk.” 
 
    “Would he? The World of Order is collapsing. Under his guidance the world governments have fractured. Fear and uncertainty are causing friction, and Oberon struggles to put out the fires. He has lied about the fate of Erebus. It would be a terrible shame, in these fragile times, for everyone to learn that a little elf girl from an unknown village saved the world, and yet he knows nothing. Besides, would the people accept a peace with myself and Erebus? We are the source of their nightmares. My identity as Nyx must remain a secret. Yet as Sophrosyne, I might be able to influence the world in the right way.” 
 
    “I have to speak to him,” Kyla insisted, though her words were little more than puffs of air. “I can’t work for you. But now you’re just gonna make me forget all this. And I’ll keep working for you, without knowing.” 
 
    Sophrosyne smiled and placed a hand on Kyla’s cheek. “I’m not going to wipe your memory. Not now. I want you to think on it. Only promise me that you will give it some time. Two weeks. Until then, I only ask you keep this between us. Do not even tell Marik that you know.” 
 
    Kyla stood, her legs shaking and body numb, as she headed out for the door. Before she was out, Sophrosyne called after her. 
 
    “Oh, and Kyla? Don’t forget you are Chief of the Digans. You might consider talking to the King and Queen about opening the aurichalcum trade.” 
 
    Kyla didn’t bother to respond. Trade seemed a petty thing to worry about. 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    A Pig among Peacocks 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Professor Ciana? I need to take the portal to High Haven.” 
 
    Elial smiled, which to Kyla seemed designed to mask his displeasure. 
 
    “Your patron is sending you to the capital?” 
 
    Kyla understood his displeasure and wondered if he suspected Sophrosyne’s true nature. If he did, of course, the goddess of night would only wipe it from his mind. 
 
    “Yes. I mean, no. I mean, she recommended I go, but I should go anyway. I’m trying to re-open trade between King Oberon and the Digans.” 
 
    Elial blinked and sat quietly for few seconds before speaking. “You what now?” 
 
    Kyla could tell this was going to turn into a bit of a discussion, so she took a seat. “A few hundred years ago the Digans cut off communication with High Haven. I’m going to negotiate a new relationship.” 
 
    “Um…this would normally be a job for a diplomat or ambassador. I know your patron likes to keep secrets, but I really need to know what’s going on. I am not to be left in the dark about any messages going through the portals. Especially not to High Haven.” 
 
    Kyla squirmed. She was going to burst from all the secrets inside but didn’t dare tell Elial for fear Sophrosyne – or rather, Nyx – would keep erasing his memories. For now, until Kyla could come up with a plan, she needed to keep everything to herself. 
 
    There were a few things she could mention, however. “I—I became the Chief of the Digans on my first assignment. Can’t remember if I told you about that.” 
 
    “You did not. How did this happen, exactly?” 
 
    She couldn’t mention the stone, but she could mention her search for Lug. “One of the Digans kidnapped Lug on our last visit, so I went back to look for him. Heff, the minotaur you saw with me when I left, was Lug’s boss. He agreed to come with me to rescue him. I have this ring that negates elemental magic so when I touched the Digan chief he fell apart. Well, turns out the other Digans weren’t too fond of him, and since I defeated him they made me the new Chief. Anyway, I’ve decided to set trade up with High Haven. Digans have a lot of aurichalcum.” 
 
    “Sophrosyne sent you on a rescue mission to a group of hostile elementals.” 
 
    “You make it sound worse than it was. You see—” 
 
    “I can’t let this continue.” 
 
    “Okay but I really need to set up this trade agreement. It’s a chance for the Digans to reconnect with High Haven.” 
 
    Elial took several slow, deep breaths. “Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know I needed to make one, but I guess that makes sense. The King is probably pretty busy.” 
 
    “Queen Titania is responsible for trade.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, the Queen, then. Whoever’s in charge.” 
 
    Elial leaned back in his chair, his hands pressed together and index fingers against his chin. Kyla wondered what she would do if he refused to let her through the portal. Sophrosyne would probably interfere, and this made Kyla nervous. She wanted as little contact with her as possible. 
 
    “Kyla, I’m not a fan of your patron. The secrecy is unsettling, and frankly, she’s putting you into danger well beyond your training.” 
 
    “Definitely. I’m starting to see why so many people settle for boring jobs. Anyway, you can talk to Heff or Denzig if you don’t believe me. They both know what happened.” 
 
    “I believe you, Kyla. I’m just not happy with it. I’ll let you go to High Haven. I can’t guarantee you’ll get an audience with Queen Titania, but I’d rather see you there than wherever else in the name of Kinsel King she might send you. And I’m really going to have a discussion with Director Anh-Bul about releasing you from Sophrosyne’s service.” 
 
    Kyla sighed. He would try, but probably just get some of his brain cells snuffed out on the way. 
 
      
 
    Kyla struggled to put together a presentable outfit for a royal meeting. It seemed silly to dress up just to talk, but Aura insisted her character would be judged in part by her clothes. Kyla didn’t think the Queen would be so petty, but Aura told her there would likely be advisors present, and they would have an influence on her word. Though once Kyla was dressed in her favorite blue dress, she had to admit she felt pretty sharp. Still, she was jealous when Lug arrived with the Digan, both completely happy in the nude. 
 
    The Digan’s proper name was Lhmkhr, though despite an hour of practice Kyla’s throat still lacked the gravelly quality to pronounce it. 
 
    “Tell Lumpy to follow my lead,” she instructed Lug, who had to serve as translator. “He shouldn’t speak unless we ask him a question.” 
 
    Lug relayed the directive, and Lumpy nodded. There were more protocols Aura had explained during Kyla’s makeover, but she could hardly be bothered to remember the rest, as they all sounded like nonsense. She did feel it was important, however, to maintain control of the dialogue. 
 
    Kyla and her entourage came out of the portal into a busy corridor bustling with creatures of all sorts. Most eyes ignored Kyla, though Lumpy garnered a few looks and whispers. Most hadn’t seen a Digan before. 
 
    She had nowhere to go, so she waved down a passing man with blue skin. 
 
    “Pardon!” she said. “I need to make an appointment with the Queen. Which way is the throne room?” 
 
    “An appointment with the Queen!” the man exclaimed. “And you’ve brought a Digan. I hope this means we’ll be seeing the aurichalcum trade open. Straight down the hall, through those double doors. See Madam Okk at the front desk. She’ll direct you.” 
 
    Kyla, being much shorter than most others in the room, couldn’t see the double doors but followed the direction her guide had pointed. The crowd was moving too quickly and pushing too hard for her to make much progress. Lumpy, who appeared flustered, stood in place with his stony eyes wide as he gawked at the many strange creatures. Lug grabbed him by the arm and shoved ahead. Though he was short – not much taller than Kyla – his great weight proved an advantage as he pressed his way through the crowd. Kyla followed close behind, trying to keep in his swath before it closed. 
 
    Pressing through the double doors, they found themselves in a long corridor. It was busy, but not so crowded as the portal chamber. A snake-woman slithered by in colorful feathers reminiscent of the denizens of Laenith, and an ogre wearing a fur top, but no pants, lumbered through the crowd. A procession of fairies in scintillating gowns flew overhead. At a desk and grumbling loudly at the many questions being tossed her way stood a troll sow wearing a crimson cloth wrapped over her shoulder. 
 
    Kyla stepped ahead of Lug and Lumpy and approached the desk. “I need to see the Queen, please.” 
 
    The troll looked around before looking down at Kyla standing between the two stone creatures. She lifted a parchment from her desk. “Oh, welcome, Ambassador Hagard. I see you brought your…um…it says these are your daughters?” 
 
    “What? No. I’m Kyla Nim. I’m here to re-open trade with the Digans in Alfheim.” 
 
    “I see. I don’t have you booked.” 
 
    “No. It’s a last-minute thing. Meeting. Last minute meeting. But very important.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But not on my list. Take care.” 
 
    The troll turned away to bark at someone to take a different corridor and seemed surprised when she looked back to see Kyla still standing in front of her desk. 
 
    “Do you need something else?” she grunted. “The bathrooms are down the hall and to the right.” 
 
    Kyla twirled her sleeve with her index finger. “No…I need a meeting. Can I make an appointment?” 
 
    Madam Okk groaned and picked a pen off the desk. “Fine. Who are you again?” 
 
    “I’m Kyla Nim.” 
 
    “Representing which country?” 
 
    “It’s not a country, really. I’m Chief of the Digans. The ones in Alfheim.” 
 
    The troll sow leaned close and squinted her eyes. She then drew her hand up slowly, and flicked Kyla in the head with her finger. There was a painful thud as Kyla’s head jolted to the side. The troll leaned back and gave Lug and Lumpy a look. 
 
    “You aren’t made of stone. You claim to be their chief?” 
 
    “Not my chief!” Lug shouted. He pointed at Lumpy. “His chief.” 
 
    Lumpy, who didn’t seem to be following the conversation, gave a friendly wave. 
 
    The troll sighed. “Well, you can’t just march in and see the Queen. Probably one of the Ministers. What’s your order of business?” 
 
    “I’m trying to re-open the aurichalcum trade.” 
 
    Madam Okk raised an eyebrow. “Ah. Minister Terra, then. I can track him down for you. He may be at lunch. I’ll take you to the waiting room and he’ll send for you when he’s ready.” 
 
      
 
    The waiting room was a dull beige and contained no pictures or reading literature. Eight chairs lined the walls, and Kyla took one near the door. They were wooden, and not sturdy enough for creatures of stone, as Lug discovered as he sat and fell back into the wall, leaving a sizable dent. He and Lumpy ended up sitting on the floor, and Kyla discovered Lug’s legs were exactly the right thickness to make a foot-rest. She rolled her palms over her clothes to try and press out the wrinkles, as she wanted to look crisp and professional for her meeting with the Minister. But the longer the wait, the less she cared as she slumped in her seat and reviewed old songs and stories in her head. Her two stone escorts seemed pleased enough to sit in silence. 
 
    Kyla was jarred awake as the door opened and Madam Okk waved her into the hall. “Follow me,” she grunted, and led Kyla down the corridor to a great white room with a wide curved staircase. Each step was trimmed with gold, and a great chandelier hung from the ceiling. Kyla stopped a moment to breathe it in. It was certainly the most opulent room she had ever seen. Even the tiles in the floor were patterned in ornate designs. 
 
    The stairs were a mite large for Kyla’s legs, so she hopped up. Fairies flew up the center of the spiral column of steps, most wearing the blue uniforms of royal messengers. 
 
    Madam Okk led them to the third floor. “See that room with the open double doors? Go in and have a seat. The Minister will be with you shortly.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Kyla nodded, and as she did she noticed all the messengers and dignitaries in their uniforms and lavish robes. Even in her best attire she felt very much like a pig among peacocks. She sighed and headed for the room. The door was tall. Not as big as the one into Haven Hall, though this one was more ornate. The room was trimmed in mahogany and at the far end of the room was a window covered in green drapes, so the color scheme made her think of Aspen. In the center of the room was a long table, with rounded ends and six chairs on each side and one on each end. Kyla, supposing the Minister would sit at the head of the table, sat at the far end. Lug tested one of the seats next to her and finding it more durable than the ones in the waiting room, slowly rested his weight on it. He sat at Kyla’s right, and once satisfied the chair wouldn’t break under Lug, Lumpy sat on her left. 
 
    There was another wait, and Kyla kept her hands on the table with her fingers clasped so she wouldn’t fidget. She stared straight ahead, trying to look as dignified as she could, and in all her focus jumped in her seat when a scaly figure entered the room. 
 
    “Kyla Nim?” The lizard woman’s voice was soft but raspy, which made her seem quite old, though she had no hair to turn gray and her reptilian skin showed no wrinkles. 
 
    Kyla stood, and beckoned for her companions to do so as well, for she felt this was the polite thing to do. “Yes. Are you the Minister?” 
 
    “No. My name’s Myam. I work for the Queen. Her Highness will be here shortly. She has decided to meet with you personally.” 
 
    “Oh! Well, that’s good. I guess. I originally asked to meet with her, but the troll lady said—" 
 
    “The Queen would not normally attend such a meeting, but this is a significant occasion. When she enters, you shall all rise.” 
 
    Myam took her own seat halfway down the table. As she did, a strange little creature ran through one of the walls. It looked sort of like a tiny hairy elephant. It ran and rubbed against Myam’s foot. She scratched its ears, and then shooed it away with a light swat on the bottom, and it ran out the way it came. 
 
    Kyla stared after it. “What was that?” 
 
    “Oh? That is Kavvi, one of my baku. A dream spirit.” 
 
    Kyla supposed the baku must have some interesting purpose, to be housed in the Royal Palace, but before she could ask about it there was the noise of a procession in the hallway. Myam stood, and beckoned them to do the same, which they did. A fairy with golden hair flew into the room and grew to match Myam’s height and descended onto the floor. Behind her followed several finely-dressed individuals of various sorts. Most were dismissed by the Queen, save three, who followed her through the door. Two were guards: an elf and a man with green skin that had ivy growing out of it and climbing up his body. Each wore blue capes and had swords sheathed at either side. The third was a rounded man with blue skin, with a mouth that seemed a bit too wide and eyes that were uncomfortably far apart. Kyla looked away so as not to stare, and then looked back, worried she had been too obvious. 
 
    The Queen sat, and Myam and the blue man bowed before taking their seats, so Kyla did the same. The guards remained standing at either side of the door. There was a long creak as Lug’s seat crumpled beneath him and he struck the floor with a resonant thud. As he lay on his back and stared at the ceiling, Kyla blushed and covered her gaping mouth. 
 
    The Queen was smirking. She half-stood and peered over the table “I apologize that we didn’t provide proper seating for one of your impressive mass.” 
 
    Lug sat up. “No worry. I forgive.” 
 
    “Indeed. I will fetch some stronger chairs for the two of you.” The Queen nodded to her guards, who bowed and left the room. They returned hefting cast-iron stools and assisted Lumpy and Lug into place. 
 
    Once everyone was seated, Kyla figured she should get started as Queen Titania likely had more important things to do than talk about trade. “Hi!” she blurted, though this drew a gasp from the blue man. Myam smirked, and the Queen laughed. 
 
    “Easy, Terra. It’s alright, Kyla. This is Minister Terra. He oversees trade between High Haven and the sovereign kingdoms.” 
 
     “Oh! Nice to meet you.” Kyla extended her arm, but it went unreceived. 
 
    “I hear you have come to re-open trade with the Digans,” he croaked. “I am told you are their Chief?” 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    “And these are the Digans here?” 
 
    “No! Not me. Him.” Lug pointed at Lumpy, who simply gave a friendly wave. 
 
    “Very well. And his name?” 
 
    “Lumpy,” Kyla said. 
 
    “Lhmkhr,” Lug corrected. “I am Lug. I translate.” 
 
    Queen Titania smiled. “I appreciate your service, Lug. Now, Kyla, how did this come about?” 
 
    “What? This meeting? I just asked the troll, uh, Madam Okk, to—" 
 
    “No. I mean, how did you become the Chief of the Digans?” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t do it on purpose. One of them kidnapped Lug, and Heff and I – that’s Lug’s boss – we went looking for him and the old chief was causing trouble. Turns out the other Digans didn’t like him either, because he’s mean and never shares his clothes. Anyway, we got in a fight with him and I took him apart. Then they made me chief. I’m pretty busy, though, and I don’t like being underground, so I put Lumpy in charge.” 
 
    Lumpy, aware he was being talked about, murmured something to Lug, who rumbled back in his stony language. It sounded like a hushed rockslide. Kyla waited for him to finish. When he was done, Lumpy gave a friendly wave. 
 
    The Queen glanced at Myam as she leaned forward in her seat. “Interesting. And your purpose in coming to the Palace? I am told that you are interested in opening trade. I must say it would be nice to have some aurichalcum. Very beautiful metal. Have you ever seen aurichalcum, Kyla?” 
 
    The blood drained from Kyla’s face into her feet. “Um…yes, I have.” 
 
    “I hear you were looking for some a while ago. Word came to me that you had a plan to stop Erebus. That you were seeking aurichalcum for this purpose. How did that work out?” 
 
    Kyla looked around the room. She knew her face was broadcasting her feelings. She couldn’t suppress her anxiety, but neither was she sure she should tell the truth. Not here in front of Myam and Minister Terra, anyway. What would happen if they knew she’d been working for the goddess of night? 
 
    She wanted to talk, and tell Queen Titania everything, but fear bested her. She would tell some of the truth, but not all. “Nobody took me seriously,” she muttered. “Professor Ciana said to let the army handle Erebus, and Director Anh-Bul said my idea was stupid.” 
 
    Queen Titania pursed her lips as she stared. Lug began shifting on his stool. He, too, knew about Kyla’s mission to stop Erebus, though Kyla hadn’t filled him in on the details of her success. Yet he said nothing about it.  
 
    Kyla could feel the Queen’s eyes boring into her soul. Could she read minds? Likely not. It was a rare gift. Kyla felt the urge to blurt out that she had been manipulated by Sophrosyne, who was really Nyx, and maybe the Queen could protect her, but perhaps only throw her in prison. Or execute her. 
 
    Kyla chose to sit quietly for now. 
 
    The Queen leaned back and drummed her fingers on the table. “What would the Digans want in exchange for their aurichalcum?” 
 
    “What?” Kyla felt the blood flow back into her face as she realized the conversation had flowed back onto a more comfortable topic. “Oh. Well, they like clothing. Cloth. Things that are soft. Pillows, maybe.” She turned to Lug, who translated to Lumpy, who gave a low rumble in reply. 
 
    “Yes. He want soft. Pillows best.” 
 
    “But he has to share it with everyone!” Kyla insisted. “Don’t hog it all like the old chief.” 
 
    Lug relayed the message. “He say of course.” 
 
    Queen Titania stood, and so did Myam and the blue man, so Kyla stood as well, and signalled for Lumpy and Lug to do the same. One of the guards opened the door and the Queen adjusted her sleeves as she spoke. “Terra, prepare a meeting for our guests to work out the details of the agreement in the morning. In the meantime, you three will stay at the palace as my guests. Myam, see to it that rooms are prepared.” 
 
    Kyla gasped. “Oh! I couldn’t! I mean, my friends are expecting me. They’ll worry if I don’t come back.” 
 
    “I’ll send a message to Elial. Don’t you worry. Tonight, you are an honored guest of the Queen.” 
 
    Kyla forced a grin. “Oh, that will be wonderful.” It would be exciting, except for the passing glare from the Queen that told her she was going to be watched most carefully. 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    The Walls Have Ears 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyla held her shoulders back and chin up to look regal as Queen Titania escorted her to her room. Finely-dressed officials came to the Queen, and bowed, and asked for her attention, but were waved away or referred to speak to some Minister or another. Kyla smiled and bowed and curtsied as she was introduced as an Honored Guest of the Royal Palace. Yet behind her smiles and polite introductions Kyla knew she was no guest, but a prisoner. It was a relief, in a way, to know that the horrible truth welling inside her would be dragged out by the Queen’s expert means. Despite the consequences, Kyla felt some relief that the burden of her secret employment with Nyx was nearly over. 
 
    The wing in which Kyla was to sleep was high up the central tower, a few floors below the Royal Chambers. As they ascended the stairs Kyla saw two gnomes. One was old, and hobbled past with a finely worked cane decked in swirls of gold. The other was a younger woman with ruddy skin carrying a bag of tools on one shoulder and several lengths of brass tubing over the other. The older one bowed as the Queen walked by, though his eyes shifted aside. 
 
    “Exa! Inda!” Kyla shouted and waved. “Imagine running into you!” 
 
    Inda waved back and smiled, though he hobbled past the Queen with eyes to the side, and Exa followed with her head down. 
 
    “You two know each other?” the Queen asked. 
 
    “They helped me with an…uh…project.” 
 
    “A small bauble,” Exa interjected with too much vigor. “A project we did as a favor to a mutual friend.” 
 
    “Mutual friend?” Kyla didn’t remember this part. “Which friend?” Then she bit her lower lip. Were they lying to help cover the true purpose of her visit: that they had made the ball of aurichalcum in which Erebus was now trapped? 
 
    “Oh, what’s-her-name.” Inda scratched his head. “I don’t know her well. Tall woman, with black hair and a black dress. You know, that one.” 
 
    Kyla heart skipped a beat. He clearly meant Sophrosyne, but also clearly didn’t want that fact known. Kyla fessing up now would incriminate him as well. She believed she could trust him. He had, after all, helped her capture Erebus. 
 
    She nodded. “Oh, right. I have a tough time with her name as well.” 
 
    Queen Titania’s lower lip was curled out in a way that spelled doubt to Kyla. “And what are you doing in the guest quarters?” the Queen asked. 
 
    “Oh…installing some piping. Heard Kyla would be staying, and we thought we’d touch up the room.” 
 
    “A little outside the realm of a goldsmith, no?” 
 
    “Oh, well, I haven’t been given much work lately, so just thought it’d be a good way to keep busy. Besides, Exa did most of the work.” 
 
    Kyla stared at the Queen, perhaps too intently, as the Queen stared at Inda, whose face and hands were sweating. It wasn’t until one of the pipes slid from Exa’s arms and bounced down the stairs in a harmonious clatter that the old gnome managed to break away. The Queen’s eyes followed as he hobbled down to collect it. Exa followed with an expression of apologetic relief. 
 
    “Come on,” the Queen finally ordered, and grabbed Kyla gently by the shoulder. She guided her up the stairs and down a long corridor. There were few people upstairs, besides a few servants who bowed deeply as the Queen passed. 
 
    The corridors were white with gold trim, and narrow pedestals topped with blue flowers were spread at intervals along the walls. The ceiling loomed far above, and the halls were lit with orbs set so high she wondered how anyone would be able to tap them on and off. 
 
    The Queen stopped. Kyla’s jaw dropped as her eyes traced their way up the towering door. It opened by itself as she approached. Inside was the most spectacular room Kyla had seen, with a finely carved bed with a thick mattress and a sheer awning stretched over the tall bedposts. Matching dressers, end tables, a wardrobe, and a vanity of polished ash spotted the walls. Everything was trimmed in gold, and the walls painted with a swirling floral pattern. The ceiling, perhaps twenty feet above the floor, peaked in the center. 
 
    Kyla’s hands flew up to her cheeks. “My clothes! I didn’t bring my things. I didn’t expect to stay.” She looked out the door into the hall. “Where are Lug and Lumpy?” In the excitement Kyla hadn’t noticed they had been separated. 
 
    Queen Titania smiled. “They have been taken to rooms more suited to their robust nature. Creatures of stone don’t appreciate the same comforts as beings of flesh.” 
 
    “They do, though,” Kyla corrected. “Digans are crazy for soft things.” 
 
    “I shall have some brought to them, then. I shall also arrange a meeting between them and Trade Minister Terra.” 
 
    “And me, of course! I’m the Chief.” 
 
    “You put Lumpy in charge. He and Lug will handle the negotiation. Don’t worry – you’ll be able to read the agreement and sign off on it. I will need to ratify it was well.” Titania’s smile grew even broader. “We’ll go over it together. For now, get some rest.” Titania walked over to the wardrobe and opened it. It was full of clothing. “You have been fully stocked. Pick something out for tomorrow. You have a private bath through that door.” 
 
    Queen Titania pointed to a wall, and though there was no door visible, there was a handle. Kyla walked over to it and turned it and pushed. There was indeed another room, filled with bronze basins and ivory handles, and towels hanging from fixtures on the walls. 
 
    “I’d like to talk to Lug and Lumpy before bed, if I may.” 
 
    Queen Titania shook her head. “I’m afraid they’re in another tower, and I’d prefer you don’t go wandering the palace. Stick to this level. Everything you need can be found here. If you need anything, ask one of the servants. There is a bell on the night-stand if you wish to call them. I will have supper sent to you shortly, and breakfast will arrive at sun-up. I shall send for you after you have bathed and dressed.” 
 
    Kyla was annoyed, but what could she do? She was the Queen’s prisoner. And though she didn’t know what this might mean, at least she was safe from Sophrosyne, and it was a far sight better than her imprisonment with Mokosh. 
 
      
 
    Kyla decided a bath was in order. Many of the installations reminded her of the human bathroom in Whitehall, with tubes that spouted water. Yet rather than knobs and handles that the humans used, plaques listed commands that could be given to elemental servants behind the walls. 
 
    “Fill the tub with warm water,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, Mistress.” A feminine voice echoed through the pipes and water gushed into the bronze basin. It seemed an awful job, Kyla thought, to sit unseen and await occasional orders, so Kyla thought to engage in some conversation to alleviate the servant’s certain boredom. As the rushing water made hearing difficult, she waited until it stopped before she spoke. 
 
    “So, what’s your name?” Kyla asked into the pipe as she disrobed. 
 
    There was no reply, so Kyla asked again. “You. Water-pourer. Do you have a name?” 
 
    There was a pause. “Yes, Mistress. I am Ismenis.” 
 
    “Call me Kyla. Where are you?” 
 
    Another pause. “In the fountain behind the washrooms, Mistress. It is not conventional for the royal guests to speak with me.” 
 
    “Oh. Don’t you get bored?” 
 
    “Not at all, Mistress. It is my honor to perform my royal duty.” 
 
    Kyla doubted that. “Not Mistress. Just Kyla. Do you just wait for people to tell you to pour water?” 
 
    “I am paid well, and my lodging is provided. The hours are reasonable. We work in shifts, of six hours each day. I enjoy my free time here.” 
 
    “Oh. Are you a naiad?” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress. I mean, Mistress Kyla.” 
 
    “We have a few naiads at Equinox. That’s where I go to school. One of them washes the buildings for a living. It looks like hard work, but she’s always doing something. I don’t think I could bear waiting for orders all day.” 
 
    “I don’t mind.” 
 
    “Well, that’s what really counts. Do many of the other guests speak with you?” 
 
    “You are the first. I am instructed not to engage in conversation with the guests.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, you don’t mind talking to me, do you? The Queen separated me from my friends and won’t let me leave this floor. What’s up here, anyway?” 
 
    “Bedrooms, a common room, and kitchen.” 
 
    “Oh! There are other bedrooms? Who else is staying here?” 
 
    “You are the only one, Mistress Kyla, else I wouldn’t risk speaking to you, as they would all hear me as well. This floor is being refinished, and your room was completed just before your arrival.” 
 
    “Oh! That’s why Inda and Exa were up here.” 
 
    Kyla paused and waited, expecting the naiad to ask her something, but after a momentary silence she decided this conversation was only working in one direction. “Do you have a family?” 
 
    “No. Naiads, as other nymphs, do not have parents, and I have not taken a mate.” 
 
    Kyla bit her cheek. She had learned from Eunoe that families were a sensitive point with nymphs. They could have children, if they mated, but most did not. Many, such as the dryads, lived solitary lives. 
 
    “Do you have many friends in the castle?” 
 
    “A few. I spend much of my spare time with the other naiads.” 
 
    “You should come to my room when I’m finished bathing. We could talk in person.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that wouldn’t be permitted, Mistress Kyla. I am breaking the rules by speaking with you. I fear I would lose my job if I consorted with a guest.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be consorting. Just talking. I don’t have much else to do. I’m not allowed to leave this floor.” 
 
    There was a pause. “You are a prisoner?” 
 
    Kyla clicked her tongue. “Guess so. For now. Queen Titania’s been pretty nice, but I think she’s spying on me.” 
 
    “Oh, Mistress Kyla, then I mustn’t speak to you at all. Please accept my apology and speak to me no more.” 
 
    “It’s no problem. I don’t think she’ll mind. I’ll ask her, if you like.” 
 
    There was no reply. 
 
    “Ismenis? Are you still there?” 
 
    The only noise was a final drop of water landing in the tub with a ploink. Kyla sighed and finished her bath in silence. 
 
      
 
    Kyla shot up. She was in a large, soft bed, and it took a few breaths before her mind caught up with her body. Though she couldn’t see, she knew she was still in the palace, and could smell the fresh fabric of her plush pillow and blanket. Why was she awake? She swung her feet over the side of the bed and gently lowered herself onto the cold tile floor. She blinked and waited for her eyes to adjust, so she could see the faint outlines of the furniture in the darkness. It was time for a snack, she supposed. Which way was the kitchen from here? She fumbled for the bell the Queen had told her to use if she needed service. 
 
    Before she could ring it, she heard a voice. She froze, thinking someone was in the room with her, but as it continued she realized it was hollow, like speaking through a pipe. She followed the sound, and with the help of her fingers felt a metallic flower in the wall, with a wide opening from which the sound emanated. 
 
    “Ismenis?” she muttered, but her mouth was dry and made little noise. Then there was another voice, which Kyla recognized as Queen Titania. 
 
    “None of you can read her? Even combined?” 
 
    “None, Your Highness. Her mind is protected by a great magic. She wears a ring, of plain make but powerfully imbued. Perhaps that is what shields her.” 
 
    Was it the ring’s magic that protected her? Kyla spun it on her finger. No – the fire elemental had told her it was created by ancient wizards. It must be Sophrosyne that guarded Kyla’s mind from prying eyes. 
 
    The Queen continued. “Perhaps. Keep an eye on her. I shall keep her here as long as I can, though I fear there are some who will become suspicious if I keep her too long.” 
 
    “You could throw her in with the other prisoners. There are fair reasons, under martial law, to keep her here. You do know she held one of the fragments of the Stele of Bachtris.” 
 
    Martial law? Prisoner? Kyla turned an eye toward the doorway. Was her room guarded? She thought she should check the door, in case she needed to make an escape, but she recalled her lesson from Aura when they came to High Haven the last time. There was a ward surrounding the heart of the city that could teleport her straight into the dungeon if she crossed it. 
 
    “She turned the stone in to Elial Ciana,” Queen Titania’s voice rang through the pipe. “Even if she is guilty, it won’t look that way to the public.” 
 
    “You’re seeking Erebus, Your Highness. The people will allow you to do what you must.” 
 
    “They believe we’ve already defeated Erebus. My investigation with Kyla must remain a secret, as does any involvement she may have had with him or his forces. Keep an eye on her friends and family, as well.” 
 
    “They are blocked from me as well, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Well, they must talk to each other. Get ears on them. Now why don’t you get some sleep. Your eyes look ready to fall out of your face.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness. Thank you.” 
 
    Kyla waited, breathless, lest they could hear her on their end. There was the sound of a door, and footsteps, and then silence. 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Wasting Time 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyla sat up and rubbed her aching head as light from the doorway intruded on her sleep. A finely-dressed elf stood there, his silky brown hair tied in a tail that draped down his back. He was handsome, though not as rugged as she preferred, having the look of one who grew up indoors instead of running in the woods and climbing trees. His clothes seemed too fine for a servant, yet not so fine as the dignitaries Kyla had seen wandering the palace. 
 
    “Good morning!” he chirped and gave her a bow and broad smile. “I am pleased to see you are well. I grew concerned when you didn’t respond to my knock. We are making breakfast for you.” 
 
    Kyla shook her throbbing head. She started out of bed but noticed the sleeping clothes she had thrown on from the wardrobe were translucent, and so she pulled the blanket back over her chest. “Fine. Just let me change first. I’ll come to the kitchen as soon as I’m ready. Is Queen Titania there? I have a meeting with the Minister and—" 
 
    “I’m sorry, my Lady. The Queen has other engagements, but I am to assure you that your Digan friends will be attending the meeting with Minister Terra, so you may relax.” 
 
    Kyla heart skipped. What happened? Why was she being left out of the meeting? Would Kyla get her audience with the Queen? Surely, she would. Kyla resolved to tell her everything, when she saw her next, despite the consequences. Kyla had no business keeping Erebus prisoner and serving the goddess of night on errands. 
 
    The elf coughed to regain her attention. “You needn’t come to the kitchen for your breakfast. I shall bring it, and you have been appointed a very special guide to show you around the palace grounds. There should be proper clothing in the wardrobe. I recommend something light, as it is to be a warm day.” 
 
    Kyla smiled, though said nothing in hopes he would excuse himself. He did and bowed as he backed out and shut the door. Kyla rolled from her bed and stretched as she sauntered to the wardrobe. She fancied another bath and chat with Ismenis. She walked to the door of the washroom. 
 
    “Ismenis?” she called. There was no reply. She walked up to the faucet over the tub, put her mouth to it, and tried again. “Ismenis?” 
 
    There was silence again. “I’m sorry if I scared you last night. I know you aren’t supposed to talk to me, but I really enjoyed our conversation. I hope I can run into you again when you aren’t working.” 
 
    There was a brief silence before a voice echoed back through the pipes. “Ismenis is not working this morning, my lady. Shall I pass along your message? And would you care for a bath?” 
 
    “Oh. Sure. I mean, yeah, say hi to Ismenis for me. And no, I guess I don’t need a bath. Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Kyla waited, one part eager to strike up another conversation and meet someone new, and one part timid about getting the servants in trouble. She walked back out and began sifting through the wardrobe for something light. 
 
    *** 
 
    Titania entered the kennel to see Myam fussing over a baku, which was curled in a swirling nest of ethereal clay. It was whining, and its color pale. Ribs poked from its side, and its thin stomach drooped toward the floor. 
 
    She glided over to the poor creature and reached out her hand to pat the baku’s snout, but Myam pushed her hand away. 
 
    “What happened?” Titania asked. 
 
    Myam hissed softly. “She has taken quite ill after feeding. Baku feed off nightmares, so it was no common dream that did this. Filthy magic pollutes that girl’s mind. Dark, and powerful. Not an elf. A demon in disguise, perhaps.” 
 
    Titania frowned. “I am certain she is just a common elf. But she has had contact with one of the stones from the Stele of Bachtris and perhaps other dark powers. Yet nothing has set off any of our wards. She may have secrets she isn’t sharing.” 
 
    “Of course she does!” Myam spat. “Why else would this dark cloud fill her mind? Perhaps she is being controlled. A puppet used by Erebus to infiltrate the castle. You mustn’t keep her here. Kill her or banish her to the realm of Chaos.” 
 
    “I do believe she is an innocent girl. Used by followers of Erebus and Chaos, perhaps, but not realizing it. I’m not going to condemn an innocent to death or exile. I shall keep her under careful watch. You keep trying to find out what you can.” 
 
    “I’m not sending any more baku to sicken themselves.” 
 
    “Try her friends. Family, associates, anyone whose had contact. Start with Inda and Exa. They seem to know each other. Move on to the two stone elementals that arrived with her.” 
 
    “Inda the goldsmith and Exa the blacksmith?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “They were fiddling about in one of the guest rooms earlier with some pipes.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Something’s up. Whatever’s protecting the elf girl’s mind from prying may be protecting them as well. I shan’t risk another one of my pets.” 
 
    Titania nodded. She didn’t want to see the poor creatures harmed, either. “Very well. Keep nursing this one, then. I may have to try another road.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Breakfast came fifteen minutes later. The portions were small, but there were many of them: quail eggs, biscuits and jam, sausage, peppermint tea, boiled oats with brown sugar, and a sweet cream pudding for dessert. It was light and tasty, though Kyla felt not hearty enough. Her headache subsided, and she wondered at the cause. Perhaps stress? She was, she supposed, under more pressure than the average person, what with saving the world only to discover she had been duped into serving a daughter of Chaos. 
 
    Her thoughts were interrupted by a gentle knock at the door. 
 
    “Come in!” Kyla shouted, expecting the young elf man to be here with another course, or perhaps to take her dirty dishes, but instead saw a fiery-haired sprite with translucent wings, almost clear in parts but mostly decked in swirls of red and gold that looked much like flames. She wore a long dress, sparkling and crimson, and a gold necklace and earrings, each set with what Kyla supposed to be a ruby. 
 
    “Pardon, but are you Kyla? My name is Aethelwyne. I have been instructed to accompany you this morning.” 
 
    “Accompany me where?” 
 
    “I am to show you about the palace grounds.” 
 
    “You? You…I mean, I’m sorry, but you don’t look like a servant.” 
 
    “I am not. I am the Royal Heir. Queen Titania is training me in courtly manners and supposed it would suit me to acquaint myself with certain guests.” 
 
    “Oh! Well, so far so good, I guess. I feel like I’m a bit under-dressed. I was told to wear something light, and I supposed this would be easy to walk in.” She held up the hem of the white summer dress she had selected, which reached just above her knees. 
 
    “What you are wearing is fine. It is I who am overdressed. It was my desire to impress you.” 
 
    “Done! I mean, that’s a pretty sharp ensemble. Not sure why you’d want to impress me, though.” 
 
    “The Queen told me you are a woman of great import.” 
 
    Kyla seldom heard herself referred to as a ‘woman’, but rather always ‘girl’. She wasn’t sure how she felt about it. She shrugged. “I dunno. I’m here to make a trade agreement.” She picked up her dirty dishes. “Let me drop these off in the kitchen real quick.” 
 
    “Caleb will retrieve it.” 
 
    “The handsome elf servant?” 
 
    “Handsome? You must have rather plebeian tastes. I can introduce you, if you like.” 
 
    “Nah. I mean, I’m not shy about introducing myself, but I have other things on my mind.” 
 
    “Very well. Follow me. We shall talk amongst the flowers.” 
 
    Aethelwyne shrank in a whoosh of flame so that she was no larger than Kyla’s hand, and fluttered about so that her flapping wings looked like fire licking from her back. She waved for Kyla to follow as she flitted down the hall. 
 
      
 
    Kyla followed Aethelwyne through an archway of roses that led into a verdant garden spotted with red and blue and violet flowers. To Kyla’s relief, Aethelwyne slowed her flight, grew to Kyla’s size, and floated to the ground. 
 
    “This is the garden.” Aethelwyne flourished her hand to designate the many flowers and bushes and trees. “We shall spend the morning here. We can walk the gardens, if you like, or sit and talk. Do you know how to play sticks and stones? We have a few sets in the shed.” 
 
    Kyla shook her head. “I’d like to see the Queen. And Lug, and Lumpy.” 
 
    “The Queen is rather busy, I’m afraid. I do not know Lug and Lumpy. They are friends of yours?” 
 
    “Yes. I mean, I’m friends with Lug. I’m Lumpy’s chief. He’s a Digan.” 
 
    “Oh! So, you’re the Chief of the Digans! It’s all over High Haven that the aurichalcum trade is being opened! When you said you were here to open trade, I didn’t—. Well, I’m sure your friends will handle the meeting with Minister Terra just fine.” 
 
    Kyla stopped. “You know about the meeting? A second ago you’d never heard of Lug or Lumpy.” 
 
    Aethelwyne froze and her eyes drifted to the side, but so quick Kyla would have missed it had she not been watching for it. The sprite recovered with a grin. “Of course, I know who they are, and why you’re here. But I didn’t want to entertain you as a dignitary. Chief of the Digans, and all that. I’d prefer to entertain you as a friend.” 
 
    An obvious lie. Kyla sighed. All the mistrust and intrigue were making her feel less inclined to talk to the Queen about Sophrosyne and Erebus. Still, it was a serious enough matter not to let her personal feelings interfere. And in all fairness, the Queen had already tried a more direct line of questioning, and Kyla had boldly lied to her. A little espionage was to be expected. 
 
    Kyla looked around for anything that might be a shed. “Why don’t we just have a game of sticks and stones.” 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Labyrinth 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was Kyla’s third day as a prisoner at the Royal Palace, and the Queen had not yet granted her an audience. Lug and Lumpy had successfully worked out a treaty with the Trade Minister, so Aethelwyne had said, but the Queen never came to review it with Kyla as she had promised. The few conversations Kyla managed to overhear through the pipe in her room spoke of wars and rebellions and the mystery of Erebus. Kyla had thought last night of calling back up the pipe, screaming that Erebus was trapped safely in a jar of jam in her wardrobe, but then she thought she didn’t know to whom the Queen was speaking, or who else might overhear. So, she chose to wait until she could manage a private audience, but with so much turbulence in the world, Kyla thought maybe she was forgotten. 
 
    Each morning Kyla was greeted by an increasingly dour Aethelwyne. She occasionally left Kyla to sneak off for some alone-time, but then hurried back before Kyla could muster the courage to sneak off and find the Queen herself. 
 
    “Sticks and stones again?” Kyla sighed. She was frankly becoming sick of the game, in part because she had yet to win. 
 
    Aethelwyne, too, sounded keen for a change. “We can do something else, if you like. We haven’t gone through the labyrinth yet.” 
 
    “Whatever. I just want to kill time until I can talk to the Queen.” 
 
    Aethelwyne seemed relieved and beckoned a gardener to gather the sticks and stones and put them back in the shed. He was a young gnome, and eager to please, it seemed, as he jogged over and packed up the pieces with exaggerated energy, until she looked away and his speed and posture slumped. Aethelwyne, for her part, barely noticed any of the servants if she didn’t need them. 
 
    The fire sprite began to flutter her wings and shrink but looked at Kyla thoughtfully before growing back to her larger size. “I suppose I can walk with you, so we can chat.” 
 
    Chat? Aethelwyne hadn’t been interested in chatting since Kyla arrived. It was a relief that Kyla might finally get to release some of the words that were building up inside, but she also sensed it might be some sort of trap. The Queen was likely trying to learn Kyla’s secrets, and though Kyla was eager to share them, she didn’t trust Aethelwyne as a go-between. 
 
    Aethelwyne grabbed Kyla’s hand, which was confused and so hung like a dead fish. “You’ve never told me about your family.” 
 
    “Nope. Sure haven’t.” 
 
    “Well? Do you have one?” 
 
    “Of course. Ask Queen Titania. Doesn’t she fill you in?” 
 
    Aethelwyne dropped Kyla’s hand. “You don’t need to be so rude.” 
 
    “I’m not an idiot. I mean, maybe I am, but I know you’re only here because the Queen’s making you spy on me.” 
 
    Aethelwyne stepped back, and looked hurt, though her face was stiff and Kyla sense it was overly practiced. “Me? No. I just figure, since I have to spend so much time with you, I might as well make the most of it.” 
 
    “Okay. That seems honest. Just don’t drag me along pretending to be my friend.” 
 
    Aethelwyne clasped her own hands together and let them hang at her waist. “Right. I’ll be up front, but I expect you to be as well. I do not enjoy spending my day baby-sitting you. No offense. You seem like a fine person. I have been asked to befriend you, and report back all you tell me.” 
 
    “What are you trying to find out, exactly?” 
 
    “I was given no particular orders. Only that I am to keep an eye on you, and report back anything you might say.” 
 
    “And so, you will report this conversation as well.” 
 
    “Yes. As I must. I have my instructions, and I shall follow them. Come, let’s go to the labyrinth. It’s more fun than you expect. And I promise, when I next see the Queen, I’ll remind her that she still needs to meet with you.” 
 
      
 
    The labyrinth was indeed more exciting than Kyla had expected. From the outside it looked like a simple hedge maze, which was exciting enough, but the inside was full of illusions. First Kyla was in a hedged garden filled with fairies and flowers, and then on a wooden pathway built over a marsh with long grass and dragonflies and snakes and frogs swimming in the water below. Then she was in a tunnel of ice, and then a series of narrow trails over the peaks of rocky mountains. It was all illusory, of course, and she couldn’t stray from any of the trails to explore beyond them, but it was a remarkable journey. 
 
    At least, it was for the first few hours. Now they were in a desert canyon, and whether the heat was natural or part of the magic environment, it was oppressive. 
 
    “We should have brought some water. Can you just fly out and get some?” 
 
    Aethelwyne smiled. “What? Tired already?” 
 
    “No. Thirsty. That’s why I asked for water, and not a bed.” 
 
    “We’re coming to a fountain. In here it looks like an oasis. Maybe ten more minutes. The water is enchanted, or so I’ve been told. The story is it can cure some illnesses. I don’t know if it’s true. No one would bother with the maze to get healing when they could just go to the infirmary.” 
 
    “Why trap it in a maze then? At any rate, enchanted or not, I’m only interested in its ability to cure thirst.” 
 
    They walked a few minutes in silence, and Kyla heard a clamor and turned to see the cause. Creatures in robes - humans, perhaps? - sat astride hairy-looking horses with humped backs and shoved their way past Kyla and Aethelwyne. Though, as Kyla stretched her hand to touch one of the hairy creatures, she swept at air. More illusions. 
 
    “What are those things?” 
 
    “Humans riding camels. I don’t know much about them, but I’m assured everything in here is very authentic.” 
 
    Kyla shrugged. “I know plenty of humans, and they don’t dress like that. Maybe sometimes. They have this day called Halloween and they wear costumes. They like to dress up like animals and monsters and stuff. It was so interesting to see how they decorated. They’d love this maze, now that I think about it. One of the houses in Whitehall had a pretend man hanging by his neck from a tree.” Kyla laughed as she recalled the night. “Eunoe and Aspen tried to rescue him, until they realized he was a fake!” 
 
    “I know of Halloween, though I have never had the opportunity to experience it. I’ve never seen an actual human, either. You seem well-traveled.” 
 
    “Well, only recently. I hardly ever left home when I was growing up. Spent most of the time playing in the forest, I guess. But, you know, I went to Equinox to see the world, and I’ve really seen a lot of things since then.” 
 
    “Oh? Anything more interesting than the human town?” 
 
    Kyla stopped. “Oh, crab-apples. Stop it! You’re still playing me, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I swear I wasn’t prying. I’m genuinely curious. I meet people from all over the world, and I’ve tried many dishes and seen many plays and dances from every nation, but I never get to go anywhere. I’m so sorry. You don’t have to answer that question, if you don’t wish to.” 
 
    “Fine. I’m just a little jumpy about being spied on, you know? I overheard the Queen. I know she’s watching me and my friends and family. And I know I’m a prisoner here.” 
 
    “You aren’t a prisoner.” 
 
    “I am. I’m not allowed to leave, am I?” 
 
    Aethelwyne frowned. “No. I am not to permit you to leave. But I thought you didn’t want to go until you spoke with the Queen.” 
 
    “I don’t. But I’d like it to be sooner, rather than later.” 
 
    “I always report to her after dinner. Perhaps I can convince her to grant you an audience tonight. She hasn’t forgotten you, only there are many rebellions about, and Oberon is busy dealing with them, so she must manage his other affairs.” 
 
    Kyla placed her hand over her eyes to shield them from the sun. “Appreciate it. I think I see it. The humans are getting off their camels. There’s someone else there. Another illusion?” 
 
    “No,” Aethelwyne replied. “That’s a friend of mine. I’ll introduce you.” 
 
      
 
    Kyla dove straight into the fountain fully dressed, and gulped water as she splashed and swam to cool off. The illusory humans walked aimlessly as their camels drank, and Aethelwyne, keeping several steps back from the water, stood by the other figure, a mottled green lizard woman. The woman wore a head-dress of spines, but no robe, and looked to be sunning herself on the rock on which she sat. 
 
    “Come on in!” Kyla shouted as she splashed some water at the sprite, who, startled, backed away. 
 
    “I won’t be able to fly if I get water on my wings.” 
 
    “Water sprites can fly wet.” She didn’t know this for certain but felt it must be true. 
 
    “I am not a water sprite. As you can imagine, fire does not take so well to water.” 
 
    “Well, you’re missing out.” Kyla rolled onto her back, so her eyes gazed at the sky. It was cloudless now, and hot. The fountain was only a few feet deep, but sufficient to float on her back. She considered undressing: she and her family often swam naked when they were alone at Lake Gimgal. It might, however, be improper in front of the Royal Heir and a strange lizard-woman. 
 
    There were a few minutes of quiet as Kyla hummed to herself and relaxed in the water. In her periphery she saw Aethelwyne and the lizard-woman speaking. Kyla took a deep breath, the sweet cooled air over the water filling her lungs. She felt invigorated, and the tension of her stay at the palace drifted away. 
 
    She dipped her head below the surface, just to moisten her hair, and a gurgling voice blasted in her face in a swarm of bubbles. 
 
    “You must get out!” 
 
    Kyla recognized that voice. Didn’t she? It was difficult to tell underwater. 
 
    “Ismenis?” 
 
    Kyla stared down into the water, trying to catch a glimpse of the source of the noise, but saw nothing. 
 
    “You okay over there?” Aethelwyne called. 
 
    Kyla turned to Aethelwyne. “Yeah. Just got some water in my ear.” 
 
    She dragged herself from the water, her clothes heavy and wet, and slapped herself down on a rock next to the lizard-woman. 
 
    Aethelwyne ended the silence, her voice soft. “This is Samessil. She works here at the palace.” 
 
    “Just out enjoying the sun,” the lizard-woman hissed. Her smile was uncomfortably toothy. 
 
    Kyla extended her wrist, which was received with a confused stare. She put it back down. “I’m Kyla. Just visiting.” 
 
    Aethelwyne smiled. “Kyla is a special guest of the Queen. She is the newly appointed Chief of the Digans, and just re-opened the aurichalcum trade.” 
 
    Samessil’s tongue flicked out and licked her eye. “Impressive.” 
 
    Kyla shrugged. “Not really. I didn’t even go to the meeting. I haven’t even signed off on it, and I’m pretty sure I’m supposed to.” 
 
    Aethelwyne stood tall, her shoulders back. “If the Queen says it is done, then it is done. Why don’t we just sit with Samessil for a while? I could use some sun myself.” 
 
    “Sure. I don’t mind. I’m going to go sit in the shade, though.” 
 
    “No!” Samessil hissed. “Stay here. I don’t meet many elves. Tell me, from where do you hail?” 
 
    “Aspengrove.” 
 
    “And how many—” 
 
    A surge of water lapped up over the rocks, flooding onto the sandy oasis. Aethelwyne only just managed to shrink and fly into the air before getting hit by the wave. 
 
    “Go!” cried the voice. It was clearer this time, and Kyla was certain it was Ismenis. 
 
    Samessil was looking to the center of the pool, and Aethelwyne was flying above it. The water continued to swell, and Kyla braced herself for the next wave, which nearly knocked her from her perch. She leaped up and trotted to the trees lining the oasis, and even here the water lapped at her toes. 
 
    “Who’s doing this?” Aethelwyne screamed. “How dare you! I shall see you hanged!” 
 
    Something was amiss, and Kyla couldn’t help but feel she was the center of it. The water continued to swell, and in a mighty heave, a final wave towered overhead and slapped down against the ground, sending Samessil scurrying for cover and splashing Aethelwyne’s wings. The fire sprite plummeted into the pool and spat and cursed as she swam to shore. The illusion blinked, and faded, and the sand and trees and camels and humans and the pool itself vanished to reveal a white fountain surrounded by hedges. Samessil was cowering under a spirally-trimmed shrub, and Aethelwyne pulled herself from the fountain. 
 
    “What was that?” she screamed. “Samessil! Who did you tell you were coming here?” 
 
    “No one, Majesty!” the lizard-woman coughed. “I swear!” 
 
    Aethelwyne stood and sparked, apparently trying to start a blaze, but stamped her foot as she achieved nothing but smolder. “Great. As soon as I dry off you’re going to get it.” She cast her eyes at Kyla, though was still speaking at Samessil. Now what am I supposed to do with her?” 
 
    “I told you before, we should ki—” 
 
    An urgent gesture from Aethelwyne silenced Samessil as a trio of fairies dressed in blue flew from above. 
 
    “Kyla Nim!” one called. “We bear urgent news. The Queen needs to speak with you.” 
 
      
 
    There was a zap and Kyla was standing in a room in front of a large round table. The fine red and black rug on which she stood soaked up the water that dripped from her clothes. She pulled her bangs from her eyes and looked about the room. The Queen stood at the opposite end with a pair of guards behind her. An orc and a dwarf, each holding a spear with the butts planted on the ground. A toad-looking individual in a gold and white robe with a collar higher than his head sat to her left, and a pale man with four arms sat on the Queen’s right. Myam from Kyla’s first meeting with the Queen sat next to a gray-skinned man with horns and nothing on but a green sash. They all looked at her, and their faces were stern. 
 
    Kyla’s heart raced. They had found her out, and now she was to be questioned. Would she be tortured? No. She would freely tell them everything about Erebus and Sophrosyne. She might go to prison but revealing the truth might earn her a comfortable cell. Perhaps the room in which she was staying. Maybe even one with a window. 
 
    “Kyla, there’s been…there’s been a tragedy.” 
 
    Kyla nodded. She tried to curtsy, but her wet clothes clung to her skin and made it awkward. “Yes. But would it be okay if we spoke about it in private?” 
 
    “We can speak later. Right now—” 
 
    “Later?” Kyla looked at the Queen, and her abrupt tone seemed to draw a few gasps. “I’ve been waiting for days! You promised to go over the trade agreement with me and you never did!” 
 
    “Silence. You need to hear this. Your father has been killed by bandits.” 
 
    What? Kyla wasn’t certain she heard that correctly. She looked down at her feet, and then up again, and then down, and up, and then around the table at each of the faces staring back at her. 
 
    “What did you say?” Despite her body dripping with water, Kyla’s throat felt gritty and dry. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Kyla. He was delivering shoes to Monarch and was accosted by bandits. He tried to comply and give them his goods, but they weren’t happy with a sack full of shoes and one of them ran him through with a sword. We are pursuing them. They will be brought to justice.” 
 
    Kyla looked around again. Was this another part of the labyrinth? Some grand illusion? It did seem rather convenient that they just happened to call for her as the fountain in the labyrinth went crazy. Some sort of adventure for the center of the maze. Maybe a test of her character. But an illusion, most certainly. 
 
    The Queen stood. “Don’t feel you need to speak. We shall take you back to Aspengrove. Your mother has been informed we are coming.” 
 
    Kyla’s brain knew it was all an illusion, but the message wasn’t getting to the rest of her body. Her heart was splitting in half, and her stomach was flipping inside out, and her knees thought there was an earthquake. Maybe that was part of the illusion. It was becoming difficult to remain standing. 
 
    A voice echoed through her ears and back again. “Grab her before she falls.” It was hollow and ringing, and Kyla couldn’t piece together what the words meant. 
 
    “Kyla?” That word she knew. She was Kyla. Only…now she was also falling, until something solid stopped her. 
 
    Her lungs hurt. Air. She needed air. She opened her mouth and tried to draw some in, but it didn’t help. She couldn’t remember…was there something she had to do with her throat? She swallowed, but that didn’t help. 
 
    There was some pressure on her head and a light appeared. A blurry face loomed above her. Kyla brought a finger to her eyes. They were spewing water. She supposed she should wake up, but try as she might, the blurry woman kept poking and prodding. After a while a pair of arms worked their way under her and hefted her from the ground. Oh, yes, this was her father. He had carried her this way many times when she was little. Perhaps she was little still. That would explain the oddity of the recent images in her mind: befriending dragons, being chased by dwarves, capturing the god of darkness. She couldn’t wake up now, but perhaps if she closed her eyes long enough, all the shaking and muffled shouting would go away, and she longed for morning, when she could run to her father and throw her arms around his neck, and kiss him, because as much as she loved him, she felt that was something she had never done often enough. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Heart of Darkness, Song of Light 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lianaria clutched her breast as the royal guard zapped into view in front of the door to the shoe shop. 
 
    “Kyla!” she shouted as she ran up, barely noticing Queen Titania and her retainers appearing a few feet away. One of the guards held Kyla in his arms. She lay limp but was breathing, albeit slowly, and her eyes were open but lolled to the side. They moved to meet Lianaria’s own, but there was no smile, no hello, no hug. Lianaria caressed the side of Kyla’s face and placed the back of her hand on her forehead. She felt warm, but it was difficult to gauge precisely as she was drenched in cool water. 
 
    “Put her down.” 
 
    The guard holding Kyla, an armored orc, placed her on the ground and Lianaria knelt over her. She placed her ear to Kyla’s chest. Her heart was beating rapidly. Her stomach moved, barely discernible. 
 
    “She drowned?” Lianaria asked. 
 
    “No,” the Queen replied. “I believe she had been swimming in a fountain on the palace grounds. She was already drenched when she was brought to me.” 
 
    Lianaria nodded and tilted Kyla’s head back and fished a finger in her mouth to clear her tongue from the passageway. It was enough, for Kyla suddenly took a deep breath. 
 
    Queen Titania bowed. “I told her of your husband, and she became weak. She collapsed before we could bring her home. I have sent for a physician to be along shortly.” 
 
    Lianaria had only just learned of Philosthenes’ death that morning, and only because, apparently, the Queen was having them both watched. 
 
    “Bring her inside,” Lianaria waved. She then realized it would be difficult to carry Kyla up the ladder carved into the trunk of the oak that led up to their home. “It might be easier to teleport. Her room is on the other side of the tree, with the green curtains. I’ll lead you around.” 
 
    Lianaria peered up at Bit’s window as she passed. He had shut himself up in his room, and refused to talk, but that was typical of her teenage son. Kyla was a talker, and even in times of trouble had difficulty stopping her jaw from moving. When her grandparents had died years earlier, it was Kyla who stayed up with Bit and recounted fond memories to console him. Kyla was closer to her father, of course, and Lianaria had expected wailing, and cursing, and been prepared for it, but to see her lying there, silent, chilled her. 
 
    “That one. Please, just place her on her bed.” She turned to Queen Titania, who had followed. “Thank you for bringing her home.” It was odd, and perhaps an honor, that the Queen herself had come, but Lianaria didn’t care about that right now. “Would it be possible for me to send a message to her friends at Equinox? I would like to invite them to the funeral.” 
 
    “Of course, Mrs. Nim.” 
 
    “Lianaria. Call me Lia, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Very well. Lia.” The Queen nodded at a guard, which was enough for him to understand the command. 
 
    Lia ran into the shop for a quill and ink and dabbed a quick note. She folded it, not in the mood to worry about envelopes and seals and other formalities. “You can give this to her roommate, Aura, or her friends Eunoe and Aspen. Or Marik Esilgard. They are welcome to invite any others that may wish to support Kyla.” 
 
    The guard took the note and bowed. “It will be done.” In a flash, he vanished. 
 
    “I am sorry about what has happened, Lia.” The Queen lowered her head. “Bandits have become a problem, and my husband and I are working on a solution. I shall see to it that you and your family are taken care of.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Highness. I don’t require much.” 
 
    “We will take care of the funeral. Save your resources for the living, and we shall honor the departed.” 
 
    Lianaria smiled through her swollen eyes and tear-stained cheeks. “I would like to mulch him in two days, though we haven’t yet received the body to begin preparations.” 
 
    Queen Titania turned to another of her guards. “See it brought here immediately. Lia, I shall attend the funeral myself, if that is fine with you. If you need any help with Kyla, please let me know. She has been our honored guest only a few days yet has left quite an impression at High Haven.” 
 
    Lia smiled again but said nothing as the Queen and her remaining retainers disappeared. The Queen was gracious, but that Kyla had been a guest at the palace and not sent an excited message home was a sign that her stay had been anything but ‘honored’. 
 
    *** 
 
    Eunoe stared out the Nim’s common room window, her chin resting in her palm, as large crystallized flakes drifted to the ground. It would not be good for the sprouting leaf-buds on the trees, and Aspen was out singing them to sleep so they wouldn’t freeze. No one else was in the house. Lianaria and Bit had gone out early to see Philosthenes’ body and begin their rituals of preparation. Eunoe, for her part, found peace in the pure snow, and the stillness and silence only broken by Aspen’s distant melody. 
 
    The only other person in the home was Kyla. The normally chatty elf hadn’t said a word since Eunoe and Aspen flew in on Castor. Perhaps a relaxing walk would do each of them some good. Eunoe finished her peppermint tea and pushed away from the small table. Kyla’s room was across a wood and rope walkway into a separate pod that rested slightly higher than the common room. The walkway was dusted with snow, and a misstep would send Eunoe slipping off the side to the ground, perhaps fifteen feet below. She braced herself against the side of the tree as she walked, and on reaching Kyla’s door, gave a light rap with her knuckles. 
 
    No one answered. Kyla was either asleep or ignoring her. Eunoe was not offended. She had never known a father or mother, as nymphs had none, but she ached with envy over the families of mortal creatures and imagined having something so wonderful as a father, only to lose him. She grabbed the latch and pulled it open, peering into the room before making a soft step inside. 
 
    There was a lump on the bed under a patchwork quilt. Eunoe tiptoed up to it and pressed her hand against what she assumed to be Kyla’s shoulder. 
 
    “I’m going out for a walk,” she whispered. “There’s a lovely snowfall, and Aspen is singing the trees to sleep. Would you like to join me?” 
 
    There was no answer, though Eunoe waited a minute, but as she turned to leave she heard Kyla sit up in the bed. Her hair was matted, and she was frowning. She swung her legs over the side and threw off her blanket, revealing that she was still wearing the same clothes from yesterday. 
 
    Eunoe smiled. “Let me grab your shoes for you. Will you need a jacket?” 
 
    Kyla shook her head. Eunoe grabbed the shoes by the door. They had soles made of a soft wood and lined with rabbit hide. Not really winter-wear, but Kyla didn’t seem to care as she slid into them without socks. She stood and waited, saying nothing, but followed as Eunoe led her back to the common room, down the ladder into the Nim’s shoe shop, and outside. 
 
    “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Eunoe said. 
 
    Kyla looked up at the falling snow but didn’t say anything. She was already shivering, but before Eunoe could insist she grab a jacket she was already walking into the forest. 
 
    “You can use my coat, if you wish,” she offered. 
 
    Kyla simply shook her head again. The elf’s eyes wandered about the trees. Eunoe took her hand, half-expecting Kyla to pull free, but she didn’t. Her hand was limp. It was a hold of surrender, not compassion or friendship. 
 
    “A bit of a late snow, isn’t it? The trees were budding so Aspen’s putting them back to sleep before the blossoms freeze. She says the local dryads are too afraid to come out and do it themselves, with the sudden influx of people. The Queen and her entourage have set up a camp nearby, though of course the elves of Aspengrove did offer them places to stay. How kind of her to help with everything! I hear you were a guest at the palace. When I met you, you were just a little happy-go-lucky girl. Now you’re a Chief, and a Queen. Oh, Aias sends his condolences, I should tell you. He would tell you himself, but he’s not comfortable with the language yet. He has started learning, though. I’m on the third draft of his body. Well, his carapace. I’m not going to bother with the innards until I get the look right. He doesn’t seem to care how the inside looks, as long as it all works.” 
 
    The one-sided conversation was challenging, but Kyla firmed her grip on Eunoe’s hand so Eunoe pushed herself to continue. “Aspen and I didn’t see much snow in Arkwood. It would dust over, but nothing like this. Well, usually. We had a couple bad years. Tough down there, because the animals don’t know how to deal with it and they panic. A heavy winter meant no sleep, because to be honest, most of the other alseids just stayed cuddled in their beds while I searched out the critters that needed help. I was so grateful when I finally had Aspen to join me. Made the work a lot more tolerable to have somebody with me.” 
 
    They had circled back toward the house now, though Kyla balked at returning. Instead she wiped the snow from a fallen tree with her sleeve and sat, her eyes to the forest. She looked at Eunoe, her eyes still red, and wiped clear a spot next to her. Eunoe sat down, her arm around Kyla’s shoulder, and held her. 
 
    *** 
 
    Marik stepped into Sophrosyne’s chamber. She was scowling, which could mean either she could read his mind and knew he had failed to obtain the stone, or she could not read his mind and was unhappy with that turn of events. The amulet was tucked beneath his shirt for fear she might recognize it. That her eyes did not wander to its hidden location seemed a sign that she could not, in fact, discern his thoughts. 
 
    He clapped his heels together and stood at attention a few paces away. “I have returned.” 
 
    “And have you succeeded?” she frowned.  
 
    “What, you can’t tell?” A smirk escaped from one side of Marik’s mouth. 
 
    She stood and swooshed her long skirt to the side as she walked around him. “What game is this? What have you done?” 
 
    Marik couldn’t contain his amusement. “Ha! Now you know what it’s like on my end. I guess instead of stealing thoughts, you may need to learn to communicate.” 
 
    She squinted and peered at him closer, and he swallowed and shook as her eyes drifted to his chest. He could feel the amulet against his pounding heart. Could she sense it? Did she know? And what if she did? What would she do with him? What malice hid behind her veneer of pleasantries? 
 
    He exhaled as she passed behind him, afraid she might read his body language. Of course, she had never had the need to learn such skills. He worried too much. 
 
    “Where are Carmin and Hajar?” She passed in front of him, wringing her hands and staring with an eyebrow raised, but her scowl had softened. 
 
    “At Equinox. Hajar is teaching Carmin to sing.” 
 
    “And what of the stone?” 
 
    “The shop-keep was not inclined to show me where she keeps it, if she even has it.” 
 
    “You gave up easily. Kyla went through—” 
 
    “Not interested in what Kyla did. She’ll undoubtedly fill me in herself. Maybe you can send her to the Undine and figure it out. Me, I’m done.” 
 
    “You tire of your employ?” Her voice was soft, but he felt the verbal lash. 
 
    Sophrosyne continued to circle, and Marik supposed she was weighing his usefulness now that she could no longer read his mind. His loyalty may be in question as well. He had betrayed Erebus to join her, so how could she be assured he wouldn’t betray her as well? But he knew her identity as Nyx. She couldn’t just let him go. She didn’t seem willing to kill him. At least not yet. He had the goddess of night wriggling. 
 
    “I wouldn’t return to report if I wanted to leave,” he assured her. “But I am no longer your servant. From now on, we are partners.” 
 
    As she passed in front, she turned sharply to face him. “You are no equal of mine. I appreciate your service, but I suppose there is no reason to keep you here. Have a wonderful time being secretary to that oaf gorgon at Equinox.” 
 
    Marik smiled. “Thank you. I’ve got bigger plans. Keep me in mind if you need my services in the future. I’m sure we can work out a deal.” 
 
    “We shall see.” 
 
    Her dismissive wave told him no, but what did he care now? She made a mistake letting him go with the secret of her identity. 
 
    Of course, she could erase memories. As he strode to the portal he tried to recall everything he knew about himself: his name, his family, his prior job at the prison. He still knew Sophrosyne was really Nyx, and he knew Kyla was in her employ and had been key in the defeat of Erebus. Yes. He still knew everything. 
 
    He could no longer hold in his laughter as he passed through the portal from Sophrosyne’s lair. He had been so awed by her power in the beginning, but the more he got to know her, the more he understood that the goddess’ mind was no match for his own. 
 
    *** 
 
    Aspen allowed her eyes to wander up. Kyla and Lianaria stood near the patch of earth on which Philosthenes’ body was to be laid. Lianaria looked sad, but stoic, and her eyes kept glancing at Kyla and drooped with worry. Kyla looked almost angry. It was a change, at least, from her gloomy silence the past few days. 
 
    The Queen and her entourage stood to the right. Titania was dressed in royal blue. White was the traditional color of Elvish funerals, but Titania, as Queen, was decorated to preside the ceremony rather than appear as a mourner. At least, that was what Aspen had overheard, as she knew little about such things. 
 
    The elves of Aspengrove stood in rows behind the Queen and her guards and maids. Their funerary clothes and veils blended so well with the snow in the background that with the glare of the sun it all appeared as a cluster of white. Their faces were solemn, and hands clasped in front. They all stood, save a few of the elderly, who were seated on wooden benches along the edge of the crowd. 
 
    Eunoe stood with Castor at the back. She was dressed in blue, as she had no white clothing. She was scratching Castor’s ears, and the white tiger kept turning his head to cast a wary eye at Denzig looming behind him. 
 
    Denzig didn’t pay much notice to Castor. Hajar sat atop his shoulders, with her legs draped down the sides of his neck. She wore her typical brown and green clothing, still worn and stained. As far as Aspen knew, she had nothing else. 
 
    The pall-bearers, of which Bit was one, had been by to break the frozen ground with picks to make Aspen’s job easier. Normally they would grind the body into the soil with their own tools while singing a Hymn of Renewal but had been honored to have a dryad perform the ceremony instead. 
 
    The pall-bearers appeared now from the trees carrying Philosthenes on an open litter on their shoulders. Bit was the shortest of the lot, and so it tilted that way, but Philosthenes’ body was tied to the poles and wouldn’t fall off. He was dressed in funeral white and covered in lilies of the valley that Aspen had sung into bloom this morning. Once buried she would drop seeds and sing again until the gravesite was covered, though she knew the flowers wouldn’t last long in the snow. 
 
    They set the litter on the churned ground and pulled it into halves out from beneath him. They crossed Philosthenes’ arms over his chest and stepped back. 
 
    “Avaril hai im, lishim si ai venum,” they said together. 
 
    Lianaria approached and turned to address the crowd of mourners. 
 
    “Haila eni averi!” she called, and the elves repeated after her. Aspen muttered the line the best she could, though keeping her voice low so no one could hear her mispronunciation. Then there was a half minute of silence before a low tone emerged from the woods and carried over the crowd. An elf man with an oraina stepped toward the family circle, his bow dancing across the strings stretched parallel down the wooden tube. A few notes missed, but it was a sweet melody nonetheless. The man playing the oraina was joined by two men with pan flutes, and a young girl with a tinkling sa’hadir.  
 
    Four women in white robes and wreaths of flowers about their necks and waists danced as they plucked petals from their wreaths and wove between Kyla, Lianaria, and the pall-bearers, casting handfuls over Philosthenes’ body. As they stopped and formed a ring, a man and a woman, each bearing a flame in a horn of brass, walked to each side of Aspen and stood at attention. She gritted her teeth as flames licked from the ends, only to worry that her fearful grimace might be viewed as disgust. 
 
    Once the dancing and music stopped, Lianaria spoke again. “Evemil asi’esa maila,” she began in Elvish. “Thank you for your support in this difficult time. The dryad Aspen, a friend of Kyla’s, has offered to perform the nesh-pan-li as she sings a Hymn of Renewal.” 
 
    Lianaria nodded at Aspen and motioned for Bit and Kyla and the second circle of dancers and musicians to step away. Aspen’s stomach pitched as she saw the eyes from the crowd staring at her. No time for nerves. She placed her right foot on Philosthenes’ chest, as per the instructions, and began to sing. The Hymn of Renewal was a slow piece but held many note changes, so it took some focus to begin her transformation into her arboreal form. Her limbs stiffened, and skin thickened to bark, and she could feel the roots from her feet digging through Philosthenes’ body and pressing it into the soil. Her touch was dulled in this state, so she couldn’t feel the ooze of blood and guts, but she did sense body fluids absorbing into her roots. She paused a moment, but decided she was fully committed, and continued. Her right foot pressed down on his face, and once his head was crushed and pressed into the soil, her left foot began working on the stomach. She stepped and pressed and stepped and pressed as she sang, grinding the body into the earth. A tree would be planted here in the morning. A hickory, Lianaria said. One of the friendliest of trees. 
 
    The body was well ground into the soil before the hymn finished, but Aspen kept stepping and mixing the earth. It wasn’t until she saw Lianaria crying on Bit’s shoulder that her heart began to ache with sympathy for the poor family. Bit was crying also, though trying his best to hold it back. Kyla’s face, though her eyes were red, had fallen cold and expressionless. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kyla gritted her teeth and drew her blanket over her head as she heard a small group in the distance break into laughter. Why had they come? She felt a pit of anger in her gut. She wanted to feel sad again, but rage was swelling through and pushing the sadness aside. 
 
    Murdered. For some shoes. What kind of monsters would do this? 
 
    She tried to push some tears out. She was more comfortable with pain than with rage, but the fire in her chest seemed to be drying her tears out from the inside. 
 
    They ran him through with a sword. Why? He would have handed over his goods. He could always make more shoes. 
 
    Was it a band of rogues like the one she had encountered on her ride to Equinox? Herleif was right. They should have killed them when they had the chance. They weren’t the same bandits, surely, but they were the same sort. If they didn’t kill her father, perhaps they had killed someone else’s. Those sorts of people didn’t have the right to breathe. 
 
    Kyla got out of bed and looked through the window into the dark night forest. The moon was gibbous and waning. She would have a fully dark night soon. 
 
    It had happened on the road to Monarch. The very city her father and brother had helped after the attack by Erebus’ forces. Perhaps slain by the same people he had comforted only a few months earlier. Why did they get to live, and her father die? 
 
    Not for long, she decided. Who was she up against? Bandits who knew the woods and knew how to use weapons. If she started now she could be there in two days. It meant leaving her friends and family behind. What difference did it make? She would scour the area foot by foot for the rest of her life. She would kill them as she found them. One by one. 
 
    Kyla searched her closets and cupboards for things she would need. Black clothes. Dark polish for her skin. Her father's knife. He had given it to her for whittling. She had never bothered to use it. Now it had a purpose. 
 
    She would have to be quiet. There were guests sleeping throughout the house, so she would have to sneak out of her own window. She could find food in the woods, and the bandits would have food they wouldn't need when she eviscerated them. 
 
    She squeezed through her window without trouble, though she was twenty feet off the ground. Luckily there was a large branch nearby. She swung onto it and perched. She had sneaked out this way many times, but someone had pruned the tree recently and she had to re-evaluate the route down. It was slow going, for though the moon gave some light, shadows from the branches overhead obscured her view and twice Kyla tore gashes in her clothes, leaving burning cuts that felt somehow invigorating as the cold air blew over them. 
 
    There was the smell of smoke and cooking meats from the Queen’s encampment, and more laughter. Kyla was happy enough to leave them behind. Let the Queen sort out her own problems. Kyla was done with messing about in politics and being a servant to Sophrosyne’s manipulations. Let the goddess of night do her own dirty work, and let the Queen figure out what she was up to. She dropped to the ground, gave a long glance at her home, and turned to leave. 
 
    Aspen was there. Kyla stopped, the blood draining from her face. 
 
    “How long have you been there?” Kyla whispered. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “None of your business!” 
 
    Aspen didn't move. She eyed Kyla up and down. “Why do you have a knife?” 
 
    “I said it's none of your business!” Kyla tried to keep her voice low so as not to wake anyone up, but in her anger, she was getting louder. 
 
    “I'm your friend. Your happiness is my business.” 
 
    “Then get out of the way!” Kyla stepped forward, but Aspen blocked her path. 
 
    “I said get lost!” Kyla tried not to scream, though her body was shaking with rage. 
 
    Aspen looked into her eyes. She didn't have Eunoe's entrancing gaze, but her eyes were soft and deep and kind. It was difficult to remain angry with the dryad, but Kyla was determined to try. She made another step to go around but Aspen blocked her again. 
 
    “Being your friend doesn't mean I should do whatever you say. It means doing what is best for you.” 
 
    “And how would you know what it best for me?” Kyla shouted. She covered her mouth as a light went on in the house. 
 
    “Kyla?” It was her mother. “What's wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing, Mom! Just talking to Aspen!” 
 
    “Well, hold on. I'm coming out.” 
 
    “No, Mom, that's okay!” Kyla swiveled back to Aspen and tried to run past, but Aspen grabbed her with one arm. Kyla could feel the roughness of Aspen's skin as it turned to bark. Her arms became stiff and strong, and Kyla could hear roots digging into the ground. 
 
    Kyla squirmed as rage boiled inside. Those bandits deserved to be punished. What would the Queen do? Throw them in prison? They deserved to have their tongues cut out, and eyes gouged, and knees broken, and only Kyla would do it. Her mother wouldn’t, nor Bit. 
 
    “Let go!” she hissed, and kicked back with her heel, only to regret it as her foot crunched against solid wood. 
 
    Lianaria stepped heavily around the house, followed by Eunoe who wore a grim expression, and Hajar, who hung back in the shadows. “Kyla! Calm down! What is going on?” 
 
    “Tell her to let me go!” Kyla demanded of her mother. 
 
    “Tell me what's going on! What are you doing out here in the middle of the night?” 
 
    “That's nobody's business! Just leave me alone! Let me go, Aspen!” Kyla started kicking again, ignoring the pain as her heel connected with Aspen’s wood-hardened form. 
 
    “Aspen?” Eunoe asked. 
 
    “She's trying to sneak out. She has a knife. I think she’s going after the men...you know.” 
 
    “What's wrong with you?” Lianaria was upset. Her eyes were red, and tear-stains marked her cheeks. But her lips were turned into a scowl. 
 
    “They killed DAD, mom! Do you think anyone’s going to do anything about it?” 
 
    Lianaria bit her lower lip and shook her head. “How do you think your father would feel about this?” 
 
    Kyla dropped her weight and wriggled from Aspen’s grasp, crawling out of reach. Lianaria stepped in front of her before she could stand. 
 
    “The Queen could have stopped them, you know! She was spying on him. And you. They could’ve stopped them, and they didn’t. Well, I’m the only one that seems to get anything done, and I’m going to make sure they never hurt anyone again!” 
 
    “I know about the spies, Kyla.” Lianaria let out a long, heaving sigh. “They were following orders not to interfere. Don’t blame them for doing their job. It is because of them we know what happened.” 
 
    “I’m not blaming them! I’m blaming the Queen!” There was a gasp from behind, and Kyla craned her neck around to see the Queen, two guards, and a maid. The maid stood wide-eyed, her hand over her mouth. 
 
    “What kind of stupid order was that?” Kyla shouted. “You know, you kept me there for three days, and I was all ready to talk to you. I know why you wanted me in the palace. I’m not an idiot. If you hadn’t kept me there so long, I might’ve been able to see him off before his trip!” 
 
    The Queen strode forward and knelt a few yards away. “I became wrapped up in other business. I apologize, Kyla. I know how difficult—" 
 
    Kyla pushed herself up onto her elbows. “Really? How? Was your dad murdered while someone was keeping you locked up in their house?” Her voice was rising, and lights appeared as curious neighbors gathered. 
 
    One of the Queen’s guards marched forward and pointed a spear at Kyla’s face. 
 
    “Do not address Her Majesty so,” he growled. 
 
    Kyla spat at the spearhead, though her attempt fell short, and was met with a smack across the face by the butt of the haft. The Queen barked for him to back away. Kyla’s fingers twitched around the handle of the knife at her waist. A rough, bark-like hand grabbed the knife away, but her eyes remained fixed on the Queen. 
 
    “Can’t control your own guard. Can’t keep your Kingdom together. We need a stronger Queen.” 
 
    The Queen stood and placed her hands on her hips and looked down ay Kyla with a scowl. 
 
    “Enough. I realize you are upset, Kyla Nim, but I shan’t tolerate your insults.” 
 
    Lianaria ran forward, kneeling by Kyla and placing an arm around her. “Please, Your Majesty! I’m sure she’ll feel better in the morning. Kyla, get yourself back into bed. I shall make you some tea.” 
 
    Kyla stood, shook herself off, and kept her eyes away from the Queen’s. She extended a hand to Aspen and gestured for her knife, and when Aspen backed away, Kyla stepped forward and snatched it. Eunoe stepped in front of her and looked ready to put Kyla in a trance, but Kyla raised a finger in warning. 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    Eunoe backed away, and Kyla looked at her mother. 
 
    “I’m going back to my room. No tea. Just leave me alone.” 
 
    She strode around the tree to the front of the shop, threw open the shop door, and climbed the ladder to the common room. As she stepped onto the bridge to her bedroom, she saw Hajar standing on a nest of blankets. Had she been sleeping outside Kyla’s door? 
 
    “Are you alright?” Hajar asked. “I can sing for you, if you like.” 
 
    “Out of my way.” 
 
    Kyla squeezed by, shoving Hajar against the tree, and slammed the door. She stripped off her clothes and climbed into bed, her fingers caressing the knife in her hand. She rolled from her back onto her side. How could she sleep? Cold malice envisioned the bandits falling to her blade, again and again screeching for mercy and finding none. If she couldn’t find vengeance in her real life, she would live it over and over in her fantasy. 
 
    There was talking outside. Her mother, apologizing to the Queen. Queen Titania was a fine enough Queen, perhaps, but not suited for dark times. Times of death, and horror, and pain. It was only getting started. Would Kyla sell her soul to see a more powerful and capable Queen on the throne? 
 
    No. No politics. Let Sophrosyne sort herself out. 
 
    She cursed and kicked the blanket off her. How could she sleep? It crossed her mind to sneak out again, but she knew she’d only get a few miles out and get cold and come back. She didn’t have enough hatred yet. She needed to focus. 
 
    Burning, slashing, crushing, screaming. Bandits died in pain repeatedly, though the imaginations became dull after a time, and so her thoughts became darker and viler to pour fuel on her fury. She kicked at her bedpost, cracking it. 
 
    A low melodic voice came through the door. Kyla threw her knife at it, and it stuttered a bit as the blade clattered off the door, but the singing continued. No! The rage didn’t want to leave. It wanted to fill Kyla, to keep her motivated, to convince her that yes, only she cared enough about her father to seek out his killers and make them suffer. But it was so hard to…so hard to hate… 
 
    The melody drew the pain from her body. Kyla was still pure of heart, after all that? Thoughts of torture were slowly replaced with memories of her father. The time he taught her to skin a rabbit. Teaching her which mushrooms were safe to eat. Telling her stories late into the night when she was little and too scared of the dark to fall asleep alone. 
 
    Hajar’s voice ran like honey through the door, around the room, and through Kyla’s soul. How sweet it was, to feel such peace after feeling such rage! Hate abandoned her and was replaced with love. Love for her father, her mother, the Queen, and everyone who had come to the funeral. And, briefly, even for the bandits who had murdered her father, for who knew what terrible tragedies might have driven them to such desperation? 
 
    She couldn’t hate. This was how her father wanted her to feel. How disappointed would he be if he had been watching her outburst? 
 
    As the music softened, and slowed, and faded, Kyla could feel the peace and love being sucked from her body. But there was no hate left to take its place. Instead, it was sadness, and she tucked her face into her pillow and sobbed. 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Forgive and Forget 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyla awoke to the sun shining directly through her window. Embarrassed by her recent behavior, she lay in bed several minutes before hunger convinced her that she did need to face her mother and Eunoe and Aspen sooner or later. She dressed herself slowly, peeking out her window to see royal guards rushing about with rolled-up tents and cooking pots. No sign of Queen Titania herself. Kyla needed to seek her out. It was time to tell her the truth. 
 
    But first, breakfast. She rushed to the family room. Hajar was inside eating a bowl of soup, and when she saw Kyla she poured another bowl and set it on the table. 
 
    “Good morning. Your mom went out to say farewell to the Queen. She isn’t mad at you.” 
 
    Kyla took a seat at the table. “My mom or the Queen?” 
 
    “Neither. They are worried, is all. I hope you are feeling better today. Your mom heard me singing last night. She said she really liked it.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Kyla looked at her soup. “I feel a lot better.” 
 
    Hajar frowned. “Why do you hate me?” 
 
    “I don’t hate you. I’m mad at you. You kidnapped me.” 
 
    “Yeah. We do crazy things when we’re desperate.” 
 
    Kyla nodded. She could understand a bit, after last night. 
 
    “I made this soup,” Hajar smiled suddenly. “Your mom said it’s your favorite. The Queen sent for the onions because nobody around here had any. One of your neighbors gave me some venison and herbs.” 
 
    Kyla sipped the broth. It was her favorite. Not as delicious as her mother’s, but good. 
 
    “Thank you.” She ate a few spoonfuls. “I guess everyone thinks I’m crazy now.” 
 
    “No. I mean, yes, I heard some people talking about you, but most people understand.” 
 
    Kyla stared down at the floor. She nodded, turned to her bowl, and she and Hajar ate in silence. 
 
      
 
    Kyla placed a stone on her father’s grave to complete the ring around the bed of drooping lilies of the valley that had been started by her mother. She could see by the family names carved into the other stones that the other guests, including the Queen, had already left their stones. It was a shame for his own daughter to be the last to pay her respects, but she was grateful she had come after the others when it was quiet and alone. 
 
    A tear dripped into the snow at her feet. She had marred his memory with anger and vengeance. In stories, it was common for a hero to swear vengeance on those who slew a friend or family member. But that was not the man her father was. He hadn’t enough hate in his heart to wish anyone harm, even those who killed him. 
 
    There was snap and Kyla turned slowly to see Denzig, in his smaller form, approaching behind her. 
 
    “Pardon. I didn’t mean to disturb you. I wanted to say goodbye before I head back.” 
 
    Kyla flashed a weak smile. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Are you returning to Equinox?” 
 
    Kyla had wondered that herself. It would be proper to stay home for a few months to take care of mother and Bit, but she was sitting on secrets that needed attention. And, she had to admit to herself, she needed a distraction from the pain. 
 
    “I need to head back to speak with the Queen. She left before I had a chance to meet with her this morning.” 
 
    “Very well. A messenger from Aeolis was looking for you. I said I would pass the message along. Aura sends her regrets, and says you are not bound to come to her wedding. She shall find another maid.” 
 
    Kyla had nearly forgotten about the wedding. Aura needed her support. “Is the messenger still here? Let Aura know I’d still like to go.” 
 
    “The messenger has gone, but I shall see a message sent. If you need anything for yourself, let me know.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Denzig stood in the snow. Kyla turned back to her father’s grave, but hearing no footsteps behind her, turned to see Denzig had not moved. 
 
    He stood, staring, at first motionless but then his wings began to flap slowly. She thought he would launch himself into the air, but he continued staring with focused, unblinking eyes. 
 
    “I don’t need anything at the moment,” she assured him. 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    This time he did turn to leave, but Kyla stopped him. 
 
    “Oh! There is one thing. If you see Hajar, could you send her to me? I could use some of her music.” 
 
    Denzig nodded, and with a great blast of air, flew up over the trees. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bremnos sat on a stump chewing his last bit of silage. The King’s forces set up tents in a circle around the hill. In the distance the towers of Niaga reached like fingers trying to grasp the clouds. It was the latest site of civil insurrection, though so far none of the city’s leaders had responded to the summons to meet with the King. 
 
    A demon boy came running across the grassy field toward the hill, holding a rolled-up message in his hand. Only he came from the opposite direction from the city. Perhaps there was an entry to the subterranean realms nearby. The squinting boy certainly seemed as though he had just popped out of the dark halls below as he shielded his eyes from the sun with his free hand. 
 
    The soldiers standing guard at the perimeter questioned the lad, and did a quick search for weapons, though few weapons could harm Oberon. He was waved through, and Bremnos was ashamed to hear a few of the soldiers cuss at him as he ran by. 
 
    He ran up the hill, panting heavily, and Oberon waved one of his personal guards to bring the boy some water. The boy dutifully knelt and held out the letter and refused drink until it had been passed to the King. 
 
    Oberon broke the seal. Arcs of crackling magic popped about his body as he read, his face falling grave. 
 
    Oberon looked up at General Agrimarch. “Sventali has declared war.” He extended the letter to the ogre, who snatched it from his hand. 
 
    This seemed a surprise to the messenger-boy, who knelt wide-eyed and began to shake. 
 
    “No fault of yours, boy,” the King assured him. “When you see your Lord again, tell him the message was well delivered.” 
 
    The body hesitated, perhaps in some disbelief, though he stayed put. Disciplined, if a bit jumpy. 
 
    King Oberon handed the letter to General Agrimarch, whose eyes glanced over it in half a second before slowing to pass over the text another time. Without looking, he growled and handed it to Bremnos. 
 
    The text was written with flowing calligraphy which glowed an orange-red. 
 
    The nation of Phlogiston and the Alliance of Embers hereby render to Oberon of High Haven this Writ of Non-Confidence for failure to contain threats on the World of Order and on lying to the subjects of Order regarding the recent assault by Erebus, son of Chaos, and his armies. 
 
    We, the New Alliance of Achathorm, demand King Oberon and Queen Titania immediately relinquish the throne to Aethelwyne of Issil-den-Aya, the Royal Heir, to serve as the new Queen of Order under the tutelage of Sventali the Purge. 
 
    The New Alliance will mobilize in seven (7) days’ time to secure the Royal Palace and oversee the coronation of Aethelwyne in High Haven. To avoid loss of life, we, the signatories of this declaration, demand the following: 
 
    i)                   The immediate written and public resignation of King Oberon and Queen Titania, with all court advisors to be suspended until appointments for a new Court are determined by Aethelwyne, Sventali, and the Alliance of Embers; and 
 
    ii)               Release of all intelligence regarding the movements, forces, activities, and other relevant information regarding Erebus and other forces of Chaos to the Alliance of Embers; and 
 
    iii)             Written assurance from Generals of the Royal Army, Royal Admirals, and any officers with access to Top Secret documents, be they military or political, that they will uphold and support Aethelwyne and Sventali the Purge and the Alliance of Embers, and provide the aforementioned with all such documents as well as authority of command over any and all personnel subject to said officers. 
 
    Failure to comply to the demands contained in this Declaration will result in the forceful expulsion and/or imprisonment of any resisting parties. 
 
      
 
    Sventali the Purge 
 
    Samiel of Kath 
 
    Tareak Meristhones of Embers 
 
    Ugwith the Flesh-Render 
 
      
 
    Bremnos knew Sventali only by reputation. He was fierce, but had always been loyal, though he never participated in the affairs of the surface world. 
 
    “Opportunist?” Bremnos wondered aloud. “Or afraid?” 
 
    Oberon crackled as lightning arced around his body. “Both a coward and a traitor. We need to return. Agrimarch, I hand you authority to act on my behalf here. Be prepared for the order to return to High Haven.” 
 
    “Do you give in to his demands?” the ogre growled. 
 
    “What do you think?” Oberon’ voice snapped like a whip. 
 
    Bremnos grabbed his axe. “Rather die fighting than see you humiliated, Your Highness.” 
 
    General Agrimarch, whose face was taut and wrinkled in anger, ground his teeth. “Yes,” he nodded. “We shall feed him the fat of his fallen sons and daughters.” 
 
    The messenger was now visibly trembling. “Sventali has no offspring, Sir.” 
 
    Bremnos spat on the ground. “Then tell him he shall feast on his own entrails, and I’ll see to it he doesn’t miss a bite.” 
 
    The boy nodded, and as soon as Oberon handed him a notice of receipt, he turned and ran and didn’t look back. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Kyla!” 
 
    Aspen waited for a reply but again heard nothing. There was movement at the corner of the science building, but it was just the blue-skinned groundskeeper. Kyla had scarcely left her dorm since returning from Aspengrove three days ago. Aspen was happy to let her mourn in peace, but if she wanted to come to the wedding, she needed to be fitted for dresses and shoes. 
 
    Eunoe swooped down on Castor, who tucked in his wings as he landed and trotted to a halt. “She’s at the creek by your grove. The one with the hickory tree. I’ll go get her.” 
 
    “No. I’ll do it. You go to the tailor. We’ll meet you there.” Eunoe often lacked the gentle approach Kyla needed right now. 
 
    “Fine. See you in a few.” Eunoe squeezed her knees against Castor and he leaped back into the air, a passing gnome ducking under the tiger’s wings. 
 
    Aspen marched passed the Arts building on the way to the creek. The campus population was sparse compared to last term. There were a few dwarves sitting on the steps to the theater, and off in the distance she spotted Saul and Lili sitting on the ground having lunch. An orc and a centaur walked by in a heated argument over the best way to purify light. A harpy flew overhead, a bag of books dangling precariously from her talons. 
 
    The snow at Equinox had melted or been cleared, and Kyla sat in a patch of mud and brown grass on the other side of the brook. Her eyes raised a moment as Aspen approached, and she offered a flimsy wave before tossing a rock into the brook with a satisfying ploink. Next to her was the old sack in which she kept her rock collection. Unlike most collectors, Kyla did not collect them for beauty, but for the memories they held. Her rocks were a journal of time spent with her family. 
 
    The bridge was a distance away, so Aspen hiked up the hem of her skirt and waded into the water. It was cold, but not deep. Kyla cast her another glance and hurled another stone into the freezing brook. Aspen marked where it landed. 
 
    She kicked the water from her legs and sat next to Kyla. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Getting rid of my garbage.” 
 
    “These are your memories.” 
 
    “No.” Kyla pointed at her head. “My memories are in here. And you know what? They can be wiped at any time. And if that happens, do you know what these rocks become? Stupid, plain, useless rocks.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Kyla tightened her lips. She had a secret, Aspen could see, but was unwilling to share. Probably something about her mysterious patron, though Aspen found herself strangely drawn to Sophrosyne. 
 
    Another rock spun in Kyla’s hand before being sent on its unwanted way into the freezing brook. Aspen again noted where it landed. 
 
    “The tailor needs to fit us, Kyla. If you still want to go to the wedding, that is. I shall let Aura know if you have changed your mind. Eunoe’s gone ahead.” 
 
    Kyla picked up another rock and threw it. “This won’t take long.” She threw another, and another. “I’m sorry I went crazy the other night. I’m glad you were there to stop me. I was being stupid.” 
 
    Aspen watched in silence as Kyla threw rock after rock until she dug out the last one, hidden in a corner at the bottom, and tossed it into the water. 
 
    “Want a sack?” She tossed the empty bag at Aspen’s feet. “I don’t need it for anything.” 
 
    “Sure.” Aspen grabbed the dirty bag. “Why don’t you go on ahead? Eunoe’s waiting. I’ve got something to take care of here.” 
 
    Kyla looked back into the grove toward Aspen’s hickory tree. “Yeah. Meet you there.” 
 
    Aspen watched as Kyla trotted off. As soon as the elf was out of sight, Aspen hiked her skirt above her knees and waded back into the brook. One by one she pulled Kyla’s rocks from the bottom and dropped them into the sack. 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Up 
 
      
 
      
 
    Aura had often heard beings of flesh refer to their innards as being filled with butterflies to denote anxiety. As a Daughter of the Air, she had no such sensation. Rather, she felt a vacuum, as though the gales that usually swept and cooled her insides had sought a more comforting host. It took great focus to remain visible in this state, but at least the concentration kept her mind from falling back on thoughts of her wedding. 
 
    Ah, but here the thought had broken through again. The wedding. Her eyes drifted up toward Aeolis. The chariots should have arrived by now. It’s just as well they were late, as Aura saw, in her periphery, Kyla and Hajar running in their dresses, shoes in hand as their bare feet slopped through the muck. Spatters of mud decorated their red dresses. Fortunately, these dresses were for arrival only. New clothing would be provided when they found their rooms. 
 
    “Sorry,” Kyla panted. “We couldn’t figure out how to tie the corsets. They certainly aren’t comfortable, and you can’t even see them under the dress. What are they for, anyway?” 
 
    Aura kept her eyes to the sky. “The dressmaker said it was the style among creatures of your sort, to accent your waist and bottom.” 
 
    “Well, not where I’m from.” Kyla turned her head to see her rear end. “It does add a bit of something, I guess, but not super comfortable.” 
 
    “Where are Aspen and Eunoe?” 
 
    “Castor’s in a bit of a mood, so they don’t want to fly him.” 
 
    Hajar - who Aura barely knew but apparently had been singing Kyla to sleep at nights - was eyeing Aura up and down. 
 
    “I can see through you.” 
 
    Aura sighed. She hadn’t wanted to invite Hajar along, as she didn’t know her, but Kyla was hesitant to stay the night without her lullabies. 
 
    She strained to increase her opacity. “There. Yes, that happens when I’m nervous.” 
 
    “Or embarrassed. Or scared,” Kyla noted. “How are we getting up to Aeolis?” 
 
    Aura looked at the sky. “Chariots, drawn by flying horses.” 
 
    Hajar squealed. Aura expected Kyla would too, but the elf only nodded. 
 
    “Right. Of course.” 
 
    Kyla’s mood had been affected by her father’s death. Understandable, but Aura missed the playful innocence of Kyla’s former self. She hoped she might return to it. It was a shame to see her lose her zest for life. 
 
    Eunoe and Aspen appeared in the distance, walking slowly. Like Kyla and Hajar, they carried their shoes, perhaps afraid to get them dirty. Aura, as she floated above the ground, had neglected to account for the mud when choosing the meeting-place. But the open field where she taught her class on Carrying the Winds was easy to spot from the sky. The bright red dresses should help as well. 
 
    As the girls greeted each other the glint of golden chariots caught Aura’s eye. The flying horses, a pride of Aeolis and envy of most creatures of flesh, descended rapidly. There was a gust of wind as they approached, and the other girls placed their hands to their thighs to keep the hems of their dresses from flying up. Five air spirits appeared: three male jinn, dressed in blue and gold bibs, and two female air spirits bearing bouquets of colorful feathers. Two chariots, each drawn by a single horse, circled as they leveled to land. Eunoe watched quietly, her mouth agape, and Aspen and Hajar squealed and clapped. Kyla very nearly smiled, and that small thing made Aura grateful the elf had decided to come. 
 
     Aspen ran up to pet the mane of the nearest horse as it pulled to a stop nearby, and Hajar, once seeing Aspen do it, followed. 
 
    The lead jinn spoke, his voice rushing past in a gale. “Aura, Daughter of the Air, ninth child of Duke Ukko. Graciously we await your arrival in Aeolis. Peace on you and your family, and the blessing of Ukko on your friends and their houses. We await your command to depart.” 
 
    “We shall depart forthwith” Aura commanded in the toneless reply she had been forced to practice. “Lead me to the halls of my father.” 
 
    The jinn looked relieved. Many of the air spirits despised spending too much time on the ground. The five servants turned and floated into the sky. 
 
    “Time to go!” Aura called to the others. Eunoe pulled Aspen into one chariot, and Hajar obediently followed Kyla into the other. The jinn gave a command and the horses, more intelligent than their wingless cousins, pulled forward and built speed as they raced along the flat ground. Hajar and Aspen again squealed, and all four riders kept firm grips on the sides of the chariots. The two female air spirits followed: should one of the groundlings fall, it was their duty to catch them. 
 
    Aura wished to talk to her friends as they travelled, but she was expected to lead the procession. She looked back to see Kyla looking toward the ground, her face solemn. Hajar was laughing. Occasionally she’d squeal and crouch, perhaps afraid of the height, but then she would build up her courage and repeat the cycle. Eunoe and Aspen were mostly silent besides Aspen’s occasional remarks on the beauty of the horses. Eunoe’s eyes were fixed on the creatures. 
 
    As they burst through a veil of clouds, blue-capped towers of white walls trimmed with gold climbed skyward. Aeolis. She loved the city, but it had become alien to her. It was beautiful, but cold, and unlike Kyla, who was close with her family, Aura found no comfort with her own. Yet, for reasons with which she still struggled, she felt compelled to do as they told her. It was, after all, for the good of her people. 
 
    Blue and gold banners decorated the towers, flapping lazily. There were few walkways or roads, save those installed for guests from the ground. Air spirits, angels, griffins, and other flying creatures soared to their destinations. Most buildings had balconies for landing, and open windows rather than doors. There were a few parks with ground surfaces where folk could rest when they tired of flying. 
 
    The chariots weaved between buildings, and as they neared the center of the city many were connected by walkways of glass lined with golden rails. On these walked a handful of land creatures: there was a centaur woman with a large hat walking alongside a young bespectacled gnome, and a group of old dwarves leading a troll draped in a purple robe. At the end of one walkway was a large circular pad lined with unhitched chariots. The pad, too, was glass and made a hollow ring as the horses’ hooves struck the surface. Aspen and Hajar let out startled cries. The procession slowed to a trot and led them through an archway, their hooves making a ting-ting as they walked. Inside the archway was a crowd, and at the center was a gray elemental who sparked with lightning. There was a clap of thunder, and the great billowing elemental, the powerful Lord of Storms and Duke of Aeolis, drifted above the chariots. 
 
    Next to Duke Ukko was a smaller, though still rather large, elemental whose body whirled with a gale. Occasional flashes of lightning flashed from his midsection. His eyes were large, but nearly vacant. It was to him Aura went first. 
 
    “Greetings, my tempest. I present my wedding-maids, Kyla Nim, and Eunoe, and Aspen. This is Hajar, Kyla’s servant.” 
 
    “Hey!” Hajar objected. 
 
    Aura continued. “Kyla, this is Calam, my Betrothed.” 
 
    Calam bowed but did not smile. “Charmed,” was all he said, in a voice that resonated like distant thunder. 
 
    Kyla curtsied, but hurried along as Duke Ukko interrupted in a booming voice. 
 
    “Aura, my daughter. How pleased I am that you have chosen such a one to be your wedding-maid. It is a great honor to meet you, Kyla Nim, Chief of the Digans. You shall be treated as my guest. Perhaps we can open trade as you have done with the Royal Palace. Yet we shall discuss such things after the wedding ceremony. For now, accept Ninlil and Ne-o-gah as servants during your stay.” 
 
    Two young air spirits, a male and a female, drifted forward and rested at Kyla’s left and right, hovering several inches off the ground. Kyla’s mouth hung open as she looked at each before turning to face Aura. “Who’s doing what, now?” 
 
      
 
    Aura turned to make sure Kyla was still following. Hajar was keeping her occupied with questions about the symbols carved above the doorways to the shops and houses. Ninlil and Ne-o-gah drifted behind with expressions of poorly-hidden disgust revealing their feelings about their current assignment. 
 
    Hajar turned a sudden left for a nearby archway and pointed to the egress symbol. “What’s that one? The diamond-thing with the forks sticking out?” 
 
    Aura burst toward her in a gust. “Stop! That just means there’s no floor. Flying only. Don’t go through there.” 
 
    Kyla grabbed Hajar by the shoulder and pulled her back. “Good to know.” 
 
    “Drop-offs will always have a railing, of course, but mind the pathways.” Aura drifted ahead to lead the way. 
 
    Kyla tapped the floor with her foot. “You know, it’s a bad idea to have these floors made of glass. Where the floor is looks too much like where the floor isn’t.” 
 
    “We use glass floors, so we can see anyone trying to approach from below.” 
 
    “I’m kind of worried about people looking up my dress.” 
 
    “No flesh creatures will pass below, and no creatures of the air have an interest in your body.” 
 
    “Right.” Kyla tightened her skirt between her legs, apparently unconvinced. 
 
    “What is our job, Aura?” Hajar asked. “I’ve never been to an air spirit wedding before.” 
 
    “I am a Daughter of the Air. Air spirits are common folk. Kyla will assist me in greeting the guests, and you will assist in whichever manner suits her. Ninlil and Ne-o-gah have been appointed to help you navigate the city and provide you with changes of clothing, for there are many.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” Kyla turned to her appointed servants. “I don’t really have anything for you to do at the moment. I suppose you can just go get some snacks for yourselves.” 
 
    Ninlil bowed. “We air spirits do not require food, Lady.” 
 
    “Oh yeah! Duh. You’d think I’d know that rooming with her.” Kyla gestured at Aura with her thumb. This made Ninlil visibly uncomfortable, as pointing at someone of Aura’s rank was rude enough, let alone with the inferior digit. Aura didn’t mind, but there were aristocrats in Aeolis who would have a servant banished or imprisoned for such an insult. 
 
    They arrived at the guest chamber, and Aura sent a gust of wind to open the white double-doors. It was one of the finer suites. Seven rooms: larger than the homes of most commoners. The floor here was not clear, but rather tiled with marble, at the common request of almost every visiting dignitary. The ceiling vaulted upward into a six-sided dome, each section with an arched window. The sun was currently framed by one of them, casting a beam of light into the center of the room. 
 
    Kyla walked in and looked up. “This is bigger than my room in the palace! I had a bathroom, too. There was a naiad named Ismenis in the walls who filled my tub with water, when I asked. She wasn’t supposed to talk to me, but we chatted for a bit. There was also this fire sprite named Aethelwyne who had to hang out with me all day. She’s the Royal Heir. Princess, I guess.” 
 
    A gust of wind blew from Aura’s skirts as she turned opaque. “She is no princess. When I was a child several children were nominated to be trained to take the throne when the King and Queen retire. My eldest sister was presented by my father. He was rather sore that Aethelwyne was chosen. One thing we agree on. She is, frankly, an entitled brat.” 
 
    “Your sister lucked out. The palace in High Haven is nice and all, but Aeolis is prettier. Well, I should change, as I got mud all over this dress.” 
 
    “Yes. That dress was designed only for your arrival. There should be a change of clothing for each of you in the wardrobe. I must go, Kyla. Have a look around. Unfortunately, I have preparations.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t I be helping you?” 
 
    “It is personal business. I shall take Ninlil and Ne-o-gah with me. They are more handlers than servants.” The two did not look pleased at this comparison. 
 
    “Handler! That’s a good word. Like a baby-sitter for grown-ups, is it? I think that’s sort of what Aethelwyne was doing with me.” 
 
    “Basically so. If you need anything, ring that crystal bell on the end table and they will return. I shall see you again soon.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Kyla’s chamber was even more grand than the one in the Royal Palace. Her bed was larger than any room in her home in Aspengrove, and Hajar’s was only slightly smaller. Unlike the walkways around Aeolis, the floors in here were opaque. The walls were white and painted with leafy vines that climbed the walls and ended in golden flowers. There was a matching vanity, wardrobe, and end-table, so finely polished they squeaked as Kyla drew her finger across the wood. Seeing the smudges left by her fingers, she hurried to rub them clean with her skirt. This served only to smear polish on her black evening-dress, and so she wiped it with her hand. 
 
    “Would you like me to sing for you?” Hajar had just finished her bath and walked into the room brushing her hair. 
 
    “Not now. Later, certainly. I want to go for some fresh air.” 
 
    “Oh! Let me get my shoes.” 
 
    “Alone. I won’t be long.” 
 
    Kyla abandoned a pouting Hajar and stepped out of the room onto the glass walkway. It was nerve-wracking, walking on the clear glass so high in the sky, yet somehow the fear of falling to the earth was invigorating. On hearing the clicking of her shoes she kicked them off by the door. Though the glassy floor was cold, she preferred the silent thud of her bare feet. 
 
    There weren’t many people about. A few air spirits rested their eyes on her, turning their heads as they drifted by, and a few bowed and greeted her as Lady. This part of the city felt poorly populated. It was a guest hall, but she thought Aura’s wedding should attract more guests. Then again, Aura didn’t seem to have many friends, hence Kyla being chosen as her wedding-maid. 
 
    She found herself walking along a narrow walkway between two tall buildings. The path led to a balcony, railed with a golden rod, that extended over a large open area. There was a hole in the clouds, and far below Kyla could see the tops of mountains, and spots of blue lakes and blankets of trees. She wondered at what freedom it might be to leap over the rail and sail downward, faster and faster, feeling the wind rush against her body to culminate in a peaceful and eternal end. 
 
    “Stop those foolish thoughts” 
 
    Kyla gasped and whipped around to see a woman in a black gown standing behind her. “Oh. What are you doing here?” 
 
    Sophrosyne slinked up to the railing and peered over the edge. Kyla pondered pushing her off. Sophrosyne smiled. “I am catering the wedding.” 
 
    “Why?” Kyla choked. “What do you want?” 
 
    “You never got back to me. I see you wanted to tell the Queen about me, but you did not.” 
 
    “No, but I will as soon as I get another appointment. And thanks for your concern about my dad.” 
 
    Sophrosyne put a hand on Kyla’s shoulder, but Kyla shrugged it off. The goddess of night took a half-step away. “I am very sorry to hear what happened. There is a lot of tumult in the world right now. Bandits, robbers, and ruffians run uncontrolled and prey on the innocent. You have seen that. What you haven’t seen are all the wars breaking out. Oberon and Titania have their hands full.” 
 
    “I know. I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Yet they still took the time to spy on you.” 
 
    “Yeah. They have good reason. Can you just leave me alone?” 
 
    “Of course. I just wanted to warn you, Kyla, that Erebus had many followers, including here in Aeolis. Watch yourself.” 
 
    “You’re the only person I’m worried about right now.” 
 
    Sophrosyne turned to walk away. “That will soon change.” 
 
    *** 
 
    High Seer Imel took a sip of tea as he spotted the red and gold sprite sitting on his windowsill. Aethelwyne had enough sense, at least, to keep off the Queen’s perch. 
 
    “Good afternoon, My Lady. I wasn’t expecting you. I have some morning dew, if you care for a beverage.” 
 
    “Not much of a Seer if you weren’t expecting me, are you?” 
 
    Imel coughed and took a seat on the edge of his bed. He regretted leaving the shutters open today. He didn’t mind the Queen’s sudden visits, but if you left the door open for a puppy, you created an opening for a rat. 
 
    “You know it doesn’t work that way, My Lady.” 
 
    “I only know what you’ve told me. My destiny. Queen of a New World of Order. It’s your own prophecy, but I’ve been getting the sense you won’t support me.” 
 
    He wished there were another way, but after years of searching he had found none. “I told you I saw a young woman on a throne wreathed in flame. And it is not destiny. There is no such thing. I only see the end of the path we are on. There are infinite paths we could take.” 
 
    Aethelwyne grew to her larger form and leaned against the wall by the window, her arms crossed. “And this is the path to which you have guided Oberon and Titania.” 
 
    “King Oberon and Queen Titania.” 
 
    She waved her hand. “For now, yes.” 
 
    “I chose you as Heir because it will lead to the future I see. I did not expect your methods to be so drastic as treason by allying with Sventali.” 
 
    “I did what I must. Better me on the throne than him. And if this is the path you chose, I expect you to support it.” 
 
    Imel took a long sip of tea. He wouldn’t expect her to understand the full story if he told it. Nor would he want her to know the truth of the paths Oberon and Titania were taking. It was going to be a rocky road if she did take the throne, but for all his searching, Imel had failed to find another path that didn’t end in the obliteration of the World of Order. 
 
    He let Aethelwyne tap her fingers impatiently as he finished his tea. He then set the cup on the night-table and stretched before speaking. 
 
    “And how may I help you this fine afternoon? I take it you aren’t here on official business.” 
 
    “When I take the throne, I need to make some adjustments to my Advisors and Ministers. I wanted to know if I can count on your full support, else I may have to give your position to someone more loyal.” 
 
    Imel chuckled. “I suppose you have Samessil in mind? She was pleased at your appointment as Heir.” 
 
    “She has been supportive where you have not.” 
 
    “Well, if I’m being honest, I’m on the cusp of retirement anyway. Assign whomever you will to my position.” 
 
    Aethelwyne looked disappointed at the lack of conflict. “Very well. I shall have a declaration of appointment written up for Samessil to become High Seer when you are gone. Your retirement, or my coronation. Whichever comes first.” 
 
    “Well done, My Lady. Well-prepared, as always.” She was, at that. She had the mind for leadership; she lacked only the heart. “I’m sure Samessil will be pleased.” 
 
    “Should you change your mind, of course, I may consider keeping you on. With a contract of support, of course.” 
 
    Imel waddled to his cupboard and pulled out a biscuit. He held it out for Aethelwyne, who waved it off. He took a bite and spoke as he chewed. She predictably cringed, and he chuckled inside. “I will bear that in mind.” 
 
    He exhaled and stretched out on his bed as she shrank to her sprite-sized self and flew out the window. He was happy enough knowing he wouldn’t live through her reign, but his heart ached for those who would. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Trysts and Turns 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyla watched as Sophrosyne disappeared back down the street and rounded a corner. Once her footsteps disappeared in the distance, Kyla headed the opposite direction. 
 
    The glass walkways were becoming scarcer, and the strange symbols that marked the guest area had disappeared. Kyla came to a silver-railed stairway which spiralled down. Curious, she took it. It led to a lower level of flooring. There was less lighting than the level above, though of course the transparent walkways let in some light. 
 
    A high-pitched voice eked from a small round window nearby. 
 
    “You have Erebus’ stone?” 
 
    Another voice, lower and roiling with thunder, replied. “Of course. Who else would I trust with it?” 
 
    Kyla crept to the window, remaining in a crouching position to keep below the frame. She didn’t dare peek inside, and allowed herself only short, infrequent breaths. One of Erebus’ stones? Here? It would explain Sophrosyne’s presence. But why hadn’t she told Kyla? 
 
    The high voice continued. “Nyx has been gathering the stones. Protecting them. We thought she worked to awaken Chaos, but it seems to not be the case. She works against us, and we still don’t know what happened to our Lord.” 
 
    “In hiding, perhaps.” 
 
    “What! How dare you suggest such cowardice on the god of darkness?” 
 
    “Cowardice? It is not cowardice to hide. He works from the shadows. So do we. He waits until the time is right to strike. Or perhaps he tests us. We need to recover the rest of the stones.” 
 
    “The other Avowed could help.” 
 
    “Bah. They have become common bandits. I shall protect the one I have, and you shall recover the rest.” 
 
    “It’s my stone, and I want it back! You’ve kept it long enough and done nothing!” 
 
    There was the sound of a gale, and Kyla felt a gust of air from the window above her. “Skulking weasel! You aren’t fit to keep it. By Erebus’ own appointment you work for me, Alonquis.” 
 
    The second voice replied with some shakiness. “You’ve done nothing with it. I’m the one still working to finish the plan, while you play politics and…and get married, of all things! 
 
    “Fool. Once I have wed Ukko’s daughter, I will have access to his resources. While you scamper about on the ground following the scent of dung, I shall have an army at my command.” 
 
    Kyla held her breath. She was listening to Calam! He was an Avowed? She couldn’t let Aura go through with the wedding. But how could she stop it? 
 
    Brisk footsteps tapped from the floor of the building and turned into a hollow clunk as they stepped onto the walkway. Kyla kept herself low to the ground, fully aware how un-hidden she was. She dared a peek as the figure walked past. One glimpse her way and she would be found. A small brown-skinned man with shaggy hair, a bushy moustache and long nose marched past, grumbling to himself. He didn’t glance her way: his eyes barely rose from staring at his own elongated feet. She listened as his footsteps moved to the upper levels. 
 
    She could feel the vibrations of her pounding heart in the floor. He was looking at his feet! And walking onto the level above, which had transparent walkways. He would see her for certain if he passed above. 
 
    She held her breath. Where was Calam? He had said he was getting married. It was Aura’s betrothed, for certain. An Avowed? Had Aura known? Was that why she held him in such distaste? No. She would never agree to marry an Avowed. 
 
    Kyla wanted to stand and run, and tell Aura what she had heard, but she didn’t know where the air spirit might be. If he were anything like Aura, he could turn invisible. She would have to wait. 
 
    It was several minutes of silence before Kyla found the courage to stand and tiptoe away from the building. No one had come for her yet, so perhaps they hadn’t noticed her. 
 
    This might be too dangerous to get Aura involved. But who else? Kyla bit her bottom lip. She would have to speak with Sophrosyne. 
 
      
 
    Kyla marched into the kitchen to catch Sophrosyne sink her teeth into a piece of cheesecake. Kyla waited for her to swallow before speaking. 
 
    “I guess you expect me to get the stone. You could just get it yourself, you know.” 
 
    Sophrosyne held up a knife. “Like me to cut you a slice? It’s quite good. Just learned the recipe. Zen, cut her a piece.” 
 
    Kyla jerked her head to the side to see a brown-haired elf smiling at her. He was handsome, and finely dressed. 
 
    “Certainly. This is Kyla, I take it?” He placed a small slice on a plate and brought it to her.” 
 
    Kyla planted her feet. “What? No! Who is this?” 
 
    Sophrosyne raised her eyebrows and grinned. “I suspected you’d fancy this one. He was a stray. Lost his home and family in Monarch during Erebus’ assault. I took him on as an assistant. Thought you might like having another elf around. Especially one you find this handsome.” 
 
    “I…what? No, I don’t!” 
 
    “She does,” Sophrosyne nodded at Zen. “I can read your mind, Kyla. Anyway, I already know why you’re here. Would you give us a minute, Zen?” 
 
    Zen nodded and smiled at Kyla as he walked out. She felt a bit flushed, and she wasn’t entirely sure which of her two dominant emotions was causing it. 
 
    As soon as he was gone, however, the rage took over. “You knew. That’s why you’re here. Why don’t you just do your own dirty work and get the stupid thing yourself?” 
 
    “It’s honestly a coincidence. A great stroke of fortune, though, isn’t it? The only stone I couldn’t locate, and your roommate’s Betrothed has it. Anyway, Calam’s quarter is in the Old City, which is warded against Chaos and his children, so obviously I can’t fetch it myself. Besides, you’re on a work-for-credit program for your school. I can’t, in good conscience, sign you off for completion if you don’t do it yourself. I have, however, read the minds of a few of the guards and drawn you a map with directions to Calam’s chamber in the barracks.” Sophrosyne slapped a large piece of paper on the counter. “This is the map of the floor on which Calam resides. There are no walkways to that part of the city, so you’ll need to fly.” 
 
    “Coincidence. Yeah, right,” Kyla muttered. “Too many coincidences with you.” She rolled the map and searched her body for a place to stow it. 
 
    “There’s a flying horse named Uzun in the stable. I gave her some fond memories of you. She’ll be the one that doesn’t buck you off when you mount her.” 
 
    Sophrosyne reached under a counter and plopped a brown satchel in front of Kyla. It was neatly sewn and had shiny buckles.  
 
    “Here. Got it in Paris. That’s a human city, known for its fashion.” 
 
    “I can’t take your bag.” 
 
    “It’s a purse. And do take it. I don’t want anyone to see the parchment, and you’ll need something to carry the stone.” 
 
    Kyla nodded and stuffed the map inside. “I’m going to get it, but I’m not giving it to you.” 
 
    Sophrosyne picked up another piece of cheesecake. “I understand why you’re so fond of these human desserts.” 
 
    “I’m going to take it straight to the Queen and tell her all about you.” 
 
    “I’m sure you are, though don’t forget you want to stop the wedding as well.” 
 
    “I’m not kidding. You can read my mind. Look in there and see how serious I am.” 
 
    “You are determined, indeed.” 
 
    “This is my last job with you.” 
 
    Sophrosyne smiled and raised the uneaten portion of her cheesecake as though making a toast. Kyla’s stomach knotted in anger, and as soon as that happened she thought she saw Sophrosyne fighting a smirk. The goddess wasn’t taking her seriously. 
 
    Well, Kyla was determined. Determined to rid herself of the manipulations of Sophrosyne. She turned sharply on her heel and marched out, wanting to eat her piece of cheesecake but not wanting to ruin the strength of her departure by turning back into the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “Are we going to steal that stone?” 
 
    Kyla shot up. It was dark, and she looked about with her blanket clutched to her bed. Where was she? 
 
    Oh, yes. Her chamber in Aeolis. For the wedding. Hajar was leaning over her, her face so close that Kyla could feel her breath. Kyla’s last memory was Hajar singing her to sleep. There had been pleasant dreams, and Kyla was upset over being pulled from them, though now she couldn’t recall what they had been about. 
 
    “Oh. Right. Yeah, we should go get that thing. Wait a sec – how do you know about it?” 
 
    “You told me last night, right after I sang to you. You told me I could help but I’d have to get up early. Actually, I never went to sleep. I didn’t know if I should wake you, but I thought maybe you forgot.” 
 
    “Oh. I said all that?” The music gave Kyla great peace but was perhaps making her too agreeable. 
 
    Hajar, perhaps expecting a change of mind, crossed her arms. “Yes. You promised.” 
 
    “Sure. Whatever.” Kyla yawned and stretched before whipping off her blanket. She slept in a robe Ninlil and Ne-o-gah had brought her. She had no reason to change, as her only other clothing was formalwear for the wedding. The cold floor bit her feet, and she winced before settling into the slippers under the bed. 
 
    Hajar seemed happy to follow in her evening gown. She hadn’t changed since coming back to the room. Her slippers were an odd match, looking like a young child playing dress-up. 
 
    Kyla grabbed the purse Sophrosyne had given her, which she had set by the exit so as not to forget it. She grabbed one of the light orbs from the room and pressed open the door. Peering both ways, she crept through and beckoned for Hajar to follow. The air spirits could turn invisible, and Kyla assumed there were guards posted and watching unseen. She walked with light steps and peered around every corner until she came to the long walkway that led to the landing pad and the stables. 
 
    She froze as a gust of air whipped her hair to the side. Her heart sank, and her mind raced for excuses. She was just taking a walk. Nothing wrong with that. If they didn’t see the map, she’d be fine. 
 
    “Do you require anything?” 
 
    “Oh, crap-apples,” Kyla exhaled. “You scared the pine nuts out of me.” 
 
    Ninlil and Ne-o-gah - Kyla still didn’t know which was which - hovered several feet behind. They stood with hands behind their backs. 
 
    “We were told to watch you and serve your every need,” said one. 
 
    “You did not see us, as your mortal eyes lack the perception to see wind,” added the other. 
 
    “What do you require?” they said in unison. 
 
    “Oh…nothing. Just taking a walk. Looking around.” 
 
    “You are looking for the handsome young elf that came with the caterer?” one asked. 
 
    “No! What? Of course not!” Kyla protested, perhaps too strongly. 
 
    “Do not fear. We recognize that creatures of flesh are weak, and your shame prohibits you from expressing your desires openly. It is a common occurrence among our guests from the ground, and we shall not break your trust. However, we felt it prudent to inform you that his room is the other way.” 
 
    “I’m not going to visit anyone!” 
 
    “Of course not. But it’s that way. Shall we guide you? Do not fear. The other servants in the quarter know not to ask questions.” 
 
    “I’m not going to see the elf! If I were, why would I bring her?” She pointed at Hajar, who looked confused. 
 
    “That is not our concern. However, we have been ordered to stay close to you, and it will be difficult for us not to comment on your directional incompetence.” 
 
    It was apparent that Kyla was not going to be able to ditch the servants. Even if they left, they could just turn invisible and come back. And she could use their help. If they turned her in - well, damage control was Sophrosyne’s job. 
 
    “Look, I need to break into someone’s house and steal something.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” one of the air spirits nodded. “A token of affection.” 
 
    “Something that reminds you of him,” the other added. “Too shy to confess your heart, you shall pine away in your room over a mundane object, not realizing that, in the long run, you will be happier with the object than the man. Steal something useful, at least.” 
 
    “No. Look.” Kyla pulled out her map. “I need to go here. Calam’s house.” 
 
    She expected some dissent here, but Ninlil and Ne-o-gah appeared intrigued. “You choose an air spirit over an elf? You are wise indeed. The groom, nonetheless.” 
 
    “Yeah. Whatever. Are there going to be guards?” 
 
    “Of course! We shall distract them as you approach. We assume you are here for the horses?” 
 
    Kyla scratched her head. “You two - uh, you’re willing to help me break in?” 
 
    They both nodded. “Of course. This sort of thing happens at every wedding.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Are you sure you want to quit?” Carmin asked. 
 
    Marik put on his deer-hide jacket. It bore the emblem of the prison where he had formerly served as a guard. He had no plans of going back, but the jacket they had given him for ten years’ service looked sharp. 
 
    “No reason to keep working here.” 
 
    Carmin pursed her lips. For some reason, the look annoyed Marik. 
 
    “I like it here. Perhaps you could teach?” 
 
    “Doubt I have the patience for it. Besides, you can’t be too attached. You haven’t been here that long, and you don’t remember much else of the world. I can take you to some of the most amazing places.” 
 
    Marik did his best to smile, but Carmin’s responding smile was weak and insincere. This was a replay of last time. Sophrosyne had botched the job making this new Carmin. 
 
    “We can stay for a bit,” he said, “until I figure out where I want to go next. But I’m still going to quit. I have nothing to gain working for Anh-Bul anymore.” 
 
    Information, of course: Marik had seen everything passing to and from the Director’s office. But Equinox was a small place of little consequence. 
 
    “Fine. Wherever you go, I go,” Carmin said and leaned forward to give him a peck on the cheek. He allowed it before exiting. 
 
    The campus was busier than it had been during the weeks prior. Though it was the middle of a term, many of the students were returning. Perhaps for many it was simply a place to stay. Marik whistled to himself as he walked by a group of dwarves and orcs sitting on blankets and debating politics. 
 
    As he turned the corner to the Admin building, he found his way obstructed by a lizard-woman. He was familiar enough with the Royal Court to recognize the glittering black and yellow sash of one of the Seers. He assumed she was passing by, and stepped aside to let her go, but she only looked at him, flicked out her tongue, and licked her eye. 
 
    “Can I help you?” he finally asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Her voice was raspy. “I come on behalf of Aethelwyne, protégée of Queen Titania and heir to the throne of High Haven. She wishes to speak with you.” 
 
    An interesting development. Marik was deathly curious but did his best to appear nonchalant. “Oh? I suppose I can pop by the palace later tonight. I have a brief appointment with the Director first.” 
 
    The lizard-woman chuckled a sequence of hisses. “It is regarding an appointment with the Director that she wishes to discuss. No need to come to the palace. She is here. Follow me.” 
 
    The old woman turned and waddled away from the Admin building in the direction of the Golden Gates that marked the entryway of Equinox. 
 
    “She is in the forest?” he asked. 
 
    “In the Assembly Hall.” 
 
    The Assembly hall was nothing but a charred husk. It had burnt down during Erebus’ assault on campus, and not yet been repaired. A portion of it still stood, blackened but intact, and it was to this section the lizard-woman led Marik. 
 
    The woman pointed him at a doorway down a burnt corridor. “There. I shall wait outside.” 
 
    This was suspicious, and Marik half-expected he was being set up to be assaulted. If this were the case, his cries for help would certainly be heard, so that seemed unlikely. Yet why would Aethelwyne want to meet with him, and why here? 
 
    He rapped on the blackened door before slowly pushing it open. It stuck halfway, and he squeezed through into a room of collapsed timber and a gaping hole in the ceiling, which led up to the second level, which was burnt away. Sure enough, Aethelwyne was inside. She was sitting on a cross-board, in her sprite-sized form, but fluttered to the floor and grew to Marik’s height as he entered. 
 
    “Pleased you could join me,” she smiled. 
 
    He smiled back. “My pleasure. An odd place to meet, isn’t it?” 
 
    “My presence here is secret, as is my business. You will tell no one of our meeting.” She raised her hands, which blazed with fire. 
 
    Marik understood the conditions. “Very well. How can I help you?” 
 
    “You’ve been working for Director Anh-Bul as his secretary, have you not?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Were you aware King Oberon and Queen Titania have had him watching you? I had to wonder why that might be.” 
 
    Marik’s heart was pounding, but he kept on a pleasant grin. “I can’t say. I imagine they watch everyone associated with Kyla Nim.” He didn’t know if they knew she had captured Erebus but didn’t want to offer more information than necessary. 
 
    Aethelwyne began to pace, her voice soft, and flames sparking back and forth between her hands. “Perhaps, though you seem to have garnered particular interest. I have not been told why.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should ask—” 
 
    She held up a hand to stop him speaking. 
 
    “I’m not here to threaten you. In fact, I’d like you to work for me. How would you rate Anh-Bul’s performance as Director?” 
 
    Marik shrugged. “He isn’t well-suited for this sort of work, but the Department heads keep things running. He’s loyal enough. Anh-Bul will do anything to ingratiate himself to the throne.” 
 
    “Who would you suggest be a better fit for the position of Director?” 
 
    Marik stepped back and held up his hands. “Not me. I mean, I don’t have that sort of administrative experience.” 
 
    Aethelwyne laughed. “I didn’t call you here because I thought you’d be a suitable replacement. No. I like you where you are. Sitting and listening and reading everything that passes through the office. I mean, who might be a more competent option? Someone who is loyal to the crown, and both honest and intelligent enough to keep Equinox running without relying on the department heads?” 
 
    “Oh. Elial Ciana, most definitely.” 
 
    She nodded. “I see. That was my thought. Then I have one more task for you. I’m not currently able to have Director Anh-Bul removed from his seat. If he were removed by other means, I can propose Elial Ciana as a replacement.” 
 
    Marik suspected he knew where she was leading but decided to play dumb. “You want me to fire Anh-Bul from his position? I don’t know if he’d-” 
 
    “No. No. I just need him to…he needs to be unable to fill his position. Say, if he vanished.” 
 
    “Ah. And what would be in it for me?” 
 
    Aethelwyne’s hands blazed again, this time closer to Marik’s face. “My undying gratitude.” 
 
    “Well, then. Looks like we’ve got a deal. Is there a deadline?” 
 
    “When would work best for you?” 
 
    Marik smiled. “The sooner, the better.” 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    The Break-In 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a pair of guards here, and Kyla wouldn’t have seen them had they not turned visible as she approached. They looked similar, though one wore a red sash across his chest. She approached boldly, planning to tell them she was just taking a walk, though they overlooked her and Hajar altogether and addressed Ninlil and Ne-o-gah. 
 
    “Halt!” the guard without the sash shouted, and held his hands in front, and lightning cracked and arced around his extended fingers. 
 
    Ninlil and Ne-o-gah stopped and held up empty hands as the guard drifted to them. 
 
    “What is your business?” the guard demanded. 
 
    “We are accompanying the Lady Kyla and her maid-servant on a night walk. You know how mad groundfolk are for flying horses, so we thought we should take them to the stables.” 
 
    “Where is she?” the guard growled.It seemed to Kyla that Sophrosyne must have blocked the part of the guards’ minds that could perceive her presence, and to show this to Ninlil and Ne-o-gah, she strode over to the nearest guard and waved her hand in front of his face. He did not react. The two servants, though mildly surprised, seemed to understand. 
 
    “That’s just it, you see,” Ninlil continued. “The Lady Kyla is a master of stealth and slipped away from us. She wished to explore on her own. It is likely she managed to slip by you and is in the stable already.” 
 
    The guard snorted. “No one gets by us.” 
 
    Ne-o-gah shrugged. “You are not familiar with Kyla Nim of Aspengrove, Chief of the Digans, Master of Trade, and friend of Queen Titania. She is an honored guest of Duke Ukko, and bridesmaid to Aura the Ninth. Her stealth is legendary.” 
 
    The guard looked at his supervisor, who pulled out a golden tablet and glanced over it. 
 
    “Yes,” the guard with the sash nodded. “She is on the list. Special guest of the Duke, and these two have been assigned to stay close. And you say you lost her?” 
 
    “As I said, her stealth is beyond compare, and she snuck off. We shall search for her in the stable, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “I do. Taram, go with them,” the guard with the sash ordered the other. 
 
    “No, no.” Ninlil held up her hands in protest. “She came out in only her night-clothes. You know how ashamed groundfolk are of their bodies. We would not wish embarrass her.” 
 
    Kyla, though fascinated with the conversation, decided there was no reason to wait around, and beckoned Hajar to follow her to the stable. 
 
    The stable had neither roof nor stalls. It was a large enclosure, with piles of hay and grass and horse droppings scattered about the floor. Chariots lined the sides, and horse tack adorned the walls. The horses themselves were tied to poles with long leads. They seemed skittish at her approach, their hooves clanging on the ground as they kept their distance. 
 
    She walked over to the only horse that didn’t whinny and stomp its feet as she approached. Uzun was not the largest of the horses, nor the most beautiful, but her big brown eyes seemed to hold an intelligence beyond that of an ordinary animal. Uzun flicked her lips over Kyla’s hand as Kyla caressed her nose. 
 
    Ninlil and Ne-o-gah appeared to Kyla’s right, startling her. 
 
    “Oh, crab-apples! Don’t do that. Everything worked out with the guards?” 
 
    “Yes. Now we should proceed to Calam’s. His guards will be easy to distract, but we will need a few minutes to get them away from Calam’s home. Do you know the way?” 
 
    Kyla nodded. “I have a map.” 
 
    “Of course. You are indeed a proper stalker. We shall be by your room in the morning to see you dressed for breakfast. Do not pine too much for Calam. He may be Captain of the Guard, but even a creature of flesh as yourself could do better.” 
 
    “Whatever. Thanks.” 
 
    Kyla waved, and the air spirits turned invisible. Kyla turned her attention back to Uzun. She wasn’t sure how to apply the bridle and harness, so decided to fly bareback. She had flown many times on Castor, so thought it shouldn’t be too difficult. 
 
    Nervousness struck her. Fear for getting caught by Calam, and fear of working for Sophrosyne, and fear over how she was going to stop Aura’s wedding. Fear that her life was never going to go back to the simple, happy life she used to enjoy with her family. 
 
    “Sing,” she asked Hajar, who was standing patiently with her hands clasped at her waist. 
 
    Hajar nodded and began a low melody, almost whispering. Kyla looked back for the guards. She couldn’t see them, and doubted they could hear from this distance, but was mildly curious if they would react to the music with peace or pain. As it was, they weren’t in sight. 
 
    The effects of the song were immediate. Kyla felt more relaxed, almost happy, despite the situation, and the other horses in the stable eased and began eating from the piles of hay on the floor. Uzun too seemed more affectionate, nuzzling at Kyla’s neck. 
 
    Kyla grabbed a stool, placed it next to the winged horse, and climbed clumsily onto her back, placing her knees in front of her wings. 
 
    “You are so pretty, aren’t you?” Kyla whispered. Uzun was larger than Castor, and Kyla felt tall and regal on her back. 
 
    Hajar began to climb aboard, but Kyla stuck out her foot. 
 
    “Go back to the room. This is going to be a bit dangerous.” 
 
    “I’m here to help you!” Hajar insisted. “I came with you to the lair of the Grootslang, and I went to the Undine with Marik and Carmin. I can come with you.” 
 
    The horse could probably carry both their weight. What harm could it be to bring Hajar? 
 
    “No,” she finally decided. “If something happens to me, you need to report to Sophrosyne, and do whatever it takes to stop the wedding.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The map was easier to follow than Kyla had expected, and several minutes later she spotted the spire of Calam’s barracks. She guided Uzun with her knees. The flying horse was well-mannered and responsive, and already Kyla felt comfortable riding her, though she had a small fear the flying horse might lean too far on a turn and drop her off. 
 
    The air was cold, and Kyla regretted not putting on something warmer. She wrapped her arms around Uzun’s neck to share in the mighty animal’s heat. The wings beat heavy, and Kyla could feel the horse’s muscles throb as she flew. 
 
    No sign of Ninlil or Ne-o-gah, but no visible guards, either. They could all be invisible. What would be a good lie, should she be caught? Just thought she’d take a flying horse for a refreshing flight in her night-robe? 
 
    Something flew beneath her. A bat? It was gliding on great leathery wings, with two stubby legs protruding from behind. It too appeared headed for the top of the barracks. 
 
    No time to worry about giant bats. She had never heard of one that would eat an elf, anyway. Kyla steered Uzun low and thought perhaps to land on the roof, but the steep dome had no footing; and besides, the clatter of hooves would probably wake up Calam inside. She pulled back on Uzun’s neck and guided her as near the spire as she could. She braced her left leg atop the horse, and leaned, and stretched out her right hand, and leaped for the spire as they drifted past. The bat, she could see, was still headed for her, and now, even in the dim light, she could see the glint of eyes approaching, and a long beak. Was it some sort of bird? No. It’s grimace exposed large rows of yellow teeth. It was the little man that had been speaking with Calam. What had Calam called him? Alonquis. He scowled as he thudded against the dome with his feet, his stout legs bringing him to a stop in a few steps. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he hissed, though he kept his voice low as he pulled a string and folded the wings on his back. He too grabbed the spire, though Kyla, being there first, managed to get in the way so he could only grab it with one hand, and leaned back slightly over the slope. 
 
    It would be easy, she thought, to give him a shove with her foot, to send him sprawling down the roof and off the edge, but he seemed to sense her intentions, and with his free hand grabbed her by the collar of her robe. 
 
    “No no no!” He shook his head so his sweaty hair flopped back and forth. “You wanted a little joy ride on the horses. None of my business. Your horse is gone now, though. See? Headed right back to the stable. I can give you a lift with my glider. Take you back to your chamber, nice and easy. I just need to get something from inside. You just wait here, and I’ll fetch it.” 
 
    Alonquis began to giggle in a manner that reminded her of Linkin, the mad dwarf who had pursued her in her quest to stop Erebus. There was a knife at his side, dangling from his belt and about to fall. Kyla grabbed it and tossed it off the side of the building. He didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    Kyla raised her foot and pressed it against Alonquis’ stomach, ready to shove, her back firmly against the spire for support. 
 
    He held up his hands. “No no no! Wait! Wait. I’m sorry. Long night. I know this looks bad. You’re here for the wedding, right? One of Aura’s pals? Don’t want to…I mean, this isn’t the occasion for violence. Maybe we should just take this inside and discuss it civil-like.” 
 
    She gave him a shove with her foot. Not so far to send him sprawling off the dome, but enough to knock him off balance. He squeaked and dropped to his stomach, and Kyla dropped to her bum and slid down the slope of the dome. There was a lip at the base which stopped her descent, and she turned to grab it and swing down to the wall of the tower. She had no fear of heights, having spent her youth climbing trees, and more recently flying on tigers and dragons and horses, but was still grateful it was night and she couldn’t see too far down. 
 
    “Stop!” Alonquis’ weak voice drifted on the breeze. He was inching down the dome on his stomach, struggling to see behind him with his folded glider still on his back. 
 
    There was a ledge around the tower just below the dome, and below that a series of glassless windows. Kyla dropped to the ledge, which was just wide enough for her feet if she held them sideways against the wall. She inched her way directly above one of the openings and leaned down, keeping her body tight against the wall, grabbed the ledge, and swung her body to rest on the base of the window. She looked up to see Alonquis’ feet dangling over the ledge above, trying to find purchase, but they were too short to reach without letting himself drop. He was no climber, and she felt she had perhaps managed to escape him. 
 
    No sign of any guards, either, so it seemed Ninlil and Ne-o-gah had done their job. She shoved herself inside, just in case. 
 
    It was dark in the chamber, and Kyla was worried about pulling out her light orb in front of the window, so angled the map to catch some moonlight. The rooms were clearly marked, and the layout a simple circle, but she didn’t know which room she was in, and so wasn’t sure where to begin her course. She looked about for clues. The walls were lined with shelves, and the shelves decorated with— 
 
    A shadow blocked the moonlight, and Kyla turned to see Alonquis’ silhouette fly at the window. He must have jumped. He glided straight at her and folded his wings just in time to pass through the window. She dropped to the floor and he dove overhead. There was a loud thud, the sound of a shelf tipping, the clatter of objects hitting the floor, and a muffled groan. 
 
    “Quiet!” Kyla hissed. “If you get us caught we’re both done for!” 
 
    She decided to risk the light. She pulled out her orb and gave it a tap to turn it on. The room was more clearly a storage room now, with cabinets and boxes lining the walls. She took another look at her map. 
 
    Alonquis, scrambling on his belly, emerged from below the fallen shelf. “Don’t! Light’ll wake him, you dolt!” 
 
    “If you didn’t already wake him.” She couldn’t think of a reasonable lie to explain her presence inside the building. And now that she thought about it, Calam would probably figure out why she was here, especially if she was captured alongside Alonquis. That would probably spell doom. 
 
    Alonquis grabbed the orb from her hand and tried to throw it out the window, but it hovered where he released it. 
 
    “What?” He muttered, and tried again, meeting the same failed end. 
 
    Kyla snatched it from the air. “Part of the magic, stupid.” 
 
    Alonquis kicked her in the leg, making her stumble, but she caught her balance and slapped him so hard she felt the wind sweep back over her hair. 
 
    “Ow!” Alonquis placed a hand over his red cheek. “Careful! He’ll hear that!” 
 
    “Shhh! You hit me first. I’m keeping the light on. You’re worried about it, glide out of here.” She pointed at the window with her map. 
 
    Alonquis glared at her, and she stepped away, supposing he might attack her again. She looked about the room, careful to keep an eye on him. There were art pieces about the walls and hanging from the ceiling. It was mostly crystals, carved into ornate shapes, and vases decorated in colorful lines of varying widths and waviness. Several now lay shattered on the floor. As Alonquis went for the knife that had been on his belt, and found it missing, he cursed and dove to the floor to grab a large purple shard with a pointed end. He grinned and held it up. 
 
    “I’ll cut you up if you follow me. You just stay here and mind your own business!” 
 
    Kyla placed her hands on her hips. “I was here first! You’re in my business. Anyway, a fight will just wake Calam up, if you didn’t already with your clumsy landing.” 
 
    “Shut up! You’re the one ruining my plan.” 
 
    “Beat it, you crab-apple sucking sack of pine nuts!” 
 
    Alonquis scrunched his face. “What?” He sounded more confused than enraged. 
 
    “It’s very insulting in Elvish,” she assured him. “Anyway, I couldn’t leave if I wanted to, so there’s that.” She realized this was going to be a problem real soon, but she would worry about it once she had the stone. 
 
    Alonquis stamped his foot, though he alarmed himself by doing so, and tiptoed forward, though he did tuck the shard in his belt. “Fine. You here to burgle the place, or whatever, fine. Just stay away from me.” 
 
    While Kyla knew why Alonquis was here, he didn’t know her purpose. It seemed best, for the moment, to not let him know that she was here to burgle the same item he was. 
 
    She nodded. “Fine. You go first.” 
 
    “What? So you can shove me in the way if we run into Calam?” 
 
    “No. So you don’t stab me in the back with that shard.” 
 
    Alonquis squinted his eyes and kept them fixed on Kyla as he headed for the door. The door had no handle, but simply pushed open. He stuck his head into the hallway and waved her to follow and began stepping to the right. 
 
    “Left!” Kyla whispered, pointing. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because I’m going right, and you wanted to split up.” 
 
    “But the armory’s that way! So’s the main office.” 
 
    Kyla remained planted. “Do I look like I want armor or office supplies?” 
 
    “Well, what are you looking for?” 
 
    “None of your business. But I need to go right.” Kyla crossed the threshold. Though the light was dim through the fabric of her robe, she could see the interior of the building was shaped like a giant ring with a hole in the center. The barracks tower was a hollow tube, with only a ring of rooms around the edges. There were no safety railings, but of course the air spirits that lived and worked here wouldn’t need any. She kept her distance from the ledge in case Alonquis tried to push her off. 
 
    She pulled out her map to figure out which door was Calam’s living quarter, and Alonquis rushed forward. 
 
    “You have a map? Let me see that!” He reached to grab it, but Kyla held it away. She was short, but he more so, and his arms had even less reach. 
 
    She pushed him back with her orb-hand. “Don’t touch. It’s mine.” 
 
    “Fine. You just take your time.” Alonquis grinned. Then he ran and leaped, and as he did so, yanked the map from Kyla’s hand. 
 
    As he read it, his grin melted into shock. “How did you know the stone was here?” He pointed at the section of map where Sophrosyne had circled Calam’s room and drawn an ‘X’ at the stone’s location. 
 
    “Stone? What stone? Is it a diamond? I was just told to get some box. Big price on whatever it is.” 
 
    “Who’s paying you? What are they paying? I’ll pay double!” 
 
    “None of your business. And I never break a promise to a client.” 
 
    “Do you even know what it is?” His voice squeaked as he spoke, and once again he turned to his stomach and tried crawling forward. 
 
    “Don’t even care.” Kyla snatched back the map, ripping it in two but ending up with the part she needed. Calam’s door was four over. She strode for it and stumbled to the floor. Looking back, she saw Alonquis had her ankles, and as she fell he crawled over her, pressing his knee into her face as he passed over her head. 
 
    “That’s it,” she muttered. She grabbed the light orb and hit him in the heel as hard as she could. He yelped, immediately cupping his mouth and staring at Calam’s door. Kyla crawled past and then jumped to her feet and ran. He tried to grab her by the robe, but she bit his index finger and he let go with a silent shout. 
 
    She shoved her way into Calam’s door, tucking the light orb back inside her robe to dim the illumination. There was a clap of thunder. Kyla looked up to see a cloudy gray body hovering above a…well, not a proper bed. More of a shelf, as there were no blankets or pillows, which jutted out from the wall in a semi-circle. 
 
    Kyla looked back at Alonquis, who placed his finger over his lips. “Sh! Put that light out now!” 
 
    She complied, noting that Calam’s body sparked a dim blue light throughout the room, which was sufficient. On the other side of the room, on a shelf about halfway up the wall, sat a plain wooden box on a small shelf. It was, as far as Kyla could tell, the only place in the room where the stone might be kept. 
 
    Alonquis walked into the room behind her. “Fine. There it is. Now there’s bigger things going on here than you understand. That stone ain’t something you can sell to some random buyer. It’s big. Could destroy the world, if it got in the wrong hands. Ya got me? So just lay it off. Tell your client it was gone. Somebody else got to it first. And there’ll be a fine reward waiting for you, from me.” 
 
    “I’m not an idiot. I know what the stone’s for. You’re wasting your time, because I’ve got the rest of them, and you’re never getting them.” 
 
    Alonquis smiled, only slightly more happy than wicked, and grabbed her by each elbow. “You’re with us! You’re Avowed. Of course. I’ve been looking for others who are still true to the cause. Calam only cares about power, now. He’s marrying the Duke’s daughter and he fancies himself moving up in rank. But if you’ve got the other stones we can really do something.” 
 
    Kyla smiled as broad as she could. “Well, what luck! I thought I was in this by myself.” 
 
    “Lucky for you. I mean, how stupid do you have to be to get yourself here by jumping off a flying horse and having no exit plan?” 
 
    “Pretty stupid, really. Well, we should hurry. Got to grab the box and get out.” 
 
    Alonquis pushed her aside. “Alarm goes off if you move it. Need to open the puzzle lock. Made it myself, so I’ll do it.” 
 
    The box was too high for either of them to reach on their own, so Alonquis spent several minutes trying, as quietly as possible, to climb onto Kyla’s shoulders. However, despite his small stature, Alonquis was too heavy for her, and so finally, in a desperate attempt at communicating with her hands, she explained that she would climb on his shoulders, and he would have to explain how to open the lock. As she climbed up his back, she was careful to note how the glider was attached to his shoulders. 
 
    “Okay!” she whispered. “What first?” 
 
    “Take the third—” 
 
    There was an unusually large spark from Calam, and Alonquis stared at him for half a minute before daring to continue. “Take the third rod and pull it left.” 
 
    Kyla nodded. Though she could barely see the mechanism, she could feel the parts well enough. She slid it to the side and felt it settle with a soft click. 
 
    “Now, twist the first one to the left,” Alonquis whispered. “Then pull it up.” 
 
    Kyla did so. This piece lifted straight out of the mechanism, so she softly placed it on the shelf. 
 
    “Then take the fourth piece and pull it down. Then move the second piece up, and it should open.” 
 
    Kyla felt the mechanism. It was more difficult discern the positions, with the other pieces already moved or removed, but managed to locate the fourth and second pieces of the lock. When she was finished, she lifted the lid and shoved her hands into the box. She recognized the feel of the stone, polished and smooth on one side with squiggled etchings of an ancient language on the other. She slipped the stone into her purse, and as she climbed down, loosened the shoulder straps on Alonquis’ glider. 
 
    “Close it back up,” Alonquis hissed in her ear, “so he doesn’t notice we took it when he wakes up.” 
 
    Kyla sighed and nodded, clambering back up and refitting the mechanism before climbing down again. 
 
    “Give it to me!” Alonquis demanded, extending his hand. 
 
    Kyla held up her purse. “Where are you going to carry it? In your pants?” She walked briskly to the door, hoping Alonquis wouldn’t be bold enough to tackle her in front of the sleeping Calam, and turned back to face the room before Alonquis had a chance to catch up to her. 
 
    “Hope you’re having sweet dreams about the wedding, Calam!” she yelled as she sprinted into the corridor. As expected, Alonquis ran after her in a panic. As he ran by, she tripped him, pounced onto his back, and pulled off the glider, quickly shoving her arms through the loops. Alonquis bared his teeth in silent rage and grabbed for her throat, but she pushed herself off the ledge into the center of the tower. The tower’s hollow floor plan proved beneficial as she fell out of reach. 
 
    A big part of her plan was that there would be no floor at the bottom. It was too dark to tell. Well, first things first. She pulled the string to extend the wings. She immediately spiralled downward, soon relieved to discover there was no floor, but now she had to regain control before she plummeted to earth. She lifted her legs out behind her, as she had seen Alonquis do, and found there was a sling to hold up her feet. Steering was done simply by leaning, and she could move up or down by raising or lowering her feet in the slings. A marvellous device. She pointed herself in the direction of her chamber, with her mind less on the angry Alonquis behind her, and more on how she might stop Aura’s wedding. 
 
    *** 
 
    Marik patted his shirt to flatten the wrinkles as he stepped out of the portal. He hadn’t slept well. It was frustrating to find himself once again acting as double-agent. He had posed as an Avowed of Erebus when he began working for Sophrosyne; now Sophrosyne was the poor fool he was spying on. At least his new boss, Aethelwyne, had a legitimate claim to the throne. Perhaps there would be some real reward this time. The new Carmin that Sophrosyne had gifted him wasn’t really working out. 
 
    “Sophrosyne?” His voice echoed through the pillared walkway. No response. He spun his new amulet in his fingers. He knew where the secret door was to her little treasure room but had to remember the pattern to open it. He had made a point to do so but had only seen Sophrosyne open it once. 
 
    Loop to the left, down, across, tap the center. No. The tap was last, he was certain. Down, loop to the left, across, tap. Nope. Across, loop to the left, down, and tap. 
 
    Success! The stone slab sunk back into the wall with a thud and slid to the left with a hollow grinding noise. 
 
    Would there be a trap, or alarm? He took a cautious step and waited. Nothing. He took another. Seemed safe. He strode in, deciding speed might be more important than caution, as he doubted Sophrosyne would appreciate him being in here. 
 
    Marik had passed through the room once before but had been distracted by Carmin and not done a full examination. Now he scanned the shelves carefully. Most of the artifacts looked like rubbish: a platter woven from reeds, a crude statuette of a bull that looked as though it had been crafted by a child, and various coins and jewelry of little apparent value. However, lining the far wall, sitting in a row on a stone shelf, were four stones of the Stele of Bachtris. 
 
    He raised his hand to his amulet. Sophrosyne likely had a ward on the room, something that could read the minds and intents of whoever entered, and perhaps alert her, or wipe the intruder’s mind clean. Only it couldn’t sense him. Bless this new piece of jewelry. He needed to thank Hajar for pointing it out to him. 
 
    He rifled through his pockets. He had gotten in the habit of carrying paper and pencils to take notes when working with Anh-Bul. He slapped a parchment over the first stone and rubbed the pencil over it to preserve the markings. He had more than enough to copy the four. And he still had a copy of the one Kyla had made. There were four left: one, he supposed, was still in the Undine. One, he knew, was in the care of the ciguapa. The whereabouts of the last two he didn’t know. But, if he could get his hands on them, how much power could he wield if he could decipher the spell? How valuable would such a spell be, that could both awaken Chaos, and put him back to sleep? 
 
    All Sophrosyne’s efforts wasted over her own carelessness in keeping the stones. 
 
    He had to laugh. 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Wedding Avowed 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyla opened her eyes to see Ninlil and Ne-o-gah hovering at the foot of her bed. Ninlil held up a lavender dress. Ne-o-gah held a pair of matching shoes and a golden necklace adorned with a black stone. 
 
    “Ah!” Hajar exclaimed. She was already dressed in attire to match Kyla’s. “Marik bought a stone just like that in the shop in the Undine! It has the same magic.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Ne-o-gah tutted. “This is the stone of the Ukko family. It would not be sold in a common shop. You do not get one, little pet. Only the maids may bear it.” 
 
    “And do watch yourself,” Ninlil added. “Failure to return the stone to the Lord of Storms after the wedding will result in your ignominious, yet likely entertaining, execution.” 
 
    Ninlil floated forward with the dress outstretched. “Hurry. You are to take your place in the wedding chamber.” 
 
    “Please, let her bathe first,” Ne-o-gah insisted. “Look how vile flesh creatures become in the morning.” 
 
    “A rat that licks its fur is still vermin,” Ninlil replied. 
 
    Their insults were becoming less veiled. Perhaps they were testing to see how far they could go before Kyla told them to stop, but frankly she had bigger problems. 
 
    “Thanks for your help last night,” she yawned. “I’ll take a quick bath. Wait in the hall.” 
 
    “Of course,” Ninlil bowed. “And not a ‘please’ to be said. I appreciate the efficiency in your lack of manners.” 
 
    Ne-o-gah began floating to the door. “We understand your need to hide your body, and we thank you for it. And you’re welcome. We were honored to assist in your disgusting tryst with the groom.” 
 
    The two air spirits disappeared through the crack in the door, so only Hajar remained, standing with her hands clasped. She had been up waiting when Kyla arrived home last night and sang her to sleep. 
 
    “Sing through the door to the bathing room, but sing softly,” Kyla requested. “I don’t know that those two could handle your music.” 
 
    Hajar nodded. “Yes, of course. But you should hurry. We are due at the wedding chamber in half an hour.” 
 
    “Yeah. By the way, you said that stone was magic. What does it do?” 
 
    “Well, I was only partly paying attention, but the lady at the shop said it was used to protect your thoughts. You see, in the Undine everyone speaks to each other using telepathy, so if you want privacy, you can use that stone.” 
 
    “It protects people from reading your mind?” 
 
    “That is what the lady in the shop said. Marik was very eager to purchase it.” 
 
    “Yes. I imagine he would be.” 
 
    Kyla felt pretty elated herself. 
 
      
 
    Kyla slipped into the lavender dress Ninlil and Ne-o-gah had brought her for the wedding ceremony. It was cute and well-fitted. It was padded a bit in the chest, so her bosom was more pronounced, and fell just below her knees so showed off her calves. The shoes were problematic. They weren’t so comfortable as the shoes her father made, and the heels were a bit high, so she felt as though she were standing on her toes. They did make her feel taller, but the discomfort wasn’t a satisfying trade-off. 
 
    She was sure to grab her purse, though it wasn’t part of the outfit, as she didn’t dare leave the stone unguarded. She watched for Sophrosyne in the corridor, so she could hand it off and be rid of it. 
 
    But no! What was she thinking? She was keeping the stone from Sophrosyne. It was going straight to the Queen, right after the wedding. 
 
    But she couldn’t let Aura marry one of Erebus’ disciples! She still needed a plan to stop the ceremony. Then she had to get out of here, get back to Haven, find the Queen, and— 
 
    “Kyla!” 
 
    Kyla was greeted by a gust of wind. Aura stood in a large double doorway. She wore a long gown, deep blue and embroidered, and her hair was pinned up with a white clip. 
 
    “Hi!” Kyla smiled as broadly as she could. “Happy…merry…” She wasn’t sure how to wish someone a wedding, especially one that she intended to stop. 
 
    “Thank you. There is a maid’s table over there. You are seated next to Eunoe. Hajar will sit next to you.” 
 
    Kyla nodded. Aspen waved excitedly as they entered the room, and Eunoe smiled and lifted a hand in greeting. 
 
    A voice boomed from above. 
 
    “Announcing Kyla Nim, Chief of the Digans, magnate of the aurichalcum trade, and her hand-maiden.” 
 
    “Did they just call me a magnet?” she whispered to Eunoe as she took her seat. 
 
    “Magnate,” Eunoe corrected. “You are apparently a businesswoman of some importance.” 
 
    “In that case someone owes me a LOT of money, because I haven’t seen it. Look at these dishes! This fork is probably worth more than me.” 
 
    The voice continued. “Presenting the pride of Aeolis, the Daughter of the Great and Mighty Duke Ukko, Lord of Storms, soon to be wife of Calam, Captain of the Guard of the Seventh Gale, the beautiful and just Aura.” 
 
    Aura billowed to the center of the room, turning invisible for a flash before waving to all in the room. The music picked up and Kyla slapped down her fork as she noticed everyone had stood. She jumped to her feet and leaned over to Eunoe. “They should have a rehearsal for these things. How does everyone know what to do?” 
 
    Eunoe held a finger to her lips and replied in a low whisper. “Just watch the host. And we were briefed on the program. Your chaperones should have run you through it.” 
 
    “Ninlil and Ne-o-gah? We got distracted.” 
 
    All eyes were on Aura, and she began to fade until a stern cough from another air spirit seated next to Duke Ukko - Aura’s mother, perhaps? – ordered her to return to full opacity. Kyla could feel the Daughter of the Air’s discomfort, and she didn’t even know her Betrothed’s dark secret. Kyla rubbed her arms. Her skin felt like it wanted to crawl off. Should she break the wedding now? But glancing about, she saw no sign of the groom. She should at least wait for him to show up. 
 
    “Where’s Calam?” she asked. Eunoe shrugged, but Aspen tapped her on the shoulder and leaned in behind Eunoe. 
 
    “He arrives last, because he is coming to form the alliance with Duke Ukko.” Aspen looked at Eunoe. “Aura told us last night!” 
 
    Eunoe shrugged. “Guess I missed it.” 
 
    Aura flew to her father, who was hovering several feet above the floor against the wall opposite the main entrance. She stood at his right, though offered him only a cursory glance. 
 
    There were a few minutes of silence, which turned into whispers, which turned into chatter. Duke Ukko summoned an air spirit and after a brief deliberation, the air spirit flew up to the announcer, spoke briefly, and left the room. Then the announcer spoke in his deep voice. 
 
    “The mighty and wise Duke Ukko sees that the fleshlings are hungry. As we wish you to be fully energized for the wedding ceremony, we shall serve food before the honorable Calam makes his appearance.” 
 
    “Aura looks nervous,” Eunoe whispered. 
 
    Aspen shook her head. “No, she is relieved.” 
 
    Kyla nodded. “She should be, if he changed his mind about marrying her.” 
 
    Eunoe looked at her a few seconds before speaking. “You know I think anyone who gets married is making a mistake, but at least I can pretend to support Aura at her own wedding.” 
 
    “But she doesn’t want to get married!” 
 
    “Want isn’t the issue. She sees it as her duty.” 
 
    “Yes, but let’s face it: if Calam’s jilts her, she’ll be pretty excited.” 
 
    Rolling thunder sounded from the corridor, and Kyla worried it might be Calam and his entourage but felt relieved to see Sophrosyne and Zen pushing metal carts covered in plates of food, followed by air spirits who began delivering dishes to the tables. Kyla’s hand fell to her necklace, and her eyes wandered to Zen. 
 
    Aspen noticed right away. “Why don’t you go introduce yourself?” 
 
    “Huh? Oh. We’ve met, briefly. I’m not interested.” 
 
    Eunoe rolled her eyes. “Liar.” 
 
    The stone was more important, but Kyla didn’t want Eunoe and Aspen involved. She decided now might be the best time to approach Duke Ukko, when all eyes weren’t on the front. But when Kyla rose, Sophrosyne minced over to the table. “It is considered rude to leave your table during the ceremony, even to relieve yourself.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to relieve myself.” 
 
    Sophrosyne looked at Kyla, Aspen, and Eunoe, and frowned. She then glanced back at Duke Ukko and his guards. “Those necklaces,” she finally said. “Where did you get them?” 
 
    “They were given to us as part of the wedding outfit!” Aspen held hers up. 
 
    “It’s just Aura’s family stone,” Kyla said. “All the maids get to wear one.” 
 
    “Of course, you will be giving those back after the wedding.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” Kyla placed the pendant back down to her chest. “I really need to speak to Duke Ukko. It’s very important.” 
 
    “Is it more important than your friend’s wedding? Because it will come across as quite rude.” 
 
    “Why? Calam isn’t even here yet. Now that’s rude.” 
 
    “Just…whatever it is you need to say, it can wait.” 
 
    Sophrosyne’s face turned red. Kyla had never imagined the goddess could become flustered. She was afraid, perhaps, of being exposed to such a powerful entity. Kyla hadn’t considered exposing the goddess of night here, but she could, and be done with her. 
 
    Sophrosyne turned back to Zen. “We have work to do. Just hold still for a few minutes so we can talk.” 
 
    Kyla smiled at Zen as he delivered her food. He returned the greeting and said something that she didn’t hear over the din, though she adored the awkward expression that accompanied it. 
 
    Then it struck her: he was too good to be true. Sophrosyne had brought him here for a reason, and for that, Kyla couldn’t trust him. 
 
      
 
    Kyla was halfway through her cheesecake – masterfully prepared by Sophrosyne, she hated to admit – when several air spirits burst into the room. They wore red and black sashes, so were not of Duke Ukko’s house. Calam, his figure gray and looming and dancing with electricity, sped into the room. The booming voice that had introduced Kyla and Aura only got so far as Calam’s title and name when Calam bowed at the Duke’s table and began to speak. 
 
    “Duke Ukko, mighty ruler of Aeolis and Lord of Storms, I apologize deeply for my delay. Something of great importance has been stolen, and it must be recovered immediately.” 
 
    Dark clouds gathered around Duke Ukko, and a gale blasted through the room that sent many dishes of food splattering onto the guests. Kyla managed to cram the last bit of cheesecake in her mouth as her own dish sailed over her shoulder. Duke Ukko’s voice boomed over the din, so all the crowd fell silent. 
 
    “Calam! You are late to your own wedding, and worse, the wedding of my daughter. What trinket has been stolen that is more important than the joining of our two houses?” 
 
    Calam spoke again, though this time his voice was noticeably weaker, and there was no thunder. In fact, he turned translucent, which Kyla interpreted as cowering. “It was an item of great power, Lord. A personal affect, and a gift for my bride. I was ashamed to come without it, yet I have not been able to locate it, or the thief.” 
 
    “And what trinket dare you compare to the value of wedding my daughter?” 
 
    Kyla noticed, out of the corner of her eye, that Sophrosyne looked rather alarmed. The goddess pointed at the purse. 
 
    “You have it?” she mouthed. 
 
    Kyla ignored her. She didn’t want to reveal where it was. 
 
    Calam opened his mouth to speak but closed it again. “I – it’s a secret, my Lord. A surprise for you and your family. An item of great power.” 
 
    “Tell me now!” Duke Ukko roared, sending another gale that knocked a few people over in their chairs. Calam looked at his entourage, stunned. 
 
    Kyla decided this was her moment. She stood and opened her purse, walking forward to Duke Ukko and ignoring Sophrosyne’s frantic gestures that she should stay seated. Duke Ukko did not seem to notice her, however, until one of his guards intercepted her. 
 
    “Kyla Nim, Chief of the Digans!” the Lord of Storms roared. “What business do you have in the conversation?” 
 
    She bowed low before speaking, though wondered briefly if a curtsy would have been more appropriate. “I know what Calam was looking for, and it was no gift for Aura. It was this!” 
 
    Kyla held the stone above her head. The wedding guests and Duke Ukko were silent, as was Calam’s entourage, but Calam himself trembled and turned nearly invisible. Kyla turned to check on Sophrosyne and saw her sidling to the door. She thought Sophrosyne was going to escape, but then saw a small brown head with a long nose poking into the room. Alonquis. Sophrosyne could certainly read his mind. 
 
    “Calam, is this little stone the reason you are late to my daughter’s wedding?” 
 
    “No, my Lord. Of course not. The girl is mad!” 
 
    Kyla looked up at Calam. “Oh, really? So, you won’t mind if I toss it from Aeolis? Perhaps into an ocean?” 
 
    “No. Of course not. Why would I be interested in this little stone?” 
 
    “Yeah, you say that, but really you’d just send someone to look for it. Duke Ukko, this is one of the stones that Erebus was seeking. I heard Calam speaking to that guy over there in the doorway, with the long nose. Then I stole it so I could tell you. I would have told you right away but then I was told to sit down because it would be rude to interrupt you.” 
 
    Kyla looked to see the little man with the long nose, who appeared to be waffling between running at her and bolting. 
 
    “Lies!” Calam cried, his body opaque again and twisting with wind as lightning sparked around him. “Lunatic. I am no Avowed!” 
 
    “Well, you aren’t keeping good company. I took this from that guy over there, and you were talking to him about the stone last night. How do you think I found it?” 
 
    “Your story is preposterous!” Calam roared. “How would a puny elf know anything about Erebus?” 
 
    Duke Ukko waved at Calam to be silent. He shot Kyla a stern look. “Kyla Nim, you accuse one of the great families of Aeolis of treason? I can forgive you this once, for I know your mind has been addled over the loss of your father. But return to your seat and be silent.” 
 
    Kyla stood, frozen, and could hear whispers picking up among the crowd. Eunoe briskly strode to her and grabbed her by the shoulder, pulling her back toward the table, but Kyla yanked herself free. 
 
    “Ask Queen Titania! She’ll recognize the stone. The King and Queen have one of the other pieces. I know because I’m the one who gave it to them!” 
 
    “Kyla!” Sophrosyne’s voice broke through the chatter and thunder. “Shut up!” 
 
    “What? You still think this should be a secret?” 
 
    Duke Ukko roared. “Don’t talk to me about the Queen. Aeolis is my Kingdom, and here I am judge. You are a traitor, Kyla Nim. I invited you into my home and you dare accuse the honor of my son-to-be?” 
 
    “I’m not challenging your authority! I’m just saying she can tell you what the stone is! And I can prove it! Because Sophrosyne, the caterer, she can read minds! And…uh…” 
 
    “Kyla! Shut up!” Sophrosyne was walking toward her now. Kyla was grateful she was wearing the necklace, because she was rather certain Sophrosyne would wipe her mind right now if she could. Still, Kyla didn’t want to reveal anything more. Calling out Sophrosyne’s identity would be a death sentence for both of them. 
 
    Thunder clapped, and a great wind whipped through the room. “You know her?” Duke Ukko boomed. “You came together, then, to conspire against me? And so shortly after your visit to the Royal Palace. The Queen plans my overthrow. You have chosen the wrong side, Kyla Nim. Guards!” 
 
    Several large air spirits swooped down at Kyla, and she reflexively held up her hand to block them. It was luck, rather than wits, that caused Kyla to raise her ring-hand. The guards shouted and dissipated into small cyclones, swirling about until they reformed some distance away. 
 
    “Dark magic! The power of the Avowed!” screamed someone from one of the tables. This was followed by further cries calling for her capture, imprisonment, and even death. 
 
    “Oh, crab-apples,” Kyla muttered. She kicked off her horrid shoes and bolted for the door. One of Calam’s guards cut her off, but she held up her hand and he dissipated. She was grateful that the ring would do no permanent damage, but also found it inconvenient that the guards could simply re-form and continue their pursuit. They were fast, and could fly, where she was limited to the walkways and would easily be surrounded. A wind blasted her from behind and threw her off her feet. She fell, and rolled, but quickly looked back up to see Calam’s guard gusting toward her, and then stop and look confused. Calam’s house did not wear the stones of Ukko’s house. They were not protected from Sophrosyne. Some fewer guards to worry about. 
 
    Not few enough, as Kyla saw several coming at her from the front. Word had spread quickly. She ran down a side corridor, to get them all behind her. If they came at her from the same direction, she could hold them off with the ring. 
 
    “Stop her!” one of the guards at her rear cried to those in front. “She is one of the Avowed!” 
 
    She saw a railing ahead, and open air beyond. She stopped and turned. Five of Ukko’s guards were closing in, followed closely by screams for her capture. Three more rose from below, blocking the dead-end. 
 
    A thunder-clap preceded a burning jolt in her back. Kyla rolled toward the railing. She dropped the stone and watched it skitter along the glass floor. She jumped up and grabbed it, shoving it back into her purse as she gritted her teeth from the pain. Another blast clapped just behind her, causing the hairs on her body to tickle. She ran for the three air spirits at the railing, ring hand up, and charged. 
 
    As another blast of lightning whizzed over her head, Kyla decided to jump. It seemed the end for her, either way. At least she could get the stone away from Calam, and perhaps join her father. Perhaps there was a life beyond, or perhaps their souls would float together and watch the world. If not, if it was only darkness and oblivion, then at least she would be free of all this sorrow and confusion. 
 
    The three air spirits dissipated as she ran through them with her ring-hand extended, and she dove over the railing. Only as she began her fall did she notice the seared flesh around the ring on her finger and feel the sharp pain in her side. The burns from the lightning blast were a minor inconvenience, as she was now plummeting to the earth. There was no way even Sophrosyne could save her, now. Kyla closed her eyes and decided to enjoy the rush of air through her hair and the rustle of her dress flapping in the wind as she awaited her meeting with the ground below. 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    The Fall 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyla struggled to breathe at first, but momentarily closed her eyes and focused on short, simple breaths and began to enjoy the descent. She opened her eyes again and looked about the terrain below. She was heading for a region of low rolling hills, with clusters of trees dotting the brownish landscape. There was a lake, but she wasn’t going to land anywhere near it. 
 
    She twisted to face Aeolis, the wind blasting into her back. There were guards flying after her, fully visible, their blue and gold sashes whipping in the wind. They were perhaps a hundred yards back and gaining slowly. Two were holding their hands in front of them, lightning sparking between their fingers. Kyla touched her left side, where she had been struck. It was sticky, and hurt to touch, but there was no blood.  
 
    The towers of Aeolis shrank into the sky. It was a beautiful city, and she thought she might prefer to die looking up, but the angry faces on the elemental guards ruined the otherwise picturesque scene. She turned again to face the ground, the wind blowing her hair back over her head. 
 
    Her dress pressed against her legs in the front, and flapped in the back, pulling so hard from the wind she worried it might tear off. Why was she worried about that? She’d be nothing but paste when she landed. 
 
    She wasn’t as afraid to die as she ought, and this frightened her. 
 
    A trail of dust rose along the ground. It was too distant to see the cause, but it looked like it was heading for her landing point. If it was a person, or animal, she hoped she didn’t crush them. 
 
    As she drew closer to the ground she could see it was a man on a horse. Did the rider see her? She shouted, but the words carried back over her shoulder with the rush of air. She clutched the purse to her chest, curled into a ball, and closed her eyes once she realized the rider wasn’t stopping. But what were the odds they’d collide? He seemed to be slowing and looking up. Had he spotted her? 
 
    Whoever it was stopped, and Kyla felt relieved, for she didn’t want to take anyone with her. She hoped to see her father again in five…four…three…two… 
 
    The wind stopped. There was a clatter from the ground, and a whinny. It was hard to tell, with her eyes closed, if she was a spirit now, or reborn in some other body, or carried into a life beyond. Being dead didn’t feel much different than being alive. She opened her eyes. 
 
    She was looking down at the ground: rocky earth, sparsely covered in long brown grass. Was she now a spirit, looking down at her corpse? No. There was no blood or guts splattered on the ground. And she felt the purse against her chest. 
 
    Footsteps. Kyla took her first look at the rider as he hopped from his horse. He was familiar, somehow. An elf, but with gray skin. He was…he was… 
 
    Kyla looked skyward and yelped. Duke Ukko’s guards were only a few feet away, but frozen in pose with arms stretched toward her. A stilled flash of lightning almost touched her shoulder, looking like a bright jagged tube. She stretched out a hand to touch it, only to notice the skin around the iron ring on her finger was cracked and charred. 
 
    Wait—was that Aura floating up there behind the guards? 
 
    A voice interrupted her thought. “Don’t touch that. The ring finger or the lightning bolt. Here, let me help you down. Hmm. Looks like you were hit pretty hard.” 
 
    Kyla looked back at the rider as he cocked his head while looking at her side. “Herleif?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Eunoe wiped stray hairs from her eyes as she marched to Sophrosyne. She was standing over the little man with the brown nose. One of Calam’s guards had nabbed him, but subsequently let go and began looking stupidly about the room. Calam’s other guards drifted aimlessly, though Duke Ukko and his guards were in a frenzy, and several flew out the door. 
 
    The little brown man, his face marked in surprise and relief, bolted. Sophrosyne ran after him. Eunoe followed. 
 
    Aspen gave chase and shouted. “Don’t worry about her! We need to help Kyla!” 
 
    “You can’t stop them,” Aura whispered as she flew after the guards. “Leave the guards to me.” The Daughter of the Air turned left out the door, and Eunoe followed Sophrosyne to the right. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Eunoe shouted back at Aspen. “They won’t kill her.” 
 
    Sophrosyne took a right corner ahead and Eunoe followed her into a small room. She was on one knee holding the little man by his long nose, her nails digging into his flesh. He squirmed, but his efforts seemed half-hearted. He looked frightened, and Eunoe grabbed Sophrosyne by the arm and yanked her back. Yet the little man didn’t run away, and all fear disappeared from his face. He stood, looking around at the three women surrounding him, puzzled. 
 
    Sophrosyne turned to Eunoe and Aspen. “He is an Avowed. Was. The stone Kyla had in her purse was his. Calam was in league, which Kyla discovered, and she stole the stone.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re here? Dragging Kyla into another mess?” Eunoe crossed her arms and dug her nails into her palms to hold back from punching Sophrosyne. 
 
    “I came to see Kyla. I did not know the stone was here until I arrived.” 
 
    “And you sent Kyla after it. After you nearly got her killed in two previous missions, and now with her dealing with the death of her father. How dare you?” 
 
    “There are more important things at play. Kyla is doing great things to prevent disaster, and even she doesn’t know the extent of her actions.” 
 
    Eunoe raised her hand, but Aspen grabbed her wrist before she struck. She shook it free and stepped within a thumb’s breadth of Sophrosyne’s face. “I expect you to fix this, and then that’s it. No more missions, no more stones, no more crap.” 
 
    “Why don’t we worry about Kyla’s life first, and then we can discuss what she needs?” 
 
    Eunoe bit her lip. 
 
    Aspen, she caught in the corner of her eye, was kneeling in front of the little man and explaining his fingers. “Yes! They move! See? Wiggle them, like this!” The man held his hands to his face and laughed. Aspen looked up at Eunoe. “What do we do with him?” 
 
    Sophrosyne shook her head. “I wiped his mind back to infancy. You can pitch him over the side of the walkway.” 
 
    “No!” Aspen gasped, wrapping a protective arm around his shoulder. “He’s certainly not evil now. He’s like a baby.” 
 
    Sophrosyne sighed. “We don’t have time to fawn over him. Just shove him in a safe place and we’ll figure out what to do with him later.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Stop squirming! The fibers from your dress are fused into your skin.” 
 
    Herleif swept the long gray hair from his eyes, leaned forward, and dug his knife into the dress fibres stuck to her skin. The charred flesh couldn’t feel the knife blade, but the pressure was hurting the parts underneath. 
 
    “It’s fine!” Kyla growled. “It barely hurts, if you leave it alone.” 
 
    The gray elf swept his eyes through the surrounding trees before responding. 
 
    “The nerve endings are dead. It’s a severe burn.” He gave a final twist and a yank as he ripped out a section of Kyla’s dress. “I can clean it so you don’t get infected. And stop doing that to your finger!” 
 
    Kyla hadn’t noticed she was drawing her thumb across her ring. The finger was cracked and charred and swollen. Herleif tried to grab it, but she yanked it away. 
 
    “Leave me alone! It’s just a little swollen.” 
 
    “You need to get that ring off or you’ll lose the whole finger.” 
 
    Kyla gave a gentle tug on the ring and clenched her teeth from the pain. “It won’t come off. We can take care of that later. I need to talk to Eunoe. Or Sophrosyne. Or the Queen, maybe.” 
 
    “Sophrosyne it’ll be, but I don’t know how long it might take to finish her business in Aeolis.” 
 
    “Wait – you work for her?” 
 
    “I work with her.” 
 
    Kyla decided her secret was too big to keep from someone being duped into her service. “She’s Nyx, in case you didn’t know.” 
 
    Herleif drew the blade of his knife across a stone. “Mm-hmm.” 
 
    “Nyx. Erebus’ sister. Daughter of Chaos. We work for one of the greatest villains in history.” 
 
    “Not much into history, myself.” He shrugged, and made another grab for her hand, which she yanked away again. “I know who Nyx is, of course.”  
 
    “I mean, Sophrosyne’s still better than the Avowed. She sends me on all these dangerous assignments, but she seems to look out for me, you know?” 
 
    “So that’s why she had me running over the cursed countryside chasing the flying city. I thought it was a waste of time.” 
 
    “She knew this would happen? No coincidences with her. Can she see the future?”  
 
    Herleif looked at his nails and began cleaning under them with a twig. “Don’t know. Haven’t asked.” 
 
    “Anyway, you know she’s tried to destroy the earth before, right? Many times, maybe.” She began speaking in a slow staccato for emphasis. “She worked for Chaos.” 
 
    “Maybe. It’s all ancient stories. She hasn’t hurt anybody lately, has she?” 
 
    “She reads their thoughts, though. And makes them forget things.” 
 
    “So? Lot of things I’d like to forget. Maybe they’re better off.” 
 
    Kyla thought of poor Elial Ciana wandering about the hall after Sophrosyne made him forget to speak to Anh-Bul about becoming Kyla’s patron. 
 
    “I don’t think so. Memories are everything, even bad ones. My dad’s funeral was the worst day of my life, but I never want to forget it.” 
 
    “And she hasn’t taken it from you, has she?” Herleif’s hand suddenly flew up to grab her ring finger, but she managed to yank it away. 
 
    “I’ll get it off!” she screamed in panic, but twist and pull as she might she couldn’t pull it over the raw, charred skin on her finger. 
 
    Herleif reached for her hand again, and once again Kyla yanked it away. Then, in an instant, she found herself lying on her back on a blanket several yards away, her finger burning in pain. She looked at it to see it wrapped in gauze, though some of her fluids were soaking through. She gripped her aching hand and screamed. 
 
    *** 
 
    Aura was as puzzled as the guards when Kyla and the unknown rider vanished. 
 
    “She’s gone,” she called to them. “Back to Aeolis.” 
 
    The guards looked around before heeding her order. They followed her father’s commands before her own. But, finding no tracks, and seeing no sign of the elves from the air, they eventually headed back to report. 
 
    Aura stayed back a few minutes to have a look of her own. As she drifted over a grove of trees, she heard a faint scream. She knew Kyla’s screams well, having heard her night terrors from time to time. 
 
    She turned invisible, and weaved through the trees, ready to strike should Kyla be under assault. The mysterious gray elf stood over her, applying ointment and bandages to her finger. So, he was a friend. Aura decided it best not to make herself known. Kyla had enough to worry about without adding Aura’s own distress. 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Goodbye 
 
      
 
      
 
    Titania flew toward her chamber, arms filled with rose petals and a basket of dew hanging from her shoulder. She wore a dress woven of sassafras leaves, freshly tailored, and the brooch Oberon had given her when they courted centuries ago. She was perfumed in lilac and morning sun, and her hair tied up and held with a sliver of elm so she could let it cascade down her shoulders at the right moment. Romance had come and gone, and come back again, in the long course of their marriage. She was determined to make tonight, perhaps their last night together, more wonderful than any of their early days when even a glance or light touch had been enough to send her into a spin. 
 
    He didn’t know she was soon to die. He couldn’t. And she couldn’t tell him. He would be destroyed by what had to be. Though her stomach twisted and screamed, her face was calm and sultry as she flew to her chamber door. She had only a short time to set up the candles. 
 
    She burst into the room. A dim blue glow permeated the soft darkness. A honey-sweet chorus rose as she drifted to the floor, stunned, looking about and nearly in a panic. What was going on? 
 
    Oberon stepped from the shadows behind her wardrobe. He wore his black and gold wedding robe, which he only wore now for their centennial anniversaries. That was not today. 
 
    He bowed. “Evening, dear. I hope you don’t mind I broke into your room.” 
 
    Her heart fluttered. His voice had taken a strong and commanding tone the past decades. Now it was soft, as when they were young lovers. 
 
    “No. No, not at all. I brought you something.” 
 
    She fumbled a moment, dropping some of her rose petals on the floor. He helped her pick them up, and they sat on the bed. She shaped one of the rose petals into a cone and filled it halfway with dew. Her smile was genuinely awkward now, and the darkness that lay ahead had fled from her mind. He watched as she blushed and offered him a sip. He took it and smiled, and she took a sip of her own. 
 
    “What brings this on?” she smiled. “It isn’t my birthday.” 
 
    He didn’t know, did he? No. Of course not. He wouldn’t be so calm if he knew of Titania’s coming doom. 
 
    No time for such thoughts now. 
 
     A familiar song began to play, and the lighting in the room shifted into a soft lilac. 
 
    He stood and offered his hand. “A dance?” 
 
    Titania grabbed his hand and he pulled her to her feet. He reached his arm behind her back and spun her smartly to the left. She stumbled a bit, but caught herself, and saw his smile, and smiled back. He looked the same as he did four hundred years ago, only now his body sparked of power. 
 
    She looked about for the source of the music, but seeing no band, assumed it was magic. 
 
    “You wrote this song for me!” She gasped as she heard the familiar chorus for the first time in centuries. 
 
    He nodded. “You remember.” 
 
    It wasn’t a good song, but he had written it when he began courting her. He had written many more over the years, and of better quality. But this was the first. 
 
    “I’m happy you’re finally able to spend an evening at home,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, me too.” 
 
    And that was all the talk for some time. They danced through several songs, though no others he had written. All were connected to memories: their wedding, the coronation, the birth of their son, who died soon after. They danced close, and held each other, and cried, and needed no words. 
 
    She found herself cradled in his arms as he sat on her bed. She could feel the pulse of his stomach, his breath, the static in the air around him. It was quiet, and soft music still played. She pushed herself up, and looked into his eyes, and gave him a kiss. It wasn’t a kiss of passion, as when they were young, but a thank-you for a lifetime of support and strength and encouragement. They had been together now far longer than they had ever been apart, and she couldn’t imagine life without him. 
 
    How was he going to fare without her? Her smile felt like a lie, and she wanted to tell him everything. How could she leave him behind with such a secret hidden from him? 
 
    But she couldn’t tell him. He looked so happy. Only…she looked in his eyes again. His smile was hollow, too. There was a secret behind his eyes. Perhaps the dissent and disturbances weren’t going well. Oh, she couldn’t trouble him now. She would do what needed to be done. Perhaps, if spirits lived on, she could watch over him. If not, well, she would leave him with the greatest of memories. 
 
    She pulled the sliver from her hair and it cascaded around her shoulders. She pulled him close and kissed him, more passionately than before. 
 
    “Wait.” He held up a finger as she placed her hands on his chest. She sat back, somewhat startled. 
 
    He reached behind the head of the bed and pulled out a wooden box, placing it on the bed between them. “Do you remember that first afternoon when I met you at the flower-beds by the river? You were making a wreath, and I tried to help, only I ruined it?” 
 
    She laughed. “Yes! I remember. I’m surprised you remember.” 
 
    He opened the box. She gasped, her hands over her mouth, as she looked at him, and back at the flattened, misshapen mound of flowers in the box. 
 
    “You kept it? I threw it in the river!” 
 
    “I fished it out after you left and preserved it. I was sentimental, then. To be honest I forgot about it, else I would have shared it with you long ago. But I was going through the warehouse and found it stuffed back on one of the shelves. And there’s one more thing.” 
 
    He reached behind the bed again, and pulled out another box, and another. These were filled with a variety of fresh flowers and branches, freshly cut. 
 
    “I thought tonight we could try again. I’m sure I can do a better job.” 
 
    Titania fanned herself with her hand. After four hundred years, it was hard to keep the spark alive. Oberon had managed it. 
 
    “I think the first one was perfect,” she said, tears welling in her eyes. “But I’d love to make another one with you.” 
 
    Now her smile was genuine, and the dark secret behind her eyes lit up as they laughed and reminisced of all their years together. And many of the best memories were the years that had been hard, when they thought it wouldn’t work, but they pressed forward. 
 
    As fond as she had always been, she never felt more in love with Oberon than she did now, on her last night with him. 
 
    There would still be time for passion, before morning came, and for that she longed. But for now, she had never been so happy as when she made a second ugly, misshapen wreath with her husband. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Oh, you crab-apple sucking sack of pine nuts. What did you do?” Kyla clutched her raw hand around her wrist, her eyes fixed on the mass of finger protruding from the center, wrapped in damp bandages. 
 
    “Ring had to come off.” 
 
    “I would have gotten it off myself if you gave me a minute!” she shouted. 
 
    Herleif looked around the grove. “Quiet. I can only freeze time so far. They probably heard you.” 
 
    “Now I’m going to have a hideous scar all over my finger. Not even a cool one, like a knife wound.” Her pain and anger turned to alarm. “Oh, the ring! Where did you put it? 
 
    “Tossed it. Over there somewhere. Thought it was junk.” 
 
    “I happen to need that piece of junk!” 
 
    “Why? Heirloom?” 
 
    Kyla huffed. “Something like that.” She didn’t care to tell him of its magic. Not so much that she didn’t trust him, but it was going to take a few minutes to forgive him for shucking the skin from her finger. 
 
    As she stood she felt a tug on her side. Bandages covered a portion of her skin behind a charred hole in her dress where she had been struck by the air spirit’s lightning. It pulled as she leaned to the right but didn’t hurt much. 
 
    She walked over to the spot where Herleif cast his eyes. The ring was regrettably easy to spot: regrettably, because it was the long strand of charred skin stuck to it that made it stand out. Kyla knelt over it. Her thoughts ran back to Dunkin, and how the skin of his finger had similarly peeled from his corpse when she and Heff had reclaimed it. 
 
    Though Dunkin’s skin had been rotted, this was somehow more gruesome. That was part of Kyla’s body hanging off the ring now, and it belonged on her finger. Yet she was repulsed by it. She picked up a stick from the ground and pressed it against the flap of skin, and grabbed the ring with her other hand, and pulled. The skin stretched, and a piece broke off the end, sending the rest slapping back against her hand. 
 
    She dropped it and jumped back. “Ew! You do it!” 
 
    Herleif rolled his eyes, which made her even more angry. He started to walk over, but she decided she had enough of him and held up a hand for him to stop. 
 
    “No. I’ll do it.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes again and returned to his spot. 
 
    Kyla grabbed another stick, and this time wrapped the strip of skin around it, until the stick was right up to the ring, and she yanked. This time the skin popped off. There were still charred pieces stuck to the metal. She found another twig, unsoiled by blood and flesh, and used the rough bark to scrape clean the inside. 
 
    Kyla put the ring on an unscarred finger as she sat on a rock across from Herleif. “Now what are we supposed to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Can’t wait here. I’ll take you somewhere safe and wait for Sophrosyne.” 
 
    There was a whinny. Kyla jumped before realizing it was Herleif’s horse, which she had quite forgotten about with her finger being half ripped off. 
 
    “Can you ride a horse?” Herleif asked. “I mean, can you stay on, while I ride?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve only ridden the flying sort. I can’t imagine the land kind are any more difficult.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Pull!” 
 
    Saul pulled the rope to set off his launch-tube, shooting a gourd high in the air. Lili traced its path with her hand before blasting a ball of fire. It hit the gourd square, charring it, and it fell hidden into the distant grass. 
 
    “Why do you want me to shoot these stupid things?” Lili walked over to the crate of gourds and picked one up, looking it over. “I need weapons.” 
 
    “Well, yes, I’m going to make explosive shrapnel grenades, but I don’t want to waste them in practice.” 
 
    “Not a waste. It’s be awesome. Like how we blew up that troll, remember?” 
 
    “Of course I remember, but we can’t just walk around campus blowing up trolls.” 
 
    Lili shrugged. “Why not? Nobody’d miss ‘em.” 
 
    Lili’s humor was lost on most people. Even Saul was just beginning to understand it. The demons had a dark and violent sensibility. Though, it could be argued, most satyrs weren’t much better. 
 
    He put his hand on her arm. “It’s not easy to get supplies. I’ll see what I can do. Maybe for every ten gourds you hit, I’ll toss you a grenade.” 
 
    “Every five.” 
 
    “Ten. You’re not the one who has to make them. And I don’t want to use more than we need. I’d like to keep a good supply for emergencies.” 
 
    Saul had felt helpless during Erebus’ assault on Equinox. His classes were only half the size this term, due to losses. 
 
    Lili could read on his face what he was thinking. She was good at that. She walked up and put her thumb on his chin and stroked his goatee with her index finger. “Hey, we’re gonna be ready next time. Slaughter us some Avowed.” 
 
    Saul jumped back as the ground rumbled and a hole burst only a few feet away. A jet of dust and ash shot upward, and a cloaked figure ascended from the ground and handed Lili a rolled-up letter. 
 
    “Ashes and brimstone,” she muttered. She looked up at him. “Military messenger.” 
 
    Her face dropped as she inscrolled the document and began to read. Though her lips moved, Saul couldn’t decipher what message was sucking the joy out of her. When she finished she looked back up at him, and said nothing, but her eyes were welling. 
 
    He stepped closer until he could smell her breath. “Well?” 
 
    She held the letter so he could see the writing, though she spoke before he had a chance to read it. “Draft letter. I have to go to war.” 
 
    Saul clapped his hands together. “Hey! No worries! I’ll enlist with you. Nobody’s gonna turn down my grenades, right?” 
 
    “I don’t think you can.” 
 
    “Well, we can at least ask. Maybe I can come along as a servant. Carry your weapons. Like a squire.” 
 
    “No, Saul. You can’t. We’re going to be on opposite sides.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Unceremonious 
 
      
 
      
 
    Marik swung open the door to Anh-Bul’s office. The snakes on the Director’s head writhed for a cricket he held pinched between his middle and forefinger. 
 
    “Yes?” One of the snakes grabbed the cricket by the head, only to have it snatched away by another. This led to a tussle between the two. 
 
    Marik snapped back into focus. “Right. I recently had a visit from Aethelwyne. The Royal Heir.” 
 
    Anh-Bul sat straight. “Yes? And why did she come to you, and not me?” 
 
    “She didn’t want to be seen on campus. It is unofficial business, and she didn’t want to stir up any gossip. She must have seen me wander into the woods south of the Gate, for she stopped me and asked me to bring you there.” 
 
    Anh-Bul stood and brushed off his shirt. Always eager to suck up to royalty. It made the lie easy to sell. Boring, almost, although Marik was still terrified of pulling this off. One glance from the gorgon could leave Marik a statue, fit only to gather bird droppings. 
 
    “I’m not dressed for it.” Anh-Bul walked for the door, then looked at his shoes and stopped. “Need a polish. Can she meet me in, say, an hour?” 
 
    “I assume she’d rather see you as you are than wait for you.” 
 
    “Right. Right. I’m sure she’s busy. She’s there now?” 
 
    “I believe so. She said she would wait.” 
 
    “And where is she, exactly?” 
 
    Marik walked through the door and beckoned Anh-Bul to follow. “I’ll lead you there. It isn’t far.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “You can’t just leave him like this.” Aspen watched as the poor little brown man tapped at the end of his nose and laughed. “He’s like a baby.” 
 
    Sophrosyne nodded. “A happy baby. A lot happier than he was as an adult.” 
 
    Eunoe put a hand on Aspen’s shoulder. “He was an evil thing, Aspen. A killer. Think of it as a new chance at life for him.” 
 
    “That isn’t the problem!” While Aspen well understood why Sophrosyne wiped the little man’s mind - and she was somewhat alarmed to find out she could do that - it was terrible how she was willing to abandon him. 
 
    “We can’t take him home,” Eunoe frowned. “Mind gone or not, he still has associates among the Avowed that may come looking for him. We’ll find him a safe place to live. Promise.” 
 
    There was a bustle in the corridor, and Sophrosyne peeked out the door before closing it. “Ukko’s guards have returned. I didn’t see Kyla.” 
 
    “You stay here, okay, buddy?” Aspen cooed. The little man didn’t seem to understand. 
 
    “What’s his name?” she asked Sophrosyne. 
 
    “Huh? Oh. Alonquis. Everyone seems to be heading back to the wedding chamber.” 
 
    Aspen began walking for the chamber as well, but Eunoe pulled her back. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Well, we should see what’s going on.” 
 
    Eunoe clicked her tongue. “They might…we might be guilty by association.” 
 
    Sophrosyne stepped forward as well. “Maybe, but I don’t see Kyla. I need to find out what’s going on.” 
 
    Aspen pulled away and walked down the corridor to the large double-doors. As she approached the chamber she heard a lot of yelling and the clatter of tables and footsteps, but just as she got to the door, there was a loud boom, followed by Duke Ukko’s voice. 
 
    “Silence! Be seated. The wedding has not been cancelled. Calam, you will marry my daughter.” 
 
    “She has accused me of treason!” 
 
    “The elf Kyla will be brought to answer for her accusations. Her actions should not create a schism between our houses.” 
 
    “I want the elf brought to me!” Calam roared. “Why did you oafs let her go?” 
 
    “You made them forget Kyla?” Aspen whispered to Sophrosyne. 
 
    “Calam’s guards, yes.” 
 
    “Oh. Good.” 
 
    An unknown voice, Aspen guessed a guard, responded. “Sir, we don’t understand. None of us recall such a girl.” 
 
    “Kyla Nim! The bridesmaid!” 
 
    There was a nervous chatter, and some more shouting from Calam, before Ukko’s voice boomed. 
 
    “There is magic at play, but my guards have pursued her. She jumped from the city, and they will return with her remains, or if she survived by some means, she will be brought to you alive and you may do as you see fit. As soon as Aura returns, the wedding will continue.” 
 
    “No!” Aspen squeaked. “Why?” 
 
    “Stability,” Eunoe explained. “Aura marries to join houses. Keeps them strong against other houses that would challenge the Duke’s authority. Marriage is a business, not a romance.” 
 
    Aspen’s heart sank a bit. She loved the concepts of love and romance and happily ever after. Eunoe never believed in it, and as usual, she was proving to be correct. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Well? Where is she?” 
 
    Marik made a show of pacing the woods and looking confused. “I don’t know.” He drew his sword and held it at the ready. 
 
    “No need for that.” Anh-Bul placed a hand on Marik’s wrist and pressed it downward. “If there’s some kind of threat, I can handle it.” 
 
    “No doubt,” Marik agreed. “But it helps me feel prepared, just in case.” 
 
    It occurred to Marik that the flaw in his plan was that Anh-Bul was now watchful of some sort of threat. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s fine,” he assured Anh-Bul. “Perhaps wandered to have a look at the woods. You know how sprites like to flit about.” 
 
    “Right. Well, I shan’t rush her. I’ve finished most of my daily tasks, anyway. We could sit on this rock over here.” 
 
    Daily tasks? Anh-Bul’s week could be accomplished in an hour. The Department heads did the bulk of the work, and Marik did most of what was left over. 
 
    The rock was covered in moss and lichen, and Marik chose to remain standing. 
 
    Anh-Bul made himself comfortable. “She didn’t say what she wanted, did she?” 
 
    “No, and I felt it would be rude to inquire.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes. I know all of them, you know. King Oberon, Queen Titania, Aethelwyne. You might say I’m a regular at the Royal Court.” 
 
    Marik began to pace around the stone on which Anh-Bul sat. He would have to be quick, and precise. Anh-Bul only needed an instant to petrify him. Marik felt himself a daring sort, but he was sweating, and his heart pounding. 
 
    “Have you met the King and Queen?” Anh-Bul asked. He didn’t wait for an answer. “You haven’t seen power until you’ve met King Oberon. It radiates from him.” 
 
    Marik wanted to tell him that he knew the god of darkness and goddess of night, if only to shut him up. But he needed to be patient. He didn’t mind Anh-Bul, for all his ignorance and bluster. He had always been a good employer if flattery was forthcoming. 
 
    Would his petrifying gaze still work once he was dead? And was the magic in his eyes, or in his face? 
 
    Anh-Bul rattled on. “Queen Titania’s another sort. Capable enough, of course. No criticism from me. But she lacks the power of the King.” 
 
    “Perhaps she is simply better at keeping it hidden?” Marik suggested. He raised the point of his sword as he passed behind Anh-Bul but lowered it again as Anh-Bul turned to look over his shoulder. 
 
    “Hidden? Why would anyone hide their power? Especially a Queen. Necessary to illustrate your strength. Of course, perhaps this is why there’s so much dissent in the world right now. Not enough force. Perhaps this is why Aethelwyne is looking for me? A gorgon is a formidable ally, and I am the only one besides Ambassador Kan-il Qua allowed in the Royal Court.” 
 
    This was an interesting point. Why would Aethelwyne want Anh-Bul replaced? He would be easy to control. More so than Elial. Though Elial was undeniably more competent. Marik raised his sword again as he passed behind Anh-Bul, but one of the snakes twitched and startled him. 
 
    “I suppose they might be looking for a new Minister of Education, but why approach me so informally? Perhaps she simply needs my advice. I do advise the King and Queen on many matters, you know.” 
 
    Yes, and Marik knew he himself was one of those matters. 
 
    Anh-Bul began rocking nervously. “I wonder where she is? I hope she didn’t get called back to the Palace on business. Would you mind going back to the office and preparing a message?” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    It had to be now. Marik lined up the sword with the base of Anh-Bul’s skull. It had to be powerful, precise, and quick. 
 
    Marik thrust the blade as hard as he could, and tried to twist it, though it was cleanly embedded. The snakes hissed frantically as Anh-Bul slumped forward, the hilt sliding from Marik’s sweaty hand as the blade stubbornly remained. The snakes’ hissing slowed and finally stopped as they fell limp. 
 
    Did Marik have a sack? Anh-Bul’s shirt would serve for now. He cut it off with his hunting knife, careful to keep his eyes averted from the head lest it roll and reveal the gorgon’s face. Then the messy work began. Pulling the sword from the skull proved challenging, and then the slow process of hacking off the gorgon’s head with the slim blade. 
 
    Anh-Bul’s blood had a greenish tint and smelled of copper. It was now all over Marik’s hands and clothes. He would have to wait until nightfall to return to campus. No matter: he needed some time to bury the body. 
 
    He looked up as he grabbed the severed head, limp snakes drooping between his fingers. 
 
    Was that a squirrel on the branch overhead? 
 
    Marik pointed Anh-Bul’s face upward. It was a long shot, but worth a try. 
 
    He couldn’t contain his howl of laughter as a small stone squirrel hit the ground with a thud. 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Devil’s Bastion 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyla sat tightly against Herleif’s back, her arms latched around his waist. She shifted to try and find relief from the soreness in her bottom. The horse, Nether, wasn’t nearly so soft to sit on as Eunoe’s tiger, Castor. 
 
    They took the first entrance underground they could find. Herleif said they were heading for Devil’s Bastion, and they would wait there for Sophrosyne. Kyla had no money with her, so hoped he might spring for a place to stay, as she wasn’t in the mood to sleep on a cold rock in her bridesmaid’s dress. She sighed. She was a fugitive now. Hopefully Titania could protect her from Duke Ukko. Only, as soon as Kyla told Titania about Sophrosyne, she’d probably be arrested anyway. 
 
    She didn’t want to think about her grim future right now. Luckily, her sore bottom kept her from thinking too much about anything for very long. 
 
    After what seemed a lifetime the gates of Devil’s Bastion loomed ahead. They were hewn from stone that lined the entrance and reached higher than any tree in Aspengrove. Unlike the Digan’s domain, with its square cuts and simple stonework, the walls here were decorated with carved demonic faces sticking out tongues that twisted from the walls. Hands reached from behind long-fanged beasts and skulls that might have terrified Kyla had she not been so enraptured by their fine craftsmanship. She placed a hand on one of the cold, smooth figures as Nether walked past: it was a relief of a woman, contorted and screaming as her eyes and hands reached up to an unseen hope as her lower body was devoured by beasts. 
 
    “Stop,” she ordered Herleif. “I want to walk the rest of the way.” 
 
    The gray elf pulled back on Nether’s reins. “Very well. We need to walk her through the gates anyway.” 
 
    Kyla swung her right leg over the rear of the horse and slid off on her stomach. She rubbed her bandaged finger, feeling it pulsate as the pain burned, and then her bottom, which was now the worse of the two pains. 
 
    Herleif led the way, keeping a close lead on Nether, and pushed Kyla back when she tried to walk ahead to speak with the guards. 
 
    “Let me talk.” 
 
    Kyla nodded and let Herleif walk ahead. 
 
    The guard on the right held a tall polearm with a twisted axe-blade affixed the top. The metal was black and flickered in the torchlight that lit the corridor. He wore a helmet with holes drilled for his horns, which were black and long and twisted in a loop. The tips were capped in silver and pointed forward. His uniform was black with silver trim and spiked at the elbows and shoulders. He didn’t look at Kyla, though she was staring him up and down. Rather he spoke directly to Herleif. 
 
    “Visitors need to be tagged before entering.” 
 
    “Tagged?” Kyla whispered at Herleif. 
 
    He gestured for her to shush. “Just here to meet a friend. I can wait at the gates.” 
 
    “You get tagged, or you leave, or I gut you. Choose quickly.” 
 
    Sulfur assaulted Kyla’s nose, and she realized it was the demon’s breath. 
 
    Herleif grabbed her by the hand and pulled her forward. She looked at the guard to see his mouth stuck open. The other guard and passers-by were likewise frozen. 
 
    “Never had to be tagged before,” Herleif grumbled. “Something’s not right. We’d better find a place to hide until Sophrosyne shows up.” 
 
    “What does it mean to be tagged?” 
 
    “Means they know where you are at all times.” 
 
    “Would they turn me over to Duke Ukko?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Won’t risk it. Devil’s Bastion’s never tagged anyone. World’s getting harder and harder to navigate, with everyone getting all paranoid.” 
 
    Kyla looked back at the frozen guard. “It doesn’t seem to slow you down.” 
 
    “No, but now we have to avoid any guards in the city. They’ll know we snuck in. Trust me, you don’t want to go to prison here. Means death, usually.” 
 
    Herleif patted Nether on the snout, checked that her saddle and bags were firmly tied, and turned her around. She trotted back the way they had come. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Kyla asked. 
 
    “She can’t come where we’re going. She’ll find her way home. Come on.” Herleif dragged her into a narrow fissure in the wall. Kyla had to turn sideways to squeeze through. The floor was wet, and squishy in places, and smelled of something fouler than the guard’s sulfurous breath. 
 
    “Oh, Herleif,” she moaned. “Is this a sewer?” 
 
    “Sort of. Feeds down that drain there. Some sort of beasts live below that feed on demon offal. So I’ve heard. It opens into a service area down this tunnel.” 
 
    The tunnel was dark, though Herleif didn’t seem troubled and forged ahead. Kyla was grateful she had stuffed the light orb in her purse. She pulled it out and tapped it on. 
 
    Herleif grumbled. “Oh yeah. You arboreals can’t see in the dark.” 
 
    The stench was sickening, and her dress couldn’t stretch up to cover her nose and mouth, so she bent her arm over her face to try and block some of the smell. The stones beneath her feet were cold and moist and slick, and she tried not to think about what was making them so. There was, at least, a few inches of ledge on either side of the flow of offal, so she could straddle the narrow channel and not wade in it. 
 
    The stonework here was plain. There were sconces for torches but none of them lit. It looked, in fact, like they hadn’t been used for many years, and a few had rusted away. 
 
    The tunnel opened into a square chamber, with a chained metal gate on one side. A round hole low in the wall poured into the channel, but thankfully the rest of the room was bare, and clean, though the stench still clung to the air. 
 
    “Sit,” Herleif said as he spread a blanket on the ground. “Wait for Sophrosyne.” 
 
    “How’s she going to find us in here?” 
 
    Herleif shrugged. “Don’t know. She always seems to find me when she needs me.” 
 
    “Yeah, she does seem to do that. Don’t you have any friends around here? Could we stay at someone’s house?” 
 
    “I know a few people, but they won’t risk protecting us should guards come knocking.” 
 
    Kyla wrinkled her nose and looked up at the black stone ceiling, perhaps twenty feet overhead and only catching hints of illumination. “Why would she meet us here? I mean, how did she even know we’d be close to here when I jumped? How did she know I would jump? Can she see the future?” 
 
    “Who knows? She is a goddess.” 
 
    “And you know all about that? That she’s Nyx. Do you know about Erebus?” 
 
    “No more than you do.” 
 
    Kyla fell silent. Herleif’s tone implied he didn’t know much, and didn’t expect she did, either. Should Kyla trust him? She had no reason to. Perhaps a change of topic. 
 
    “Um…so do you have a family?” 
 
    Herleif stared at her. 
 
    Kyla squirmed. “Oh, I don’t mean to get personal. It’s just who knows how long we’re going to be waiting?” 
 
    “I don’t, and I don’t wish to talk about it.” 
 
    “Oh.” Kyla looked down at her feet, kicked at the ground, and looked back up at Herleif. She could read no sadness, or anger, or any expression at all on him. “I have a mom and dad and little brother. That’s about it. My grandparents – my dad’s parents – they died when I was little, and they had no other children. I don’t know about my mom’s family. She never talks about them, except that she hasn’t seen them since she was twelve. But my dad, maybe you already know, he was murdered by bandits. Not the ones we saw when you drove me to Equinox. I don’t think so. It was on a different road.” 
 
    Kyla paused, thinking perhaps it was Herleif’s turn to speak. For a moment he said nothing, but perhaps, wondering at her silence, posed a question. 
 
    “Do you wish we had killed them?” 
 
    Kyla looked down again, and again kicked at the ground, and looked back up at Herleif. “Yes. Maybe. Sometimes I think that we should have. I thought so, before. Maybe not now. They didn’t do it. I don’t think it was them.” 
 
    “But they may have killed someone else’s father.” 
 
    A surge rose up Kyla’s spine and she pressed back her shoulder blades. “Maybe. But we don’t know.” 
 
    “Would you kill someone’s father, to save your own?” 
 
    “Apparently not. I stopped you from killing the bandits, didn’t I?” 
 
    “I remember. Just wondering if you regret it.” 
 
    “Of course not.” She didn’t realize until she said it, but she felt she would do the same thing should it happen again. “Look, it’s hard to say for sure, but I don’t think I could.” 
 
    “You don’t want to hunt them down? The ones who killed your father? Revenge? Doesn’t it scream at you?” 
 
    Herleif’s face was determined, and almost desperate, and Kyla felt his comments were emerging from a deep darkness. Kyla stepped back and softened her tone. 
 
    “Someone you love was killed. Is that it? Was it bandits?” 
 
    Herleif whipped his head to meet her eyes. They were ringed with red, and his teeth grit together and lips drawn apart. “You asked about my family? Dead. That’s what.” 
 
    Kyla found herself creeping back to the wall, and almost stepped in the stream of running sewage along the wall. But he stopped, and glared at her, and seemed waiting for her to speak, so she did. 
 
    “Did you get revenge?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Kyla could see the mix of feelings in Herleif’s face. Anger, hate, regret. 
 
    “Oh. So…I mean, this might be a stupid question, so why did you become a coachman?” 
 
    “Sophrosyne told me to get you safe to Equinox. I got you safe. Now she wants me to keep you safe again. Why, I wonder? But I don’t ask.” 
 
    There was an uncomfortable pause as no one spoke, though Kyla could see Herleif’s expression had softened. There was a glisten in his eye, and he turned away and wiped his sleeve across his face, and then seemed embarrassed that he had done so. Kyla crouched next to him and put an arm over his shoulder. Her father had been a sensitive man, and she had seen him cry many times, in particular at his mother’s funeral. Her father’s sadness poured out smoothly, like water from a crystal pitcher. Herleif was more like an old clay vase, old and cracked and bursting from the water inside. 
 
    She sensed, perhaps, she was bursting, too. 
 
      
 
    Kyla’s nightmare ended as she opened her eyes to Sophrosyne looking down at her. Evil or not, the goddess of night was a welcome distraction from the pained memories of Kyla’s father that kept trying to claw their way to the surface of her mind. 
 
    She inhaled too deeply as she sat up, giving herself a hearty taste of the foul air, mixed sickly with the scent of moonflowers. She was on Herleif’s blanket in the same square room. Sophrosyne stood over her, with a wild-haired Zen standing a short distance behind. He carried Kyla’s glider under his arm. 
 
    Sophrosyne grabbed Kyla by the hand and pulled her to her feet. “We need to move.” 
 
    “Where? Why? What happened? Where’s Eunoe and Aspen?” 
 
    “At the wedding. Come on.” 
 
    Sophrosyne pulled Kyla toward the chained gate, but Kyla twisted her arm free and pulled away. “The wedding? It’s still happening?” 
 
    “Yes. Ukko cares more about consolidating power than Calam’s innocence or guilt. I’d have told you, if you’d bother to consult me. Or take off that stupid necklace so I can see what you’re doing.” 
 
    Kyla’s mouth moved as it sought for words, but finding nothing, she clamped it shut and stared at Sophrosyne to await further instruction. 
 
    The goddess of night walked toward the chained gate and peered at the lock. She turned to Zen. “Why don’t you work on getting that open?” 
 
    Zen nodded and reached for a small pouch at his waist, from which he drew a pair of small metal prods and knelt in front of the gate. 
 
    Sophrosyne turned back to Kyla. “Sventali has ordered his reserves to return home. No one I’ve encountered knows why, but you will need to hurry to Ja’ava to recover the final stone before it is overrun with troops.” 
 
    “Who? What?” 
 
    “There is a stone in Ja’ava, the demons’ capital city. It will be easier to retrieve now than after the reserves return home.” 
 
    Kyla’s head raced as it tried to piece together Sophrosyne’s words. She had heard of Ja’ava but had no idea where it was. 
 
    Herleif stepped forward. “She can’t come with me. I shall find the stone.” 
 
    “No. You’ll need her. Zen, too.” 
 
    Zen turned back from his work with a gasp. 
 
    Kyla, still in her bridesmaid’s dress, which she doubted would ever be clean again, stretched her arms behind her until she felt a comforting pop. “Why do we need it? We have enough. No one can put them back together. It’s better if they don’t get back together, if you ask me. No one can re-create the spell.” 
 
    “Exactly. But remember the spell works both ways. What if someone finds another way to awaken Chaos? You can bet there are angry Avowed working on it. I need the spell to put him back to sleep.” 
 
    There was a clank, and Kyla spun to see the lock on the ground and the gate slowly creak open. Zen stood and stretched his arms behind his back before tucking his tools back in his belt. 
 
    “Herleif knows the way. The stone is somewhere in Sventali’s palace. I shall return to Aeolis. I have as yet been unable to wipe Calam or Ukko’s mind of your outburst, and word of what you did is spreading. I may not be able to contain it.” 
 
    Kyla jumped as she saw Sophrosyne evanesce into a blue-white smoke that dissipated into the air. The smell of moonflowers was even stronger than before, and for a few precious seconds overpowered the stench, though she had little time to enjoy it before her nostrils recaptured the vile essence of sewage. Herleif tipped his hat and waved for her and Zen to follow him out of the gate. 
 
    *** 
 
    A gust of wind whipped Marik’s scarf over his shoulder and blasted dust and dirt into the air as Calam materialized. 
 
    “How was the wedding?” Marik smiled and extended his wrist, but Calam did not accept it. Marik had never met Calam. He knew him only by name. It was a brilliant stroke of luck the air spirit had married Aura, else Marik would never have tracked him down. 
 
    He didn’t seem to want to talk about the wedding. “My stone was stolen. Kyla Nim has it. I hear you know the elf. I shall pay for her head.” 
 
    “I can get you the stone. I’m not inclined to take her head. Friend of her family, you see. But there is another stone. I’m sure she’ll go after it, so I’ll need to retrieve it before she does.” 
 
    “Is she collecting them?” 
 
    “She has been, yes.” 
 
    “Then I certainly want her dead. I shall have her killed regardless of your affiliation. Don’t get in my way.” 
 
    Marik held up his hands, palms out. “Hey, family friend or not, I can negotiate.” 
 
    “Why do you seek it?” 
 
    “You must be new at this. Secret meetings tend to have a no-questions-asked policy.” 
 
    Wind whirled around Calam’s legless form. “Very well. It is in the Palace in Ja’ava. Lord Sventali protected the stone. I do not know if he still has it. I shall pay you four thousand crowns for Kyla’s stone, and another six thousand for Sventali’s, as I imagine it will be the more difficult to claim. You are aware Sventali has declared martial law?” 
 
    “I wasn’t. No matter. Might work to my advantage.” Marik grinned. There was no way Calam would pay as much as he had offered, which meant he intended to kill Marik when the job was over. “Do you know where in the palace I might find the stone?” 
 
    “I do not. I met Sventali only once, and I have never been to Ja’ava. I was not privy to his business, nor he to mine.” 
 
    “Maybe a map?” 
 
    “That will cost.” 
 
    “Never mind, then. How do I contact you when I find it?” 
 
    “I will contact you.” 
 
    Marik smiled and bowed. “Very well. I suppose I should head out. Don’t care to have anyone see us together.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Bremnos, come with me.” 
 
    Bremnos stood at attention as Oberon zapped into the library. His heart beat, as his present thoughts were evaluating his own loyalty to the King. 
 
    Bremnos followed as the King waved him out the door. Oberon grew to his full size, which he seldom did, and handed Bremnos an axe. The wooded haft was supple and strong, and supported with metal rings to reduce splitting. The head was gold with a black edge. 
 
    “A gift,” Oberon said as he handed the axe to Bremnos. “For services about to be rendered.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty. For what—” 
 
    “Don’t thank me. You haven’t heard what I need. You are to tell no one what happens, and once it is over, you are released from your service to High Haven. Your belongings are already back in Kulgoth.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Now hold still.” 
 
    Bremnos had no opportunity to object as Oberon placed a hand on his shoulder. The world tightened and Bremnos found himself hurtling through whatever magical medium the fairies used for their teleportation magic. It expanded again with a bounce. Always disorienting. 
 
    They were underground, in front of a channel of magma. Burning refuse floated along the surface of the molten rock, which gurgled and bubbled as it eased its way through the underbelly of whatever demon city they were currently beneath. 
 
    “I need to retrieve something from the bottom of this channel,” Oberon said. “It will take all my magic to survive, but I will be gravely hurt. You need to cut my head off once I have accomplished this.” 
 
    “What!” Bremnos bellowed. “Are you mad? No offense, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Perhaps I am, but I am not ignorant of your skepticism to my actions lately. Skepticism that is well-placed. The High Seer has sent me on a path, and I have chosen to take it. This is my final command, though I also leave you with a piece of advice: arm your people and prepare for the worst. High Haven will be your ally no longer.” 
 
    Bremnos stepped back. “You are not Oberon! He would never break ties with the Kulgoth! Who are you, foul thing?” 
 
    “It is me, Bremnos. And I do not break ties but warn you they need to be broken. The world is nearing its breaking point and I do what I must to preserve it. So does Titania, though she does not know that I have seen her end. We both sacrifice to save the world we have fought to preserve. But there will be devastation, for a time, and you need to prepare your people.” 
 
    Bremnos’ legs shook, and he had to sit on the stone walkway along the channel. “Kill you? For what? I need answers!” 
 
    Oberon shook his head. “I have few to offer. I act in trust of the High Seer, who has searched for years for a better solution. He has found none, and time grows short. The axe will teleport you out of here when we are done. Think of the place you wish to go and say ‘Kulgoth masalka’. Now be ready.” 
 
    Bremnos continued to tremble and watched in horror as the King dove into the magma. Blue sparks circled his body as he dropped into the searing molten rock. His blue and black wings burned off and fell flat on the surface, twirling in an eddy in the corner. 
 
    After a few seconds he surface. His hair was gone, and skin looked like it was melting. He threw a small black marble onto the stone. 
 
    “Leave it there!” he gurgled. “Kill me now!” 
 
    Bremnos’ soldier instincts carried him to his feet. This was madness. How could he kill his own King? 
 
    But Oberon, were this truly he, was going to die anyway. Why had he gotten Bremnos involved in this mess? 
 
    “Now!” Oberon shouted, and a spark of blue lightning spurred Bremnos into action. 
 
    Bremnos swung, and he felt his heart, his mind, his soul rip as the King’s head flew from his shoulders and landed in the molten soup. Blood sizzled as it gushed onto the surface of the rolling magma. 
 
    He stood silently for several minutes, his head bowed and body dripping with sweat. He momentarily thought of throwing himself into the magma, for it seemed a suitable punishment for one who killed his King, but instead he chose to follow Oberon’s final orders. He gripped the axe and muttered the words he had been taught. 
 
    “Kulgoth masalka.” 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    Magmanimous 
 
      
 
      
 
    Red light ebbed over the streets of Ja’ava from canals of magma throughout the city. It offered an eerie visibility, as well as welcome warmth, as the subterranean depths felt otherwise chilly. 
 
    Saul saw pedestrians dump waste into the channels, which hissed and burned. A handy incinerator. Some of them glared at him. He doubted they saw many visitors here. 
 
    The city was well-planned on a simple concentric grid with the great palace at the center. The engineer in Saul appreciated the symmetry and efficiency of the design, but the artist in him found it cliché. 
 
    The buildings were narrow and tall, reaching through the darkness above. Saul had no idea how far up they went. The distant ceiling over the city served as a starless sky and made Ja’ava feel infinitely large. 
 
    Lili walked stiffly beside him. She was often angry, and usually depressed, but Saul had seldom seen her as sad as on the trip down to her home city. She hadn’t even commented on the armor he had made from Eunoe’s donated chitin. 
 
    “You know what?” he said as he tapped the armpiece. “I bet I could make some of this for your whole unit. Lighter than metal, and more comfortable. Tough to work but I bet Eunoe could customize the sizes for any interested parties. And you have to admit I know how to make it look awesome.” 
 
    Lili’s only response was a brief sideways glance. 
 
    “I could probably join your unit as a contractor. I’m no soldier but the army needs engineers and strategists, right?” Of course, he didn’t know exactly who the demons were fighting yet, but he supposed it didn’t matter. Who did he have in his life to worry about aside from Lili? 
 
    “Here.” Lili finally spoke, pointing to a metal gate. Two demons stood at attention on either side. They nodded at Lili, but their eyes fixed on Saul and never left him. 
 
    “This is your folks’ place?” Saul asked. “How…industrial. And fortified. Safe place to raise children.” 
 
    “Barracks,” she replied as she walked past the guards and pushed open the metal gate. “I have to report in.” 
 
    Saul nodded. As they stepped inside the dim lighting served to make the chiselled faces staring at him even more horrifying. 
 
    “Nice day, all!” he waved. 
 
    Lili smacked him in the side with the back of her hand. 
 
    A demoness at a desk stood as Lili approached. “Hakov wo’a denadrin?” Her voice crackled and smelled of brimstone. 
 
    “I am Linima Goj, daughter of Hiv Goj and Asz, daughter of Kilit. This is Saul. He’ll be, uh, staying with my parents.” 
 
    The demoness looked back and forth between Saul and Lili. “Your parents have permitted this?” 
 
    “Well, not yet. They will. Why not?” 
 
    Saul caught a hint of tremor in Lili’s voice. 
 
    The demoness at the desk frowned. “He cannot stay with your parents. Please wait.” She glanced at the guards and gave a subtle nod. They nodded in reply and stood to block the exit. Saul hadn’t even noticed them follow him inside. 
 
    Tension closed in like brick walls. Saul offered the guards a grin. “So, you like working here?” 
 
    Neither replied. 
 
    “I’m…uh, I’ve never been here before. Nice city. Surprised there aren’t more tourists. Gem of the Underground, they should call it. Sapphire of the Underworld. No, ruby. Duh. Because all the magma gives it that red glow, am I right? Not eerie at all.” 
 
    Lili’s tail wrapped around his lower left leg and her voice snapped. “Saul, shut up.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    After a few minutes the demoness returned. Her lips were stretched across her face, but her eyes were expressionless. Saul had both seen and crafted enough fake smiles to recognize this one. 
 
    “Linima, you are to report to Commander Gat. Your, uh, boyfriend? will be escorted to special housing. Outsiders may not wander until the containment order is rescinded.” 
 
    Lili exhaled and nodded. “Okay. Sure. How long do you expect that to take?” 
 
    “Report to the Commander.” 
 
    “I will, but where—” 
 
    “The Commander is waiting for you. The satyr will be escorted to his quarters.” 
 
    Lili, her face stern but legs shaking, smiled and gave Saul a tender caress with her tail as she followed the demoness’ direction through a door on the wall on the right. A heavy hand fell on Saul’s shoulder. 
 
    “Come.” 
 
    The guard’s breath was sour. Saul passed along a fake smile. “I have a feeling I’m not getting the special guest treatment, am I?” 
 
    The guard’s face didn’t break. “You’re still alive. That’s as special as it gets.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Kyla had experience being underground, and as dull and closed-in as it was, she was becoming accustomed. Yet Herleif wouldn’t let her use her light orb for fear of them being spotted, so they walked along a river of magma, keeping behind the jagged rocks that loomed precariously over the roiling flow. 
 
    “I don’t see why we couldn’t just take a boat,” Kyla groaned. “I’ve taken magma boats before. They’re not that bad.” 
 
    Herleif looked back over his shoulder. “We need to remain hidden. But you are right. We don’t have time to make the journey on foot.” 
 
    “Are you sure we couldn’t just take a portal? Could’ve snuck in.” 
 
    “We don’t have the address to Ja’ava.” 
 
    “Sophrosyne could have read someone’s mind and got it.” 
 
    Herleif stopped and whipped around. “Well, she didn’t, so stop whining. Besides, do you think the portals of Ja’ava are unguarded? You’d be run through as soon as you emerged.” 
 
    Zen, himself looking weary from the march, stopped and stretched and smiled. His hair was strung about every-which-way, and in parts clung to his sleeves. It was like he had just rolled out of bed. 
 
    She would enjoy seeing that, she thought, before reprimanding herself. Focus. Sophrosyne planted him here. 
 
    “I think we could get ourselves a boat easily enough,” Kyla suggested. “Next one passes, Herleif can freeze them and we take over. Sail down as far as it’s safe.” 
 
    Herleif peered out from an outcropping and looked up and down the river of magma. “Yes. We’ll need to keep a careful eye for checkpoints. Bound to be guarded.” 
 
    Kyla sat on the flattest stone she could find. “Can’t you just freeze any guards when we pass by?” 
 
    “Yes, but if they see us before I’m in range, they’ll raise the alarm. They may also raise the alarm if the boat we steal doesn’t arrive on time.” 
 
    Kyla ran her hand through her purse, but sadly, no food had magically appeared since her last look. “We could…um…not freeze one of the crew. You know. Make him help us.” 
 
    “Why would he help us? Cost him his life, if he were found out.” 
 
    “Well, we just need to make him more scared of us than he is of that.” 
 
    Herleif stared at her silently before speaking. “You wouldn’t kill bandits, but you want to torture some shipman?” 
 
    “No! I never said torture. We don’t have to hurt him. Just, you know, convince him to help us.” 
 
    Herleif shook his head. Kyla’s stomach churned at the familiar look of someone who didn’t take her seriously. She leaped to her feet. 
 
    “Look, hurting people isn’t the only way to get what you want, you know? I saved the world, you know, and I hardly had to hurt anybody. I mean, I hurt Linkin, a little. Dunkin, too, but actually that was the pig. I guess I left him wounded, but he was trying to kill me. I guess I did drop that metal thing on his head in the Withers’ shed. Oh, and I kicked a human’s knee out, but he was coming at me. But mostly, I haven’t hurt anyone!” She held back that she had wanted to kill Mokosh, and only didn’t because Heff beat her to it. 
 
    “You destroyed the Digan chief and usurped the throne of the ciguapa queen.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. I don’t think I hurt the chief, though, just took him apart. And a fire spirit killed the queen.” 
 
    “You benefitted from violence, whether you committed it or not. You are complicit.” 
 
    Kyla looked at Zen for help, but he just held up his hands. “I’m not judging, and I’m happy to try it your way. We’ll keep one of the crew unfrozen. The friendliest one.” 
 
    “Fools,” Handrin muttered. “Do as you will. After this mission, I’m rid of both of you.” 
 
    Kyla, feeling victorious, clambered up a rock and lay on her stomach, her eyes fixed up river. “I’ll take first watch.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Aspen extended her stride to keep up with Eunoe, who in turn was struggling to keep up with Aura who was leaving the wedding with cold determination and without, notably, the groom. Aspen kept her eyes on the floor ahead, as Eunoe wasn’t watching and they were apt to run out of floor soon. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be now. After the honeymoon. Just come on over.” Eunoe’s voice was sharp. 
 
    Aura’s voice was cold. “I do not know when I will be able to see you. Leave me be.” 
 
    Aspen might have thought Aura was angry at them. Yet when Aura was angry, she was nearly opaque, and now she was almost invisible. She not only had to marry Calam but had now been told she was to remain in Aeolis. 
 
    “When you come get your things, at least!” Eunoe pleaded. “Stop by. I’m right across the hall.” 
 
    Aura finally stopped, and as Aspen caught up she saw that they were several feet from the glass floor’s end. 
 
    A gust burst from beneath Aura’s flowing dress. “My servants shall fetch my belongings. If…when you see Kyla again, tell her I shall continue to pay for my half of the room until she can find a suitable roommate. In fact, tell her I’ll pay for the whole room until she finishes school.” 
 
    “I just want to talk to you!” Eunoe’s eyes were turning red. Aspen could feel a mix of frustration and desperate sadness. The two had not been particularly close, but Eunoe saw a future of abuse and misery in Aura’s marriage. Aspen agreed, though she didn’t know what could be done about it. 
 
    “There is no time to talk,” Aura said. “If you wish to say something, pass a message when my servants come for my things. Thank you for coming. Now goodbye.” 
 
    Eunoe stammered out a few more words but they were soon carried off in the wind as Aura evaporated into the air. She turned to Aspen. 
 
    “We need to stop this from happening.” 
 
    “Stop what? The wedding has already happened.” 
 
    “Yes, but the marriage can’t continue. We have to break it up.” 
 
    Aspen put her hands on Eunoe’s shoulders and tried to look in her downcast eyes. “We could start a war between the houses if we do that. Kyla tried to break it up and see what happened.” 
 
    “Kyla did it wrong. She tried talking to Ukko and Calam. We need to talk Aura into reason. She can just leave.” 
 
    Aspen squealed as a pair of air spirits coalesced next to her. She recognized them only as the air spirits that had been assigned to Kyla as servants on the first day. 
 
    “She cannot leave,” said the first. 
 
    “She is not free,” the second chimed in. 
 
    Then they both spoke together. “She is our Master but lacks the freedom of a servant.” 
 
    The first air spirit again spoke alone. “We must do as she says during our hours of service.” 
 
    “But her service never ends,” whispered the second. “And her Masters are ever demanding.” 
 
    The air spirits drifted upward and returned to their invisible state as they once again spoke in unison. “Her happiness in this life has finished. If you wish to keep yours, leave.” 
 
    And they were gone, with Aspen unclear if they meant for her to keep her happiness, or her life. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kyla blinked twice and rubbed her eyes. She had nearly dozed off, and looking back, Zen and Herleif already had. She crawled over to Zen, who was closer, and slapped him across the thigh. He jolted awake. 
 
    “A boat!” she hissed. She crawled over to Herleif, who was snoring softly. She raised her hand to smack him as well, but he opened one eye and glared at her. 
 
    “I heard you,” he growled. 
 
    She took her place again lying on her stomach on the stony outcropping. Zen crawled next to her, smelling a bit musky. Herleif didn’t bother to hide at all and stood with one leg forward as he surveyed the scenery. 
 
    It was a few minutes before the boat was close enough to see in detail. It was broad, and short, with a flat bed. It carried open metal bins that glinted in the red glow of the magma. She counted four crew: three demons, and one ogre, who was lying on his back and staring upward. A fat demon with broad ox-like horns, who she took for the captain, spotted them watching. He stared at them until they were within earshot, and then he bellowed. 
 
    “Keep off, bandits!” As he spoke flames wreathed his body and a tower of flame shot from his outstretched hands. “Stay back or be burned.” 
 
    Kyla twisted the ring on her finger. It had protected her from the fire elemental in the ciguapa temple but did not seem able to protect her from regular old fire. She didn’t want to risk getting scorched. But Herleif seemed calm. They were close enough, now, that he could freeze them anytime, but he was probably waiting until they were close enough to try and board the boat. 
 
    “I warn you!” the captain shouted again as the boat sailed closer. He shot another flame, aimed at Herleif this time, but it dissipated into the air several paces short of striking him. 
 
    Again, Herleif did not budge. It made him seem especially tough and brave. Kyla, deciding this was a good opportunity to look brave as well, rose and stood next to him with her arms crossed. 
 
    As they neared the outcropping the captain let loose a battle-cry and sent another stream of flame at them, only this time the flame didn’t dissipate. Instead, it froze in the air, only a few feet away. 
 
    The boat was about twenty paces away from the outcropping. The rear part was raised, and stacked with metal crates and barrels, but the center of the deck was clear except the ogre, frozen in a stupor. 
 
    “It’s too far to jump,” she noted. “How are we supposed to get over there?” 
 
    Herleif shrugged. “Didn’t think about that. My job’s freezing time. I thought you were supposed to be the smart one.” 
 
    Kyla snickered. She had nearly gotten herself killed a dozen times. Only Sophrosyne’s foresight kept her alive. “Yeah, that’s me, alright. Zen?” 
 
    Zen joined them on the outcropping, holding up the glider. Kyla had forgotten he had it and neglected to ask why he brought it. 
 
    “Sophrosyne gave me this,” he explained. “She said you’d know how to use it. Something to do about flying?” 
 
    “Yes, but…I mean, how did she…did she tell you why?” 
 
    He shrugged. “She hasn’t told me much. Just met her a few days ago. She handed it to me and said we might need it.” 
 
    Kyla rubbed her head. “She always seems to know what’s going to happen. Does she see the future?” She murmured the last part aloud, not expecting a response, but Zen seemed to have one. 
 
    “Don’t know, but she met with the High Seer before we went to Aeolis. He may have told her.” 
 
    Kyla’s eyes glued to Zen’s. “She’s friends with the High Seer?” Perhaps he was the mastermind, and not her. Did he know her identity? Was he working against the King and Queen, or with them? Did Queen Titania already know about Sophrosyne, and Kyla was worried to death over nothing? 
 
    Herleif snapped his fingers between their faces. “Get on the boat before another one comes. You can chat later.” 
 
    “Right.” Kyla held up the glider. “Help me get these loops over my arms. Now, I’m not really an expert, so if it doesn’t work out, could you freeze me in time before I hit the magma?” 
 
    Herleif spat into the magma and watched it sizzle. “We’ll see.” 
 
    “Do your best.” Kyla turned to Zen. “If he drops me, avenge my death.” 
 
    Zen smiled and nodded. “As long as I can have your stuff.” 
 
    “Sure.” Kyla turned to face the boat. Though her heart pounded she was exhilarated as she leaped from the rocky outcropping, spread the wings on her back and glided to the ship. She landed exactly where she had planned, just before the supine ogre so she could use his great belly as a stopping cushion. She pulled her arms from the glider and jumped and cheered.  
 
     “I made it!” she waved. “And I have witnesses!” 
 
    “Great!” Zen called back. “Now what?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” she muttered, looking at the glider. She doubted she could throw it back. “How far can you jump?” 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    Flames of Wrath 
 
      
 
      
 
    Saul was led - somewhat forcibly - down the street outside Lili’s barracks. A right, a left, a left. He needed to remember the way. He was brought to a larger building with a heavy metal door. Two guards sat inside, looking out through barred windows. Saul’s escorts didn’t say anything. They approached, flashed a parchment, and one of the guards nodded and the door creaked open. 
 
    He was shoved inside and pushed to the floor, where the guards wrestled him out of the armor he had made from the exoskeleton Aspen had given him. 
 
    “Hey! No! You can’t take that!” Saul tried to wriggle free as his helmet and gauntlets were pulled off, but this earned him a heavy kick in the back. They struggled unsuccessfully with his greaves and breastplate, which was humorous as Saul had designed the latches to be easily and quickly removed. 
 
    Frustrated, one of the guards swatted him across the side of the head. “Remove the rest, or I’ll start taking fingers.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Saul muttered. The demons released him, drew their swords and stood between him and the exit. There was another door behind Saul, but he could tell by the moans and screaming he didn’t want to go that way. Of course, that was very likely where he was going to end up. 
 
    He flipped the latches on his armor to emphasize how easy it was. As soon as he removed a piece, a guard grabbed it and tossed it into a pile at the side of the room. He stood before them naked, though this was not an uncomfortable state for a satyr. Still, he wished to have something between their blades and his skin. 
 
    One of the guards opened the door behind Saul. There was a soothing wave of cold, and the light was even dimmer than it was in the guards’ chamber. The wails and moaning were louder, though now he felt it sounded more like cries of hopeless desperation than torture. That was a relief, because Saul felt prepared to deal with hopelessness and despair. He had never been tortured but imagined it to be one of his weak spots. 
 
     He turned to face the two guards that stood between him and the exit. Both had swords drawn with tips pointing at him. 
 
    “Look, guys, I’m grateful for the accommodation but I already have a place to stay. Do you know the Goj family? I’m dating their daughter.” 
 
    “Not anymore.” 
 
    There was no smile, no banter. Just a cold stare. They weren’t killing him, at least, though Saul wasn’t confident they’d bother to feed him. He bit his tongue and marched through the door. He might as well get a good look at the layout, so he could plan an escape. 
 
    A single hallway lined with cells. Walls were stone and the doors were solid metal. Each had a large ring for a door-handle and a sliding plate for viewing. Next to each door, inset in the wall, was a brass mechanism, a three-by-three grid containing nine small pressure plates. A combination lock, probably. 
 
    As the guards stopped Saul in front of one of the doors, he kept the corner of his eye focused on the pressure plates. Though the guard obscured the view of the combination with his free hand, he had pronounced flexor tendons which bobbed as he entered the code. Saul watched carefully to determine which finger was moving, and which way, with each click. 
 
    Saul braced himself to be shoved inside and caught a glimpse as stray light from the guards’ chamber entered the dark cell. Inside stood an elf, gaunt and gray, his wrists and ankles clapped in manacles and strung to the wall. Saul wasn’t convinced he was alive. 
 
    Saul was pushed against another wall, nearer the door. His captors clapped him in chains. One, two, three, four, they snapped shut around each of his wrists and ankles. 
 
    In the few seconds he had to look at the manacles before the door closed and enveloped him in darkness, he saw no sign of a lock. That was discouraging, because it seemed to imply there was no intention of releasing him. Why bother to lock him up at all, if they would never let him go? Why not just remove his head and be done with it? 
 
    He was glad they didn’t go the more sensible route, of course, but it was frustrating to be imprisoned by idiots. 
 
    This made escape even more urgent. If he was going to die, he wanted it to be done at the hands of someone more competent. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Just jump!” Kyla stamped her foot on the ship’s deck. Zen was being especially stubborn. 
 
    “I can’t make it from here!” Zen was pale and looked like he might vomit. They had no time to waste, though – who knew when another boat or patrol might spot them? 
 
    “I know! Just dive out and reach as far as you can. Herleif will freeze you before you hit the magma, and hopefully I’ll be able to reach you.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re strong enough to lift me?” 
 
    “Well – no. Hey, Herleif, could you unfreeze this ogre?” 
 
    Herleif’s eyes scanning the bulging body of the ogre, frozen on his back. Laying down his belly was as high as Kyla’s chest, and he looked as though he had been caught in mid-breath. 
 
    “You sure?” the gray elf asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, we already said we’d need to interrogate one. Might as well be him. I’m pretty sure he’ll be able to grab you guys onto the boat, too.” 
 
    “You’re nuts!” Zen stepped away from the edge of the protruding rock. “That thing’ll eat you as soon as he wakes up.” 
 
    Kyla looked at the ogre’s face. “He’s already awake. Just frozen. Anyway, he’s an ogre. Can’t be that hard to trick him into helping us.” 
 
    Zen shrugged. “Maybe. But if it doesn’t work, he’ll kill you. Bit of a risk.” 
 
    “Herleif would just freeze him again. Duh.” 
 
    “Don’t count on it.” Herleif frowned as he said it, but he had to be joking. 
 
    Herleif waved his hand and the ogre finished inhaling. He sat up and offered Kyla a mean glare. 
 
    “Who you?” 
 
    “My name’s Kyla. I need your help.” 
 
    “Why me help you? Cap’n! Cap’n! Who dis?” 
 
    “The Captain is stuck. So are your other friends. Frozen like statues.” 
 
    “Why dey stuck? Did you do dat?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. But I know how to fix them.” 
 
    “Oh yes! You fix dem! Please fix dem.” 
 
    “Oh, I will! But do you see my two friends at the side of the river? I need their help. But they’re too far to get on the boat. If they jump, can you reach far enough to catch them?” 
 
    “I’m not trusting him to catch me!” shouted Zen. 
 
    The ogre clapped his hands. “I can catch dem. I can. But I fink dey can’t jump so far because elves is so weak. Did you jump here?” 
 
    “No, I flew, with this.” She held up her folded glider. 
 
    “Oh! Can I fly too?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not big enough for an ogre. But it’s big enough for an elf.” 
 
    “Oh! Maybe I can frow dat to dem and dey can fly.” 
 
    “Maybe you can! You’re so smart. I don’t think it’ll fly very well, though. It might land in the river.” 
 
    “I put in da box.” The ogre walked to the back of the boat and turned a metal bin upside down, pouring what looked to be rough ore on the deck. “Put in here. I frow da box bery far.” 
 
    Kyla hesitated. The glider was fragile, and she wasn’t confident in the ogre’s competence. He grinned at her and held the bin closer. She sighed and dropped it in. “Just be careful. Throw it hard enough to land on the ledge, but not so hard you break it.” 
 
    “I can frow.” The ogre, holding the bin with both hands, twisted his torso and launched it toward Zen, who stepped out of the way. The metal clanged against the rock far more gently than Kyla expected.  
 
    “Nice work!” Kyla gave the ogre a friendly pat on the elbow. “Good job.” 
 
    “Fank you. I do good job.” 
 
    “You sure do. Okay, Zen, did you see how I did it? Wrap your shoulders through the loops. Pull that string to spread the wings. Yup. You got it.” 
 
    Zen turned to Herleif. “You’ll still freeze me before I hit the magma, right?” 
 
    Herleif shrugged. 
 
    “Of course he will!” she called. “Don’t be such a chipmunk.” 
 
    Zen spent a minute building his courage, extending the wings and preparing to jump before backing away. Herleif paced with his arms crossed, grumbling, and eventually shoved Zen with his foot. Zen lowered his legs too soon, dropping him toward the magma. He froze mid-air with his feet only inches away. The toes of his shoes began to smoulder.  
 
    “Uh-oh. Can you reach him?” Kyla asked the ogre. 
 
    “Oh, yes. My arms is bery big.” The ogre reached out and grabbed Zen by the front of his shirt, pulling him onto the deck. He toppled, still frozen. 
 
    The ogre gasped. “Your friend is broken, too!” 
 
    “Oh, crab-apples.” Kyla snapped her fingers, trying to feign disappointment. “Now we’ll have to fix him, too. I’ll get the glider off and we’ll toss it back to my other friend, okay?” 
 
    “Okay. I hope your other friend no get stuck.” 
 
    “Me too. Ready, Herleif?” 
 
    Another bin, and another perfect toss, and Herleif was soon decked in the glider. He made his leap with more confidence than Zen had, and sailed gracefully to the boat. He touched down on the deck, needing only a few steps to stop. Kyla had to applaud. He slid the wings from his shoulders, folded the glider, and handed it back to Kyla. 
 
    “You’ve done this before?” she asked. 
 
    “No. I’ll take the rudder. You deal with the ogre.” 
 
    “Don’t forget to unfreeze Zen.” 
 
    Herleif gestured at the ogre with his head. “Can’t now, or he’ll expect me to fix the others as well.” 
 
    “He doesn’t even know you did it.” 
 
    The ogre was looking at them back and forth. He was adorable, in his way. Like a big ugly puppy. 
 
    Herleif sighed and Zen started moving. 
 
    “You fix him!” the ogre gasped. “Now you fix friends?” 
 
    “We’re working on it!” Kyla assured the ogre. “They might take some time. Demons aren’t as easy to fix as elves.” 
 
    “Yeah, not so easy,” the ogre agreed. 
 
    “But you can help us work faster by telling us when we’re coming up to military checkpoints, okay?” 
 
    The ogre nodded, but his vapid eyes told her he didn’t understand. 
 
    “If there are going to be more demons ahead, you have to tell us before we can see them, okay?” She hoped he had at least that much competence. 
 
    He nodded. “Yes. I will tell you dat.” 
 
    The boat lurched forward as Herleif took the arm of the rudder. Zen, who was just standing up, lost his balance and fell into her. 
 
    As far as collisions went, it was pretty pleasant. 
 
    *** 
 
    Queen Titania flew into the belfry and sat on the lip of the central bell. The Three Bells rang every year at the anniversary of her and Oberon’s coronation. 
 
    Forgive me, Oberon. 
 
    She regretted not being able to tell him what she was about, but he would have stopped her. 
 
    “You wished to see me, Your Majesty?” Aethelwyne flew into the room, also in her smaller size. Fairies and sprites were similar in stature, but Aethelwyne was short and only came up to the Queen’s shoulder. She sat too close and smiled too broadly. Titania couldn’t understand why Imel had always insisted she was to be heir, so she acted on faith. 
 
    Titania nodded her head toward the archway that overlooked the Elvish district of High Haven. “The shell is breaking.” 
 
    Aethelwyne followed her gaze. “I see. A failure in the spell? I will alert High Wizard Lest.” 
 
    “He died this morning. Found cold in his bed, though no one has been able to tell me the cause.” Titania already suspected the cause, of course. “That will have to wait. None of the other wizards know this magic as well as I do. It is not a failure in the magic.” 
 
    “What is it, then? An attack?” 
 
    Titania looked at her and nodded. “Likely, yes, though I have no word of an army. Someone is doing this from afar. Or, perhaps, from within the Palace.” 
 
    “Who would be powerful enough to do such a thing?” 
 
    “I was hoping you could tell me.” 
 
    Aethelwyne’s face went pale, and Titania could sense her heart pounding in her chest. She wasn’t as confident as she made herself out to be. 
 
    The fire sprite shook her head. “I’m afraid not. I have studied the magical barriers, but as you know, I am not trained in that sort of magic.” 
 
    “I see. Regardless, as a matter of security, I should like to have you examined. Will you submit to an interrogation by the High Seer?” 
 
    “Of course. There is one thing, perhaps, you should look at before we go. A young messenger gave me this and asked if I could deliver it to you.” Aethelwyne pulled the scrolled parchment from her bosom and handed it to the Queen, who unravelled it. 
 
    As soon as the parchment was open it began to blaze. It was a magical fire and gave off no heat. It was simply a threat. Yet if there was one sort of magic Aethelwyne knew, it was fire, and she could turn this harmless illusion into a deadly blaze. 
 
    The Queen scanned the letter twice. A Declaration of War. Sventali was one of the signatories. That would explain his previous visit to see Aethelwyne. But why would Aethelwyne expose her own treachery like this? 
 
    Pride, perhaps. Malice. Aethelwyne grinned, and the illusory flame blazed and ignited her hands. Though Titania had expected it, panic overtook her, and she screamed as the fire climbed her arms, and she tossed the parchment away and flew from her perch on the bell. Aethelwyne shot a blast of flame at her wings, and she spiralled to the ground as they curled and melted in the heat. She wanted to scream again, to call for her guards, but she gathered her courage. For whatever unforeseeable reason, this was the way it had to be. 
 
    Aethelwyne fluttered to the ground and stood over her. Her arms were crossed, almost proudly, as she watched Titania burn. 
 
    It pained Titania to leave her people under the rule of Aethelwyne. She would be a malicious Queen. But Imel said…Titania trusted Imel. This was the way it had to be. Wasn’t it? To save… 
 
    *** 
 
    Aethelwyne prodded Titania’s charred corpse with her foot. She had expected more of a fight, but the Queen had been true to her faith in Imel. 
 
    Too bad it had been misplaced. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was a long ride, broken by brief rapids. Kyla, having ridden the magma rivers before, felt more comfortable than Zen appeared to be. He sat in the middle of the deck holding his hair across his mouth with his right hand and spinning a lockpick in his left. 
 
    “I’ve been down here before,” Kyla assured him. “Not this river, of course. A different one. Not so bad. You just have to watch for splashes. They’ll burn you right up.” 
 
    Zen, his skin white and beading with sweat, nodded. “Yeah. These straight-ways are fine. Just not keen on falling off in the rapids.” 
 
    Kyla looked over the side. “That would be terrible. But if you fall I’m sure Herleif will freeze you in time.” 
 
    A low voice rumbled from behind. “Red goo not freeze. It very hot.” The ogre was sitting at the front of the boat next to his Captain. 
 
    Kyla smiled and nodded. “Right. My mistake. Anyway, Zen, we can talk about something to keep your mind off it.” And with Hajar gone, Kyla needed her own distraction to keep her mind at peace. 
 
    Of course, she knew she had to be careful. He was planted here by Sophrosyne. But it couldn’t hurt to get him talking. “You already know my first name’s Kyla. My family is Nim. From Aspengrove. I mean, we’re the only Nim’s in Aspengrove, but it’s where I grew up.” 
 
    “Yeah. Sophie told me a bit about you. I’m from Monarch. Family name is Purim.” 
 
    “Sophie? You mean Sophrosyne? And you’re from Monarch? My dad and brother went there during the Long Night to help after the attack.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Zen’s voice trailed, and he looked away, chewing on his hair. A disgusting, but she supposed forgivable, habit. 
 
    Judging his reaction, Kyla supposed Zen had lost someone during the assault, and didn’t want to press him on it, so decided to lighten the conversation. 
 
    “We could sing, if you like. Do you know The Ballad of Kinsel King?” 
 
    There was a groan from Herleif. 
 
    Zen shook his head. “No. Do you know Saira sono Avidiril Par? 
 
    “No. You can sing it for me, though.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Not much in the mood.” 
 
    “It’s okay. You don’t have to, if you don’t want to. It might help you relax. I have a friend named Hajar. She’s a xana. She has a magical singing voice, and if you have a righteous heart, it makes you feel peaceful and relaxed. But if you are wicked, it’s torture. You should listen to her, next time we see her.” Kyla was curious how he might react. 
 
    Even more so, she was curious how Sophrosyne might. 
 
    *** 
 
    Saul looked around his cell, which proved fruitless as it was too dark to see anything. He waited several minutes for his eyes to adjust but they did not. 
 
    “Hey,” he called in a hushed whisper. His cellmate didn’t respond. “Hey! You! How long have you been in here?” 
 
    Again, no reply. 
 
    “How often do the guards bring food?” 
 
    Still nothing. Saul was going to follow up by asking if they allowed them to use a latrine, but judging by the odor in the cell, they did not. 
 
    He twisted his wrists and ankles in their manacles. There was little give, but he supposed he might be able to squeeze his left hand out. He pulled his hand toward his head and stretched his neck to press his horn against the base of the iron-wrought clamp. A few inches too short. 
 
    Maybe some sweat would slick his skin enough to slide out. He began moving his arms and legs. The chains clanged and clattered. A raspy voice fought its way through the clamor. 
 
    “If they hear you, they’ll punish both of us.” 
 
    Saul stopped moving. “You’re alive!” 
 
    “Yes. But don’t. Save energy. Little food.” 
 
    “So? Doesn’t matter if I starve to death fast or slow. But I bet we can figure out a way out of here.” 
 
    “No. Alarm goes off, we die. Painful, burning death.” 
 
    “They’ll torture us to death?” 
 
    “No. Alarm sets off Breakers.” 
 
    “Breakers?” 
 
    “Flaming pellets. Follow you around. Can’t avoid them, once they see you. Crawl into your skin and burn you from the inside.” 
 
    Saul’s head lolled back against the stone wall. Alarms, locks, metal doors, stone walls. The demons weren’t making this easy. “Still sounds better than starving,” he decided. 
 
    Of course, even if Saul freed himself from his chains, there was still the matter of the door, and getting past the guards, and through the city, and finding Lili, and convincing her to go back to the surface, and then not getting caught, and then possibly living on the lam forever. 
 
    One step at a time: how could he get his arms out of these chains? 
 
    *** 
 
    Kyla jolted upright as something struck her in the arm. Herleif leaned over her, drawing his foot back for another kick. 
 
    “I’m up, I’m up!” She stood and stretched. Zen was still sitting in the middle of the deck, chewing on his hair, and the ogre still sitting on the bow. 
 
    Herleif pointed to a string of red lights ahead. “Went through a checkpoint while you were asleep. Froze the guards, no problems. But that dock? I think it’s the city, and they may have spotted us before I could freeze them. On the edge of my range. See those halberdiers? I think they’re waiting for us” 
 
    Kyla glared ahead in the darkness, thought couldn’t make out much detail in the dark cavern ahead. Lines of glowing magma formed an uneven grid, and she could see piers extending into the magma, but no cityscape or people were visible from this distance in the darkness. 
 
    “They’re frozen, though, right? We’ll walk by.” 
 
    “Not freeze,” the ogre mumbled. “Bery bery hot.” 
 
    “Can’t freeze the whole city. And they’ll likely have an alarm.” 
 
    A low sing-song erupted from he ogre, who wandered to the back of the boat and began rummaging through one of the metal boxes and pulling out tools. 
 
    “We fix, we fix, we fix my friends,” the ogre sang. He turned to face Kyla with two hammers, a saw, and a wrench clutched to his chest. 
 
    Kyla held up a hand. “Yeah, we don’t need those. Herleif can fix them as soon as we get away from the boat.” Kyla furrowed her brow and turned back to Herleif. “Do you have any idea where we’re going?” 
 
    The gray elf shrugged. “The stone we seek is likely in the palace, though it will be in a private vault. Likely hidden. I’m pretty sure it’s going to take some convincing to pry its location out of Lord Sventali.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, Any ideas, Zen?” 
 
    He looked up at her, his face still pale, but then stood. “What has she gotten me into?” he muttered. 
 
    “Oh, Sophrosyne? Yeah, she always gets me into these sorts of pickles. You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    As the boat crept through the bay, she could make out the line of armed guards, frozen in position so they looked like giant toys. Many had crossbows pointed into the bay of magma. 
 
    “They knew we were coming.” 
 
    “Yes.” Herleif spat in the magma as they pulled up to the pier, the spittle sizzling as it hit the molten rock. “I told you.” 
 
    Kyla popped her lips. “Yup. You did.” 
 
    Zen, wearing a frown and downcast eyes, cast a rope at a pillar protruding from the nearest stone pier. Kyla smiled and gave him a friendly pat on the arm. He looked at her but said nothing. 
 
    “Do you know where the Royal Palace is?” she asked. 
 
    “When do we fix friend?” the ogre interrupted. 
 
    “Just-just wait here, okay? They’ll be fine in an hour or so.” 
 
    The ogre stood, looked at her, and stuck his finger in his mouth. 
 
    Kyla sighed. “Take a nap or something. They should be fine when you wake up.” 
 
    “Okay I can do dat. I am good at dat but when I sleep on da boat sometimes da Cap’n yells at me but right now he’s broken so maybe if I take a nap it will fix him.” 
 
    “Yup. Maybe. Give it a try.” 
 
    “Okay I will try dat.” 
 
    Kyla watched and waited until the ogre lay on the deck and closed his eyes before turning back to Herleif. “Anyway, the palace?” 
 
    “You see those twin falls over there?” 
 
    Kyla’s eyes followed Herleif’s finger. It was obvious, now that she saw it. A pair of magma waterfalls, high above the rest of the glowing red lines, tumbled from above into what appeared to be the center of the city. Though the shape of the building was invisible in the darkness, she now noticed the silhouettes of towers and walkways against the glowing backdrop. It was going to be a bit of a walk. Through a crowded city. Of people who looked ready to kill them. 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    Prison Breakers 
 
      
 
      
 
    Marik stifled a sigh as he saw Aethelwyne sitting in his chair. 
 
    She idly flicked flames from her fingers as she spoke. “I have another assignment for you.” 
 
    Marik sighed. “Already?” 
 
    “Don’t give me that. Besides, this should be fun. Turns out some elf jumped from Aeolis and vanished right before she hit the ground. A girl, with short brown hair.” 
 
    “Kyla, probably. And?” 
 
    “Yes, Kyla. And then a pair of elves were spotted at the gate of Devil’s Bastion and POOF! Gone.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “She caused a stink at some wedding. Something about Erebus, and a black stone. Look, I don’t feel like you are giving me the proper deference.” 
 
    Marik already regretted his service to Aethelwyne. “My apologies, Your Majesty. I thought we didn’t need to worry about titles until after your coronation. Is there something specific you would like me to do?” 
 
    “Yes, now that you mention it. A good friend of mine has a similar stone. I believe Kyla is heading for it and may have some answers about these silly rocks. I’d like you to go down to Ja’ava and find her.” 
 
    Marik had never been to the demon city and had no interest in going now, but Aethelwyne’s hands burst into little balls of flame. 
 
    Marik swallowed. “How might I track her down?” 
 
    “Glad you asked! I shall send you directly to the palace. Take this letter.” Aethelwyne handed him a parchment marked with a red and black seal. “You’ll need this. Ja’ava is currently under martial command and arresting all foreigners. This is an exemption from Lord Sventali himself. And here is a map to the stone.” 
 
    “So, you want me to what? Steal it before she does?” 
 
    “No, idiot. Find her and take her to it. She won’t make it without your help.” 
 
    “Will do, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Aethelwyne shrank and flew off. 
 
    Marik rubbed his pendant in regret of his rejection of Sophrosyne. Oh, well. No matter whom he served, his true loyalty never wavered. 
 
    *** 
 
    Zen helped Kyla position the glider on her back so it wouldn’t twist up in her purse strap. 
 
    “I could carry some of that, if you like,” he offered. 
 
    “Nah. I’ve got it.” She beamed at his gentlemanly offer but wanted to show him she could manage herself. 
 
    Herleif hissed at them to hurry. 
 
    The streets were filled with demons and demonesses frozen mid-step. Most were soldiers, or wealthy-looking sorts surrounded by guards. Kyla only spotted a few children on the streets, though she peeked into a few windows as they passed and saw more inside their small, tightly-packed homes. 
 
    Zen tapped her on the shoulder. “What are those?” 
 
    Kyla looked up and to the right, following Zen’s eyes. “Those glowing things?” 
 
    She rotated her head. Whatever they were, they hovered far overhead and looked like a night sky of red-hot stars. 
 
     “I don’t know. I didn’t notice them before.” 
 
    “Don’t have time to look at the scenery,” Herleif called back. 
 
    Kyla scuttled ahead. “There are plenty of guards and soldiers by the docks. Why not just grab one of them for questioning?” 
 
    “What would they know?” Herleif snorted. “Need to question a palace guard. Sventali’s personal guard, more like: vault is probably secret.” 
 
    “So, we’re going to question Lord Sventali? Or capture one of his personal guard.” Kyla knew little of Lord Sventali, but in most stories, demon lords were powerful. What if Herleif’s time-freezing wouldn’t work on him? 
 
    Herleif shrugged. “My job was to get you here. Your job is to find the stone. And get back out, I suppose.” 
 
    Kyla cast her eyes at Zen. “And what is your job?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I dunno. Eye candy, I guess.” 
 
    She giggled. This earned a stony glare from Herleif. 
 
    “These stairs look like they head toward the palace. Come on.” The gray elf pointed up a long stairway as broad as two streets. It was filled with pedestrians, all frozen in time, most wearing armor or fancy robes that Kyla took for government vestments. 
 
    Zen was still transfixed on the glowing balls that slowly surrounded them. “I think they’re getting closer.” 
 
    “Oh? Hard to tell.” 
 
    “Yeah. Could be tricks of the light. Gonna keep an eye on them, though.” 
 
    “You do that. I guess that’s why Sophrosyne sent you with us. Keep an eye on those little floaty balls. Couldn’t do it without ya.” 
 
    Kyla had meant this in jest, but Zen’s serious expression didn’t break, and his eyes never dropped. 
 
    She stopped. “Hey! Herleif! Hold on! I know her!” 
 
    Kyla trotted toward one of the armored figures. Frozen mid-step with three other soldiers stood Lili. Kyla peered at her face. Was it really her? It seemed so unlikely to run into her way down here. 
 
    Herleif walked up behind her. “Friend of yours?” 
 
    “Friend? Well, I wouldn’t say that. I’d say she’s the girlfriend of a friend. Just didn’t expect to see anyone I know here.” 
 
    “Will she talk to us if I unfreeze her?” 
 
    Kyla shrugged. “I don’t know. I thought we didn’t need a regular soldier. She’s not even that. Just a reserve, I think.” 
 
    “She still may know something useful.” 
 
    “I guess, if you want.” 
 
    Herleif nodded. “Might as well see if she knows something, since it’s becoming more obvious that you don’t.” 
 
    Lili lurched forward, her right foot hitting the ground and her body colliding into the soldier in front of her. She fell back onto the street and looked around, rubbing her head. She balled her fists and bared her teeth as she frantically looked about at the people around her, frozen in time. As her eyes fell on Kyla, recognition slowly crossed her face, and her expression shifted from confused to pleading. 
 
    “Kyla! You need to save Saul.” 
 
    “Oh. Oh? I mean, sure. It’s just, don’t you have any questions as to why I’m here, and why everyone else is frozen?” 
 
    Lili’s eyes began welling. “They took Saul, and they’re going to kill him. All foreigners are being held but they’ll be executed after Aethelwyne’s coronation.” 
 
    “Aethelwyne’s what?” 
 
    “He’s in the prison behind the barracks on Saz Jal. Just a couple blocks that way. Get him right out of here. He can’t come back.” 
 
    “Sure, I mean, you can take us right there and—” 
 
    “They’ll kill my family if they find out I’ve helped you. Get Saul and go. Please. I don’t know what cell he’s in.” Lili looked up, her eyes catching the same glowing balls that had captured Zen’s eye. “The Breakers are closing in. Moving slowly, but they won’t stop as long as you’re in Ja’ava. You need to hurry.” 
 
    “Breakers?” 
 
    “Is this your magic holding everyone in place?” 
 
    “No. It’s Herleif’s.” Kyla stuck her thumb back at the gray elf. 
 
    Lili nodded. “Whatever you came here to do, it’s too late. Get Saul and get out.” She looked at Herleif. “Freeze me back. Never know who’s keeping an eye on me.” 
 
    She stepped back into formation and stood as still as she could until Herleif froze her back in place. 
 
    “Come on.” Kyla beckoned Herleif and Zen. “If anyone can help us find that stone, it’s Saul.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Saul let his weight drop. His wrists were raw from trying to twist out of his manacles, and the added pressure burned through his arm, so he pushed himself back up with his legs. Then his thighs burned, and he lowered himself slowly, alternating between the pain in his arms and legs 
 
    Time was difficult to measure in here, save by counting it out, and he had long tired of that. The constant pain from the manacles kept his mind busy, he supposed, but he found himself more and more unhappy with his situation. He had been somewhat excited of the opportunity to escape a high-security prison, but now it just felt like a hassle. 
 
    He tucked his thumb into his palm and winced as he pulled again. The knuckle at the base of his thumb overhung the edge of the manacle. The part keeping him captive. He would gnaw his thumbs off, if he could get them close enough to his face, but the chains were too short. 
 
    His ankles felt looser, and if he could get any leverage he could pull them out. One of the many advantages of having hooves instead of feet. They should slide right through, if he could just get one hoof over to the other to press down on the iron links…  
 
    No. Chains not long enough. 
 
    “Hello?” he whispered. “Any air spirits around?” This was an act of desperation, he realized. It was unlikely any air spirits would be so far underground. Sure enough, there was no response. Still, the sound of his voice killed the silence of the dark. It confirmed to himself that he was alive, and real, and not caught in some ethereal nightmare. 
 
    “Okay,” he muttered. “You can do anything. You left the clan, went to school, and got a girlfriend. You can do this. Okay. Arm won’t come out of the shackles. Will the shackles come out of the wall?” 
 
    He shut his mouth, realizing this was exactly the type of thought he didn’t want overheard. He tilted his head back and scratched at the wall with his horn. The walls were stone, but not solid. Rocks held together with mortar. He could trace the cracks between them, and felt granules fall to his shoulder and lower arm as he scraped his horn through the grooves. With enough time - and time was all he had - he might be able to pry the stones from the wall, and with them, his shackles. Once one hand was free, the rest would be easy. 
 
    He ground his horn into the wall more vigorously. No prison was a match for him. 
 
    At least, not in his humble opinion. 
 
    *** 
 
    “They are getting closer,” Kyla noted. She took a few steps backward. Some of the glowing balls were close enough to hit with a stick. She grabbed a metal spear from a nearby guard, and prodded one of the Breakers with the butt end, which sizzled and cracked. She placed it back into the hands of the frozen guard. 
 
    “Hurry!” Herleif shouted back. He looked angry. 
 
    Kyla trotted back. “We need to get inside.” 
 
    “That’s it. Where she said he’s imprisoned.” Zen pointed ahead to the only guarded door on the street. 
 
    Kyla had no time to entertain her doubts. She dashed in through the door, which was ajar. Inside, posed as though in the middle of shouting an order, stood a uniformed demon with long spiral horns. He was accompanied by two armored guards. The three were mid-step facing a desk at which a young demoness stood at attention. 
 
    “Keys,” Herleif barked and pointed at the young woman’s hip. A ring of keys hung from her belt. Kyla tried to grab them as she walked past, but they held, and she had to remove the demoness’ belt to retrieve the key ring. 
 
    “Hurry!” he called again as he burst through a door on the far wall. 
 
    “Coming!” she called back and tossed the belt aside. No time to put it back in place.  
 
    There was a wide corridor in the back, but so dark she couldn’t see. She supposed it was safe to use her light orb indoors and pulled it from her purse and tapped it on. The dull yellow glow revealed a row of solid metal doors on each side of the corridor. Each had a ringed handle, and a sliding panel looked like the only way to peer inside. 
 
    “Hurry and find him,” Herleif growled. 
 
     “You’re tall,” she said to Zen. “I’ll hold the light and you peek in.” 
 
    Zen slid the plate aside and Kyla held the light as close as she could. 
 
    “What does your friend look like?” he asked. 
 
    “A smarmy satyr.” 
 
    Zen backed away from the door, clicking the plate back in place. “Nope.” 
 
    They moved to the next door and checked again. Nothing. After the fourth door, Kyla glanced upward to see small red dots in the upper corners of the room. Small pellets of molten stone began dropping, and she had to keep looking up in case she needed to dodge one. 
 
    “The Breakers are coming through the ceiling! Hurry!” 
 
    Kyla and Zen rushed from peephole to peephole until Zen gave a relieved sigh. 
 
    “Finally! This one. Looks like he’s managed to pull one of his arms from the wall. He’s working on the other. Frozen, at the moment” 
 
    “Great! Herleif! Can you unfreeze him?” 
 
    Herleif nodded. There was the sound of stone scraping on metal, which stopped with a goat-like squeal. 
 
    Kyla called through the door. “Saul! It’s Kyla! We have to get you out right away, but I need to figure out the combination first.” 
 
    No response. Kyla tried again. “Saul? We need to hurry.” 
 
    “I was almost out!” Saul finally called back. “I mean, thanks for coming and everything, but I was halfway out! It was going to be the greatest prison break ever!” 
 
    “Stop being an idiot. There’s a bunch of glowing orb things after us.” 
 
    Kyla began punching keys on the pad, but as soon as she began realized she didn’t even know how many digits were going to be in the combination. 
 
    “Top-left, middle-right, top-center, bottom-center,” Saul instructed. 
 
    “You know the combination to your own cell?” 
 
    “Hurry!” Herleif shouted. His eyes were red. 
 
    She looked at him. He was staring at the Breakers, which were closing around him from above. It was going to be difficult to get Herleif out of the city before he was hit. 
 
    Kyla followed Saul’s instructions, but nothing happened. “It doesn’t work!” 
 
    There was a frantic sound of metal on stone again. “Try again! Top-left, middle-right, top-center, bottom-center.” 
 
    Kyla tried again. “It still isn’t working!” 
 
    “Do you know your left and right? Your left hand should be facing the door you came in.” 
 
    “I know my left from my right Saul! Are you sure you know the combination?” 
 
    “Try middle-left, middle-right, top-center, bottom-center.” 
 
    “What? Are you just guessing?” 
 
    “No! Just try it.” 
 
    Kyla stabbed her fingers at the designated buttons. “No! If you don’t know it just say so and we’ll try to break the door down.” 
 
    “With what? Your head?” There was a loud clank from inside the cell. “Where’s Lili? She may know where to find the code book.” 
 
    “She’s frozen back at the big staircase.” 
 
    “Frozen?” 
 
    “In time! We can talk about it later. Big problems out here.” 
 
    “Fine. I think I got it. Try middle-left, middle-right, top-center, middle center.” 
 
    Kyla shook her head and punched the keys. She heard a satisfying click and threw her hands in the air. “We did it!” 
 
    Zen shoved the door, which slowly opened with a grind. The light orb illuminated the interior of the cell to show Saul, chains capped with a piece of stone attached to each wrist, was wrestling a hoof from a manacle near the floor. The other leg was free, though badly bloodied. On another wall hung a malnourished-looking elf hanging heavily by his wrists, his flesh pale and eyes sunk. Kyla rushed to him to check for breath, but quickly realized he was frozen in time, so dead or alive, there would be none. 
 
    “No time,” Zen reminded her. Indeed, threads had formed between the Breakers and formed a net around them. They only had a couple feet of space from the ground in which to maneuver. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go!” she ordered. “There’s room if we crawl.” 
 
    She dropped to her knees. Zen and Saul did likewise. 
 
    “Zen, help him out. Herleif, we need to go.” 
 
    “They’re after me,” he said. “My magic must have tripped some kind of defense system. You go ahead. I’ll keep everyone frozen as long as I can, but I doubt you have more than a couple minutes. Get outside and find a place to hide.” 
 
    “Oh, crab-apples. I can’t leave you behind.” 
 
    Herleif shrugged, overly casual, but his eyes belied his fear. “Made it farther than I expected. Knew they might have some kind of protection.” 
 
    “Hurry, please!” 
 
    “Go. My job was to get you here. Knew I might not get out. Find Nether and take care of her. Sophrosyne will know where to find her.” 
 
    Saul coughed. “What on earth happened to you?” 
 
    Kyla turned to see Saul, who was looking at her side. “What?” 
 
    “You’ve got a massive burn!” 
 
    “Shot by lightning.” Kyla caressed the bandage. Her wound stung at her touch. “Not the time to talk about it, Saul.” 
 
    Kyla crawled forward, small glowing red orbs passing overhead toward Herleif. Her hands dragged, and her mind screamed at itself, one half wanting to turn around and help and the other telling her it was useless and that she had to keep moving. She could still save Zen and Saul, though she supposed, were they not here, she might choose to hang back to die with Herleif. 
 
    Save Saul. She had promised Lili. She crawled forward, under the legs of the guards and the uniformed officer in the first room, out the half-open door, and onto the street. A channel of magma flowed from a tunnel a half-block from the prison. She waved for Zen and Saul to follow as she crept inside. The ceiling was low, so she had to crouch. There was about six inches of lip on either side of the magma. A bit tight, but she could manage it. 
 
    “Come on!” she whispered, afraid the frozen guards might hear. “Turns the corner just ahead. Look, the ledge widens out a bit.” 
 
    It was difficult to inch along the edge with her light orb in hand, but the magma provided enough of a glow, so she turned her orb off and placed it in her bag. She scuttled along, back pressed tightly against the wall. Her toes overhung the ledge, and she could feel the heat against her bare feet. 
 
    There was a horrific scream, muffled by the thick stone. Kyla’s stomach twisted in knots as her mind flashed images of hot red balls burning through Herleif’s body. 
 
    Zen had his hair drawn over his face, but she thought she heard him crying. 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    Playing with Fire 
 
      
 
      
 
    After a brief respite, noise resumed outside the tunnel with an urgency that pushed Kyla to lead the others farther in. She couldn’t imagine anyone wandering in here, but she wanted to get out of earshot of the street. As she rounded a corner to the right, the platform on which she scuttled widened again, so that she could walk normally. Ahead was an even larger platform on which they could all rest. There were the slick sounds of a slow burble nearby. She turned to tell Saul and Zen, only to see that the two were still struggling down the previous corridor. 
 
    “Hurry up!” she hissed. 
 
    “I could move faster if you’d hold on until I could get these chains off,” Saul complained. True enough, his arms were weighed down not only by chains, but each chain was bolted to a stone from his prison wall. 
 
    “The ledge gets wider up here. I hear a … a magmafall, I guess. We can stop there.” 
 
    Kyla pressed forward, supposing she could scout ahead as her slower companions made their way. As she passed the next turn, she saw the fall of magma to her left. It wasn’t very high - only a few feet taller than herself - but had a stairway that led to another walkway. 
 
    And what was all this flaming refuse plummeting over the falls into the roiling magma at the base? 
 
    Piles of trash, igniting from the heat. Charred bones and a scorched helmet floating upside-down like a boat. And in the corner nearest her, twirling in a small eddy, what appeared to be large fairy wings, the edges burnt away, and holes seared through in spots. The one on top had identifiable markings: blue, with black spots and trimming. It floated atop another wing, which in turn rested on the magma, and was completely charred. 
 
    There was a glint to her right. She crawled over to it. It was a marble. It was black, and translucent, with waves of undulating purple clouds inside. She could feel it drawing on her mind, pulling her into an endless expanse. Only it wasn’t frightening. It felt expanding. There was magic in it, certainly. She would have to ask Hajar to look at it when she next saw her. 
 
    The boys rounded the corner. 
 
    “Thanks for waiting,” Saul groaned. Kyla couldn’t tell if it was sarcasm because she hadn’t gone back to help, or sincere that she had stopped here on the platform. 
 
     Kyla tucked the marble into a side-pocket of the purse. “Should be safe enough to rest here a bit. We can get those chains off your arms. Zen, you keep an eye around the corner for guards.” 
 
    Zen pulled out his lockpicks. “Maybe I should help get him out.” 
 
    Saul grimaced as he sat on the floor. “No locks. These babies are permanent. But I can get them off.” 
 
    Zen shrugged. “Sure. Let me know if you need any help.” 
 
    Kyla watched with interest as Saul twisted and contorted his limbs. She asked him more than once if he needed help, but he would just look at her, red-faced, cheeks puffed out and teeth grinding, and insist that he was fine. 
 
    It became painful to watch, so Kyla turned her attention to the magma. Occasionally a pile of trash would wash over it, and she would try to spot anything interesting in the burning refuse. 
 
    Zen peered around the corner. “Guards.” His voice was a harsh whisper. 
 
    Kyla nodded. Well, if there was refuse pouring over the falls, there had to be some place ahead where people were dumping their garbage. Perhaps a way out. Kyla stood and waved for Saul and Zen to follow. 
 
    Saul, somehow freed and caressing his skinless wrists, grinned and followed with Zen right behind. They followed the ledge to the narrow stairs. Bits of burnt food waste littered the walkway. The stairs led to another wide walkway, which extended farther than Kyla could see; however, about thirty paces ahead, she could see three holes over the magma. A few pieces of debris fell through one of them. 
 
    “Garbage chutes,” she pointed. “We need to find a way up.” 
 
    Saul, as usual, was quick with a stupid idea. “Zen and I will boost you inside. You’re a good climber, right? You get to the top and lower a rope.” 
 
    “What? I have no idea how high it goes. And what if I fall? Also, I don’t have a rope.” 
 
    Saul looked at the magma. “Don’t fall. And find one. Bed sheets will do.” 
 
    “Better do something quick,” Zen warned. “Rather risk the chute than the guards. I’ll go if you don’t want to.” 
 
    Kyla, though nervous, found this another opportunity to show off her courage. “No, I’ll do it.” 
 
    Zen nodded and clasped his fingers together. “Just step in my hands.” 
 
    Saul knelt on one knee next to the channel of magma and grabbed Kyla by the hand. “Put one foot here,” he pointed at the bend in his leg. 
 
    Zen nodded and stood next to Saul, clasping his hands together and holding them about a foot away from Saul’s knee, providing a second step. Kyla got ready to launch herself up into the nearest hole but felt the glider on her back and supposed it was going to be terribly awkward to climb. She pulled it off, repositioned her purse, and prepared to make the leap. 
 
    “Your purse?” Zen asked. “I can take it.” 
 
    “I might need the light,” she said, though her greater worry was leaving him with Calam’s stone. She couldn’t trust Zen entirely, after all. 
 
    With a heave Zen lifted her into the hole. The chute was carved straight through the rock, and so didn’t have much for hand-holds, but it sloped a bit at the bottom and was narrow enough that Kyla could press her arms, legs, and back against the sides for support. It was sticky as well. The smell reminded her of an old musty cellar. 
 
    “You got it?” Zen called. She could no longer see him or Saul - only the glow of magma beneath her. 
 
    “Yeah,” she grunted. She had to hurry, she knew, because it wouldn’t take the guards long to catch up to Zen and Saul. 
 
    The chute went straight up but was narrow enough that Kyla could place a hand and foot on each side and climb with relative ease. The darkness was a problem, so she tapped on her light orb and set it in the air over her head. It stayed in place when she released it. She gripped the purse-strap in her mouth as she climbed, and as she ascended to the light, grabbed the orb again and placed it over her head. 
 
    There was laughter far above, and a grating sound. Kyla closed her eyes and mouth and looked down. Cold, slimy something smacked her on the head and shoulders. She shook it off as best she could. She could now see branches sloping from the main chute. She climbed for the nearest. It was a short tunnel leading to a metal hatch. She lunged for it, her hand hitting metal, but the slope was slick, and she began to slide back. 
 
    She couldn’t keep herself from squealing. Her mind envisioned herself tumbling into the magma below, when the metal door opened, and a hand shot down and grabbed her wrist. A soft, smooth hand. An elf’s hand. She spread her legs against the sides and pushed again. This time a second hand grabbed the back of her dress and pulled her through the hole. 
 
    She lay on her back and spat the purse strap out of her mouth. A familiar face looked down. 
 
    “Marik?” She coughed. 
 
    He extended a hand, and when she took it, he pulled her to her feet. 
 
    “Well,” he said, laughing. “Don’t you turn up in the most interesting places?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded. “You, too.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Saul doubted Kyla would find a rope in time, but kept his eyes fixed on the hole through which Kyla had disappeared. 
 
    Zen pulled on his arm. “We have to get out of here.” 
 
    Two voices approached, speaking in a language Saul recognized as Lili’s native tongue. Their armor clanked against the stone floor. 
 
    “Kyla!” he hissed up the pipe. “Kyla! The rope!” 
 
    There was no time. He turned to Zen and nodded. “Let’s go. We’ll find another way out.” 
 
    Saul’s heart pounded as they rushed beyond the garbage chutes. He was worried about Kyla, of course, but Lili even more so. Her commander knew of her connection to Saul: would she be a suspect in his escape? If he turned himself in, they wouldn’t have any reason to go after her. That would leave Zen by himself, but the elf would probably fare better alone. Saul stopped. 
 
    “I’m staying.” 
 
    Zen turned, his face contorted. “What?” 
 
    “Lili’s going to get in trouble if I escape.” 
 
    “You’d rather be tortured to death?” 
 
    “Better me than her.” 
 
    “We met her on the street. She told us where to find you, and to get you out of here. What if they can read minds? Torture us for information? If we get caught, so does she. Best thing is to get out of here. We can make a plan to track her down once we’re safe. 
 
    Saul pursed his lips. Even if Saul could withstand torture, he couldn’t stop a mind reader. Finding Lili in this hostile city would be difficult, but what else was he to do? 
 
    “Fine,” he agreed. “Hurry.” 
 
    They rushed forward, and though the ledge was wide here, there were no branching corridors, and nowhere to hide. The guards would catch up to them sooner or later. And then it ended. The corridor expanded to reveal a high fall of magma, so high Saul couldn’t see the top. It splashed into a large pool, the source of the magma channels. Molten rock splattered onto the sides of the cavern. 
 
    “Behind the falls,” Zen pointed. “Nowhere else to go.” 
 
    Saul scanned the room for a way to climb, but there was a steep overhang above, and the rocks were sweating. So was Saul. A small fleck of magma splattered onto his left arm. He sucked air in through his teeth, ready to panic before realizing the molten speck wasn’t as hot as he’d expected, and more solid. It cooled quickly, once exposed to the air. 
 
    “Here,” Zen waved. The elf was standing with his back to the rock face, inching his way behind the cascading flow of molten rock. If they were found, there was nowhere to escape but into the soup. It would be a quick death, at least. 
 
    Saul decided to try the ledge with his face against the rock, as he preferred not to watch the glowing cascade that threatened to melt his skin off. His sure-footed hooves were better suited for the ledge than Zen’s awkward feet, and soon Saul was pressing up against the elf, trying to hurry him without nudging him off the rock face. 
 
    They were now perched halfway up the face of a cliff, hidden behind a tower of flowing magma, at the end of a one-way tunnel and pursued by guards who would, most likely, torture them to death on capture. 
 
    He somewhat regretted his escape from the prison, as starvation seemed so much more straightforward. 
 
    “Alright, brain,” he muttered. “Let’s see how you get me out of this one.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Aethelwyne tried to look as stoic as possible as High Seer Imel hobbled into the room, though of course she knew he knew what she had done. 
 
    “You sent for me?” he rasped. He looked like he had just rolled out of bed and thrown a sheet over his head for clothing. 
 
    “The Queen has vanished. We suspect foul play.” 
 
    “And I assume you have notified the King?” 
 
    “Don’t be a fool. Would I be here talking to you if I could find him?” 
 
    He was playing the dullard, but it was making Aethelwyne question how much he really knew. 
 
    Aethelwyne gestured at a chair and picked at her fingernails as he ambled over to it and sat with a hacking exhalation. 
 
    Once he was settled, he cleared his throat. “I suppose you want to know if I have any ideas what may have happened to them.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    Imel rocked back and forth in his chair. “You know I only see shadows of the paths into the future.” 
 
    “A shadow is a pretty good indication of what casts it, yes? But I don’t need you for this investigation. There are others better suited. I simply want to know if you’ve reconsidered your loyalty. It was your vision of me, after all.” 
 
    “I don’t recall a vision of you, Lady.” 
 
    Aethelwyne stood straight. “Don’t play with me. You know the one I mean.” 
 
    Imel’s knuckles whitened as he tightened his grip on the knob at the end of his walking-stick. 
 
    “I see a young woman wreathed in flame,” he said, “sitting on the throne, and establishing a new and stronger World of Order.” 
 
    Aethelwyne ignited a halo of flame around her person. “Clearly me, you old coot. That’s why I was selected as heir.” 
 
    Imel offered a chuckle buried in a disgusting gurgle of phlegm. “Is that why we chose you?” 
 
    “Why else? Anyway, it doesn’t matter because I’m next in line, and you answer to me until you retire. And there has been no word of a formal resignation. Believe me, I’ve checked.” 
 
    “What do you want?” he snapped. Imel’s voice bordered on insubordination. 
 
    She walked to the chair next to him, turned it to face him, and sat with her legs crossed. 
 
    She leaned forward, flames licking from her hair toward the High Seer, who pushed his chair back. 
 
    Aethelwyne scooted forward. “I have it on good authority that you aren’t telling me everything.” 
 
    “I am old. Perhaps I have forgotten to mention a thing or two. You will have to forgive me that, Lady.” 
 
    “Where is King Oberon?” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    Flames burst out from her body. “Of course I don’t know. Why would I know? Just tell me, is he dead or alive?” 
 
    Imel clicked his tongue. “Oh, let’s see. Now, when did I see him last? Oh, you know, perhaps some tea would jog my memory.” 
 
    Aethelwyne pressed her nails into her clenched palms to prevent herself from blasting him with flame. “Just tell me.” 
 
    “Very well,” Imel nodded. “You might as well know. The King has perished, and your time to claim the throne has arrived. You might as well get it over with.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Killing me.” 
 
    Aethelwyne had to confess some surprise. “You just said you support me for the Throne. Why would I kill you?” 
 
    “Support you?” Imel spat. “You are a vile, wicked, treacherous woman who murdered your own Queen. You will rule in blood and terror. You think I want you as Queen of Order?” 
 
    “What? I will save billions of lives! You’ve admitted it. You’ve placed me here. What kind of game is this?” 
 
    “I’ve searched for years to find another way, but only putting you on the throne ends in our survival. It does not mean it is you who will save the World of Order, nor will I support the horrific acts you are bound to enact as Queen. I would fight you to my grave, should you let me live, and had I the strength.” 
 
    “Traitor!” Aethelwyne shrieked and ignited both her hands. “How dare you. I am your Queen! A young woman wreathed in flame!” 
 
    An inferno burned about her body, and Imel shielded his face from the heat with his arm. 
 
    “I suppose you are asking for a quick death?” she screamed. “Instead of the slow descent into madness your mind is taking you?” 
 
    Was he suicidal? He didn’t look frightened, and no longer moved back from her flames. 
 
    “Answer me! What happened to the King? Why would you betray you Kingdom? Why support me for the throne and then insult me?” 
 
    He wiped his brow with his robe but didn’t respond. 
 
    “Well, if you hoped for a quick death you stoked the wrong fire. Let’s start with the feet and see how long we can make this last.” 
 
    Imel remained stoic as long as he could, but when he finally broke down and screamed, Aethelwyne couldn’t stop smiling. 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
    Chance Encounters 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyla crossed her arms over her bosom. “Why do you keep looking at my chest?” 
 
    Marik blushed. “I’m looking at your necklace. Where did you get it?” 
 
    Kyla pinched the black stone pendant between her thumb and forefinger and held it up. “Part of my outfit for Aura’s wedding.” 
 
    Marik reached for it, but she pulled it away. 
 
    “I just want to see it,” he insisted. “Take it off.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Marik smiled, though it seemed forced. He was usually smoother, and softer in demeanor. Aspen had never trusted him, she recalled. 
 
    Marik reached into his own shirt and pulled out a pendant of his own. A small black stone hung on the end of a thin chain. Unlike Kyla’s, his was rough and unpolished. 
 
    “Oh. Same stone. Neat.” 
 
    “You getting Sophrosyne off your back, too?” 
 
    “Oh! Right. Your stone – it blocks her mind-reading, too? We must be driving her nuts.” 
 
    Marik leaned forward. “Yes. I suppose we are. Only yours seems to have left a burn around your neck.” 
 
    “Oh?” Kyla felt along her neck. It hurt a little when she touched it. “Probably from when I was hit by lightning.” 
 
    She pointed at her side, and Marik’s eyes went wide as he noticed the gaping hole and raw burn. 
 
    “Well, haven’t you been through something else.” 
 
    His eyes wandered back to her necklace, and Kyla stepped back. “Do you have a rope? I need to lower one down for Saul and Zen.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “You know Saul. The satyr. Zen’s an elf who just started working for Sophrosyne.” 
 
    Marik’s lip twitched. “Replaced me already, has she? And no, I don’t have a rope. But come with me. I may be able to help more than you know.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “I’m slipping,” Saul muttered. At first, he worried he may have spoken too loudly, but he could barely hear himself over the torrent of magma falling behind him. A stray drop sizzled as it landed between his hooves, and he gritted his teeth, hoping none would meet his skin. 
 
    Zen leaned over to whisper his reply. He, at least, seemed comfortable with his grip, though his eyes looked nervous as he stood to face the falling magma. “Sh! They’re coming. Doubt they’ll stay long. Hold on.” 
 
    Saul held his breath and focused on his fingers. His left hand began to slide, and for a half-second he let go. His nails tore against the stone as he scratched at the cliff face to regain his grip. His left leg slipped from its perch and swung toward the falls, and before he could pull it back, a glob of magma oozed over his hoof. He tried to shake it free, but as he did his middle fingernail cracked and he let go. 
 
    He closed his eyes as he began to fall. He imagined himself diving into the clear falls in the spring back home. A beautiful glen, the scent of flowers, the songs of birds. He’d never have left, were it not for louts with whom he’d had to share it so many years. Now he wanted to die in the memory of home. 
 
    Something yanked him by the horn and hurled him to the ground. 
 
    “There’s another one back there!” shouted a familiar voice. “I’ve got this one.” 
 
    Saul opened his eyes. His heart was thumping painfully, mostly from fear. Red hands patted a cloth over his right hoof. As it lifted he could see that his leg now ended in a blackened stump. On seeing it the pain struck, and he grabbed his thigh in both hands and grunted. 
 
    “Are you okay?” whispered his assailant. He looked at her, but she turned away too quickly for him see her face. Still, he knew Lili’s voice. 
 
    He refrained from saying her name, lest he betray that he knew her to the other guard. The other was a tall demon, now reaching for Zen, who was inching away, farther behind the falls. 
 
    “Keep me steady,” the demon commanded. Lili nodded and grabbed him by the belt as he worked his way along the ledge toward Zen. 
 
    Zen looked down, and for a moment Saul thought he was going to jump. 
 
    “Don’t jump!” Saul screamed. “Don’t do it. Trust me. Not worth it.” 
 
    The demon turned his head to face Saul. He pulled his hand away from Lili and found a grip on the rock face. “Keep the satyr quiet. I’ve got the elf.” 
 
    Lili nodded. Her head turned back to Saul, expressionless. She reached out, took a deep breath, and with a swift swing of her arm she grabbed the demon by a horn and threw him back into the magma. Saul sat up, momentarily forgetting the pain in his leg. The demon screamed as he fell but was suddenly silenced. Lili, panting heavily, extended a hand toward Zen. He hesitated to take it, his eyes wandering back to the magma falls, and down to where the other demon had fallen. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Saul called out through pained breaths. “She won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Lili ordered. “You’re distracting me. You, elf, grab my hand. Nowhere else to go but down.” 
 
    Zen inched his way toward Lili, and as soon as he was in reach he lurched forward into her waiting arms. 
 
    Lili settled the gasping Zen onto the ground and knelt next to Saul and caressed his face. “Lucky I found you.” 
 
    “Yes. Oh, you had me terrified. Kyla was with us. She went up the garbage chute to the palace.” 
 
    Lili shook her head. “I told the idiot to get out of town. Where’s the other elf? The gray one? I guess the Breakers must have got him.” 
 
    “Glowing red orbs? Yeah. Is anyone else coming?” 
 
    “They will if I don’t report back soon. I’ll have to tell them Gava fell in, and hope they buy it. They’re already suspicious since I came with you, and now you’ve escaped. I promised my Captain I’d bring you back.” 
 
    “What’ll happen to you?” 
 
    Lili’s eyes were filling with water. “I hope for the best. If they decide I’ve helped you, I’ll be killed.” 
 
    Saul forced himself to sit up and put his arms around Lili’s neck. “Come with us. Help us find our way out of here. Get what’s-his-name here—” 
 
    “Zen.” 
 
    “Get Zen here back home. And me. Let’s not forget that a world without me is gonna suck for everyone else.” 
 
    Lili kissed him on the forehead. “It is. But I have to stay. If I stay, I may be punished, but if I desert, they punish my family.” 
 
    “Right.” Saul sat quietly as Lili cradled him, allowing a minute to enjoy her warmth before he gently pushed her away. 
 
    “You’d better go. Lucky you were the one to find us, huh?” 
 
    Lili intertwined her fingers with his. “Not luck. I knew you’d escape, so I was already nearby. I just followed the smell of goat.” 
 
    Zen crept forward on his knees. “We need to get up the garbage chute. Is the way clear?” 
 
    Lili gave Saul a peck on the cheek. “Doubt you’ll get out of the palace. Wards and alarms everywhere. I’ll keep an ear open for Kyla, but to be honest, if she’s in the palace she’ll be caught. And I doubt they’ll bother to lock her up.” 
 
    Saul struggled onto his good leg, supporting himself on Lili’s shoulder. “We can’t abandon her.” 
 
    “Can and must. I’m endangering my family as it is. I know a quick way out of the city. I’ve gotta report back, but if you have something to write with, I’ll draw you a map. Will you be able to walk?” 
 
    Saul lowered some pressure on his bad leg. A jolt of pain shot up into his lower back, and he wobbled and clenched his teeth. Lili kept him from falling. 
 
    “Nah. I’m done. No way I’m getting out of here. Give the map to Zen.” 
 
    Lili bit her lip. “I’ll escort you to the tunnel entrance.” 
 
    “Don’t risk it. Get Zen out of here. Maybe I can find a way to rescue Kyla.” 
 
    “I’ll work on finding Kyla. I promise. You’re going.” 
 
    “I’m not—” 
 
    Lili leaned in and kissed him. She had kissed him before, but he had never tasted such a mix of passion, and desperation, and longing, and sadness. 
 
    She did not expect to see him again. 
 
    She grabbed him under the armpit and draped his arm over her shoulder for support. 
 
    “I have no reason to go back,” he sobbed. He had never cried before. He had never understood pain like this before. “Please leave me here.” 
 
    Lili squeezed him. “Would you leave me to die?’ 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “Then how dare you ask me to do it to you?” 
 
    *** 
 
    There were lit torches along each side of the corridor, held aloft by skeletal arms adorned in brass armor and golden rings on each middle finger. A brass sconce circled each shoulder where it socketed into the wall, and creepy as it was, Kyla thought the design rather clever. 
 
    “Hurry,” Marik warned. She trotted to catch up with him. “You don’t want to get caught here without me.” 
 
    “I already know that. Why do you think I was crawling up a garbage chute? What are you doing here, anyway?” 
 
    “Official business.” Marik pulled a scrolled-up parchment from his coat. Kyla recognized the royal seal. 
 
    “Oh! You work for the Queen, now?” Kyla wanted to tell him that she wished to see the Queen to tell her about Sophrosyne. After all, Marik could back her up. But something was…well, she couldn’t put her finger on it. He was off. 
 
    “I do,” he replied, “and she’s come up with a plan to settle all this unrest in the world. Part of my job was to retrieve something for her. Imagine my surprise to learn it was here in Ja’ava.” 
 
    “She’s collecting the stones as well? Did you tell her about Sophrosyne?” 
 
    Marik chuckled, but there was no joy in it. “She isn’t ready to hear it. I’d keep quiet about our affiliations, if I were you.” 
 
    “If she’s working with Sventali, why have the demons gotten so uppity with the rest of us? You know they’re arresting foreigners, right? Why’s the Queen letting that happen?” 
 
    Marik shrugged. “No idea.” 
 
    “Oh. We still need to go back and get Saul and Zen.” 
 
    “I doubt they’re still there. If they didn’t run, then they’re captured. Or dead.” 
 
    Kyla knew he was probably right, though she was confident that between the two of them, Saul and Zen were smart enough to escape. 
 
    “Are we going to get the stone?” She wasn’t sure where else he might be leading her. 
 
    “Yes. I figured that’s why you came here. Lucky you ran into me. You’d never find it on your own.” 
 
    Kyla didn’t believe in luck anymore. There was always a Sophrosyne or Queen Titania or Marik behind the scenes. She wondered why Marik bothered with the stone if he was no longer working for Sophrosyne, though if he worked for Titania now, it made sense she would want to collect them for the same reason: to keep them out of the wrong hands. But why turn to Marik, of all people? 
 
    Sophrosyne, the daughter of Chaos, had been enemy to the World of Order for millions of years. It was strange, and unsettling, that she was the only person Kyla now felt she could trust. 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
    Dealing with Devils 
 
      
 
      
 
    The air grew dimmer and colder as they descended a series of sloping corridors. Marik kept consulting a roughly-drawn map, and several times had to retrace his steps. He also muttered as they walked, and so Kyla felt uncomfortable trying to speak to him, though she had many questions regarding why he was here and where they were going. 
 
    Occasionally they would pass trios of guards wearing black armor adorned with red ribbons and sashes. Their heralds were marked with a black flame on a field of red. They held long spears, also black, and had rough notches carved into the heads. Rivulets ran from the tip of each spear to the butt, and each flowed with crimson fluid that disappeared before it hit the floor. 
 
    Each time a set of guards were encountered, one would lower his spear and brace himself, and Marik would hold up a document with glowing orange letters and a large red seal, and they would grumble, and let them pass. What had Marik done to obtain such power here? He was only Anh-Bul’s secretary. 
 
    Then again, Kyla had only been a messenger, and now she was Chief of the Digans in Alfheim and Queen of the Ciguapa near Laenith. So, it looked like promotions all around. 
 
    Eventually the torches disappeared, and the tunnels turned dark, so Kyla pulled her light orb back out of her purse and tapped it on. 
 
    “Thank you.” Marik frowned. “Our destination is farther than I expected. There should be a door ahead.” 
 
    There was, though it was a few more minutes to reach it. It was so indistinct as to be distinct: a small, flat, metal door with no adornment. It was guarded by two soldiers. Kyla supposed these poor demons must have been standing here in the dark by themselves, quite a distance from their comrades. 
 
    Marik once again held up his parchment, but as he did the two guards crossed their spears to block his way. 
 
    “None may enter save the High Lord Sventali.” 
 
    Marik thrust his notice into the face of the guard on his right. “I have permission to travel as I please! Sealed by Lord Sventali himself.” 
 
    “The Seal of the High Lord does not permit entry into the Lower Chamber. Only Lord Sventali himself may pass.” 
 
    Marik thrust the parchment at the other guard, who didn’t even change expression. He did move his spear toward Marik’s face, and the blood-like rivulets reached out. 
 
    Marik stepped back and sputtered. “I was told I could go anywhere in the Palace save the Throne Room and Sventali’s private quarter! It says right here!” 
 
    “Lord Sventali does not include the Lower Chamber in the command, as the Lower Chamber does not exist.” 
 
    “If it doesn’t exist, surely it can’t hurt anyone if we go in.” The words flew out of Kyla’s mouth before she realized she didn’t want to get involved. 
 
    Both guards’ eyes dropped to meet hers. The one on the left spoke. 
 
    “There is no door here for you to enter. It is a dead end.” 
 
    Marik pulled the small sack from his shoulder. “Perhaps this might convince you.” Kyla gasped and stepped away as he drew out his hand. Limp snakes drooped between his fingers as he held aloft what looked to be a head. The two guards grunted as their bodies stiffened, and were silenced as they froze in place, gray and hard as stone. 
 
    “Is that Director Anh-Bul?” Kyla squeaked. 
 
    “Yes. The Queen decided to have him replaced as Director.” 
 
    Queen Titania may have fired Anh-Bul. He wasn’t especially good at his job. But she certainly wouldn’t have had him killed. Would she? 
 
    Marik shoved the writhing head back into his bag and pressed his hand against the now-unguarded door. It opened at his touch. Kyla held back until he turned his head and looked at her with bloodshot eyes, a flick of his head signalling her forward. He was going mad. She took a breath and followed. 
 
    *** 
 
    Saul lay with his back against the wall of a large black building. Scaled spires reached into the darkness above. He could hear faint voices, but the echoes of the subterranean city made it difficult to pinpoint the source. Lili, though she seemed to know where she was going, was understandably concerned about running into a patrol, and was getting frustrated in the endless series of short-cuts and dead ends to avoid them. 
 
     “By the fires of Loz Mar,” she muttered as she returned from peering around the corner. “Six of them with a Lieutenant. They’ll split into two patrols of three. Wait here until I signal.” 
 
    She returned to the corner of the building and peered around, her right hand held back with palm out and fingers outstretched to warn them to stay back. 
 
    A twinge of pain ran up Saul’s leg. A bundle of nerves a few inches from the injury, perhaps just now realizing something bad had happened, throbbed and pulsed. He clenched his teeth to hold in a scream. Zen threw a hand over Saul’s mouth. Lili turned, her face sweating. 
 
    “They’re coming!” she hissed and grabbed Zen and Saul each by a wrist and pushed them toward a doorway that was recessed into the front of the building. 
 
    Saul stumbled as the pain seared up his leg and into his back and had to bite down on his lower lip to prevent any sound from escaping. Lili flattened him against the wall inside the recess, her back to the road. He could feel her quick breaths on his shoulder, and the trembling of her body. She closed her eyes and inhaled slowly. 
 
    The clamor of metal armor and hooves on the stone ground drew closer. Lili took another breath and swung the door open, giving Saul a quick kiss on the lips before throwing him into the dark. She grabbed Zen by the arm and shoved him inside as well, shutting the door as he collapsed into the dark corridor. 
 
    Saul mentally berated himself for having no plan as he listened to Lili respond to the shouts of the guards in a language he didn’t understand. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kyla tried to fall back and follow from a distance, but Marik kept stopping and frowning at her until she caught up. Twice he reached for the sack in which he carried Anh-Bul’s head. Was he threatening her? Or worried about running into more guards? Had he murdered Anh-Bul, or only taken his head after he was already dead? 
 
    A rush of heat blasted from an archway ahead, followed by a fiery light. Marik put a hand on the bandaged wound on her side and tried to shove her forward, but she dug in her heels and stood firm. 
 
    “Come on,” he growled. “This is where I need you.”  
 
    She approached the archway, and a flame shot forward. She held up her hand, her iron ring extended as far as she could reach, and the flames stopped, and swirled, and formed into the flickering shape of a great elemental. 
 
    “For what purpose do you seek the Stele of Bachtris, great wizard?” 
 
    Marik stepped forward. “I need—” 
 
    “Silence before your Master!” The elemental blazed. 
 
    “She is no Master of mine!” Marik shouted back. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s more a kidnapper than a servant,” Kyla scowled. 
 
    A fiery appendage extended from the elemental, who looked at Kyla. “You have been captured? Shall I slay him?” 
 
    It was a tempting thought, but she didn’t feel quite right doing so. He had clearly become villainous – or perhaps always was – but she was not eager to deal death. The loss of her father, she supposed, had given her a more poignant understanding of the value of a life. 
 
    She shook her head. “No. Not unless he hurts me first.” At least she could keep herself protected. 
 
    She was tremendously curious as to why the fire elementals were so disposed to serve the bearer of this ring, but as with Anhanguera in the ciguapa temple, she thought better of challenging the decision. 
 
    “Guard the way,” she instructed him. “If anyone tries to follow us inside, stop them. I trust the stone is further in?” 
 
    “It is in the chamber yonder. You must know that although I cannot harm you, great wizard, I serve the Lord of the palace and will not protect you from him.” 
 
    Kyla nodded. “Fair enough.” She couldn’t have hoped for a better deal, so was happy to take it. 
 
    She looked back at Marik. “Come on. Hurry up.” 
 
    She saw Marik’s hand reaching for the bag, but all she needed to do was glance from him to the looming fire elemental and his hand snapped back into place at his side. 
 
    The corridor led to an archway into a round room with walls that curved up into a dome. In the center was a pit, and over the pit a fragment of black stone. It was almost the same as the inner sanctum of the ciguapa temple. 
 
    Unlike the ciguapa temple, the stone in this chamber hovered over a plinth. The plinth was on a large slab of stone. A narrow walkway joined the slab to the floor at the edge of the pit, though the walkway didn’t look near strong enough to support the slab. Yet it did. 
 
    Kyla, with an eye on Marik, inched forward. As she approached the plinth, a circle of unfamiliar symbols carved into the stone glowed with violet light as low rumbling noise vibrated through the ground. 
 
    “A trap!” Marik put his hand into the bag containing Anh-Bul’s head, though he was looking around and not at Kyla. 
 
    Trap or no, Kyla felt her best choice was to grab the stone and try to escape back down into the garbage chutes and find Saul and Zen. She ran forward but was thrown back by a loud zap and the appearance of two figures in front of her. One she recognized as Aethelwyne. The other was a large demon with horns as long as his arm that curled away from his head. He wore a silver crown decked with rubies and flowing black and red robes that licked with flame. In his right hand he held a metal scepter with a pulsating red crystal that hovered above the tip. 
 
    “The Queen!” Kyla shouted. “Take me to the Queen. I know this looks bad, but these stones are exactly what Erebus was looking for. They are part of a spell that was used to defeat Chaos, but some people were using them to try to wake him up again. If you ask her—” 
 
    “You are looking at the Queen,” Aethelwyne replied. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Marik stepped beside Kyla and kneeled. 
 
    She scuttled backward on all fours. “What? What happened to Queen Titania?” 
 
    “Titania is dead, and Oberon believed dead. I am to be crowned tomorrow as the new Empress of Order.” 
 
    Lord Sventali snorted. Kyla noted his surprise at Aethelwyne’s comment. 
 
    “I know about these stones,” Aethelwyne continued. “I was kept in the loop regarding the one you turned in to Elial Ciana. Terrible shame you aren’t kneeling, by the way.” 
 
    “Oh? Sorry. It’s just, Titania never made me kneel.” 
 
    “She never asked for, nor received, the respect due a monarch, which is partly what led to the current state of dissent and disorder in the world. I am straightening it out.” 
 
    There was an air of haughtiness to Aethelwyne’s voice. Kyla debated, for a moment, defying Aethelwyne’s request, but at a fiery glare from the demon, she lowered herself to one knee, and looked down. The fire elemental down the corridor was not coming to Kyla’s rescue, so she knew this must be Lord Sventali himself. 
 
    “Wait a minute!” Kyla leaped to her feet. “I’m Queen of the Ciguapa. And Chief of the Digans. I shouldn’t be bowing to you.” 
 
    Aethelwyne sneered. “Queen of a mythical jungle band? And a Chief hardly measures up to a Queen. Besides, I’m to be an Empress, to whom all the Nations of the World of Order will bow. Lord Sventali, this woman has broken into your palace. How do you feel she should be punished?” 
 
    Lord Sventali sneered. “The Alliance of Embers has not agreed to an Empress. You shall answer to us who set you on the throne.” 
 
    “Later, dear. Trust me. You will support my plan when I divulge it in full.” 
 
    “We shall see. But do not think to overstep your authority.” 
 
    Aethelwyne waved a dismissive hand. “Not in front of the prisoner. She has broken into your palace. What sentence do you suggest?” 
 
    The demon growled. “If left to me, her skin shall be peeled back from her body, and fire ants placed inside, and the skin sewn up again. Should the ants die before she does, then the process repeated, with new cuts made each time. Once she has expired, her body will be delivered, in several parts, to her remaining family. 
 
    Kyla’s thoughts went to her mother, and the horror at seeing her own daughter sliced into pieces and crawling with ants. Her knees shook, and she thought to plead for mercy, but Aethelwyne’s laugh interrupted. 
 
    “I see why you are so able to keep order down here! I may need some information from her, so I shall take her for now. She shall be delivered to you once I am finished.” 
 
    The demon, Lord Sventali, offered a bow of his head. “As you wish. What of the male?” 
 
    “Oh, he may still prove useful. You may stand, Marik.” 
 
    Marik rose, and though Kyla lashed out mentally, she bit her tongue. Treacherous snake. Sophrosyne must have always known his nature; why had she ever let him serve? 
 
    Aethelwyne laughed. “Focus, Kyla. We’ve got to get you back to High Haven. I have a room set out for you. It’s a bit smaller than the one you had last time, I’m afraid. Now, I expect to see you tomorrow evening for the coronation, Sventali.” 
 
    “Yes, my Queen.” 
 
    Kyla lunged for Marik’s bag. She could petrify the lot of them with Anh Bul’s head. Sventali’s scepter cracked against her arm. She gripped it and rolled onto the floor, curled in pain. 
 
    Her purse dropped, and the little marble she had found rolled out. Whatever magic it held, she hoped it could help her now. She grabbed it and felt the sensation of a vast universe rushing through her body. As she took in a deep breath, a head was thrust in front of her face. She tried to close her eyes, but her gaze locked onto Anh-Bul’s dead stare. 
 
    “Sorry,” Marik whispered as he leaned in to her ear. “I can’t risk you ever telling them about Sophrosyne.” 
 
    What strange loyalty did he still have to the goddess of night? 
 
    Kyla thought it was all over. She would not only become a statue, she would be petrified in place, curled up and cowering on the floor. Not exactly a pose she wished commemorated. 
 
    Her arm still hurt. She moved it. Not petrified at all. Was the magic from Anh-Bul’s gaze used up? 
 
    No. The marble in her hand felt warm. She could feel energy swirling from her body into the vast universe in the small piece of glass. 
 
    Large, rough hands picked her up from the floor and Kyla was assaulted by the breathy stench of brimstone. 
 
    “Just be done with her!” Yellow spittle seethed between Sventali’s jagged teeth as he held her to his face. She looked into his coal-black eyes. 
 
    He started to scream, but no sound came as his face stiffened in place. Kyla could feel the swirling energy come back out of the marble, and through her body, and into her eyes, and out at the demon. His hands that held her under the shoulders turned hard as well. 
 
    “Put the bag over her head!” Aethelwyne screamed. 
 
    Kyla put her hands to her face to try and stop the sack, but it tightened around her wrists, one of which ached terribly, and she thought must be broken. Her fingers were tight against her face as she was pulled down from the new Sventali-statue and laid on the ground. A heavy weight pressed on her neck. 
 
    She heard a muffled laugh from Aethelwyne. “I was wondering how I was going to deal with him. One problem solved, at least. Wait here. I’ll go find someone to teleport you and Kyla back to High Haven.” 
 
    Marik mumbled something. Kyla was no longer listening. She wasn’t dead, so would be thrown into prison. Questioned, tortured, likely killed. 
 
    She had a few things that might help her, but they would be taken. She had the marble in her hand, and shoved it in her mouth, and swallowed it. The ring on her finger. She would need that, too. It was more difficult, but she managed to get it down. 
 
    The most difficult was the necklace. She needed that stone. As she waited, her arm aching terribly, she twisted her wrist to snag the necklace with her thumb. She managed to inch it toward her face until it was close enough to bite. Then she tugged it until the chain snapped, and slowly drew it into her mouth with her tongue. 
 
    And down it went, though its descent was markedly longer and more painful. She hoped it wouldn’t hurt this much when it came out the other end. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was pitch dark, and the deprivation of stimuli put all Saul’s focus on his aching hunger. He had never been hungry enough to contemplate eating his own leg before, but now his mind conjured a variety of recipes with which he might do so. 
 
    He could hear Zen ahead. The elf slowed, though still seemed to have more energy than Saul. Should Saul eat him instead? It would be quite a tussle, and Saul wasn’t up for it. 
 
    He had no idea how long they had been crawling through the dark tunnels and didn’t even know if they were moving toward the surface. And if hunger didn’t kill them, a misstep in the pitch black could send them plummeting into a hole. A merciful end, perhaps, as starvation was not proving to be Saul’s preferred way to die. 
 
    “Opens up here to the left,” Zen croaked. 
 
    Saul nodded in response, knowing Zen couldn’t see it, but he wasn’t going to waste any energy speaking. He inched forward, directed by the sound of Zen’s breathing. Sauls’ groping hands found the elf reclining against a wall on a somewhat flat surface. Saul climbed over the elf – who refused to budge – and found a resting-place on the other side. 
 
    “Just gonna die here,” Saul groaned. “You may eat me.” 
 
    “She’ll find us. Long as we’re outside Ja’ava’s wards.” 
 
    “Who? Kyla?” This seemed a rather optimistic assessment of Kyla’s abilities on Zen’s part. 
 
    “No. Sophrosyne.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Kyla’s patron. Sophrosyne found me in the woods. I’d fallen in with some bandits after my parents were killed in Monarch. She just popped in and offered me a better life. A shorter one, I guess. But she’ll find us. She’s amazing.” 
 
    “Indeed, I am.” A soft voice penetrated the darkness. 
 
    Saul’s head shot up, only to encounter a low extension of rock above his head. There was a scent of moonflowers. 
 
    “Sophrosyne?” Zen asked. 
 
    “Yes. I apologize my arrival took so long. You have only just reached the outer limit of Ja’ava’s wards. Progress was slow. Here, I have brought you food, and water.” 
 
    A soft hand placed something that smelled of ham and cheese below Saul’s nose, He snatched it and shoved it in his mouth, barely tasting it. It was followed by another, and another, and a gulp of water in between. Saul could hear Zen eating just as voraciously. The woman patiently handed morsel after morsel, until both Saul and Zen held up their hands to stop. 
 
    “You…I love you,” Saul spurted after his last swallow of water. “Whoever you are. Wow. I was ready to eat my own leg.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.” 
 
    “We don’t know where Kyla is,” Zen sputtered. 
 
    “I know.”  
 
    Saul felt an elbow dig into his ribs and felt Zen’s breath on his face. “She can read minds.” 
 
    The food in Saul’s stomach nearly rose back out his throat. “Oh, please, no.” 
 
    The woman laughed. “You do have many strange and disturbing thoughts, Saul, but I have seen many minds, and yours is hardly shocking.” 
 
    “Can you get us out of here?” Zen asked. 
 
    “I can show you the way. Yet there are others in more imminent danger than you are, and Kyla among them. In the meantime, I have taken two of the light orbs from Aeolis, so you shall be able to see the way out.” 
 
    Saul felt a glassy orb pressed into his hand. This he was familiar with, as Kyla had one. He tapped on it to illuminate the cavern. It was smaller than he had supposed, and not even high enough to stand in. Sitting only a couple feet away was a woman with long black hair, wearing a black and silver dress. She was eminently beautiful, and her face soft. 
 
    “I see your thoughts,” she reminded him. “And I see you have a devoted girlfriend. Don’t let your fantasies carry you away from her.” 
 
    “Couldn’t help it,” he muttered. He was seldom embarrassed, but now his face was flushed red. 
 
    The woman sighed. “I suppose it’s my fault for choosing such a body. I may experiment with some new ones. You want to continue that way.” She gestured at a small crack that extended upward to the right. “Avoid the larger opening on the left. It drops into a crevasse. I shall return with more food, and hopefully someone who can teleport you out of here. It’s still miles to go before you reach the surface, and the exit is not in safe territory.” 
 
    Zen leaned forward and wrapped his arms around Sophrosyne’s neck. “Thank you,” he said. He was nearly sobbing. A sensitive sort, Saul supposed. 
 
    Sophrosyne patted him on the shoulder, smiled, and to Saul’s great alarm, vanished into a billowing black smoke. 
 
    *** 
 
    Three-thousand five-hundred forty-six. 
 
    Kyla had long ago lost track of time but counted the seconds between guards passing above her cell. A watch came by about every six hours, but never exactly. Something they needed to work on. 
 
    She had tried more times than she could remember to climb the walls of the pit, but they sloped inward as they went up to the metal cap at the top. It was like being trapped in a bottle. 
 
    Once Aethelwyne discovered Kyla could no longer turn anyone to stone, she had tossed her into this hole and forgotten about her. She took Kyla’s purse and Calam’s stone. But Kyla had saved her magic ring, and the little marble, and the necklace. She cleaned them and swallowed them every time they passed, in case Aethelwyne finally decided to pull her out for questions and torture. 
 
    Questions and torture were starting to sound fun. How long had she been down here? Long enough that her arm no longer ached, though now it felt a bit crooked. The only break in the monotonous darkness was the periodic passing of guards above. Sometimes they walked over her as though she weren’t there. Sometimes they would drop bread. It was usually dry, but that was better than the times it was moist and squirming with maggots. Of course, now she would eat anything they threw her. 
 
    She strummed her fingers up and down her ribs. She had already been too skinny. She now felt like little more than a piece of skin stretched over a skeleton. More than once she thought of refusing to eat when food was thrown down at her, and just let herself die. At least then Aethelwyne had no chance of finding out about Sophrosyne, and Erebus, and what Kyla had done. Yet when the food came, Kyla couldn’t help but gobble it up. 
 
    There was a small hole in one corner, over a channel of running water. It served as both a toilet and a water source. She had long since stopped worrying about the hygiene of it all. 
 
    Occasionally the long silence was broken by shrieks or moans echoing through the corridors above and the water channel beneath. The few words she could decipher were mad ramblings. She would soon go mad too, too, too, too… 
 
    It was in this haze of hunger, and thirst, and loneliness, and madness, that she nearly missed the familiar voice that came up from the water, soft as a whisper. 
 
    “Help is coming.” 
 
    It took four more passes of the watch before Kyla’s diseased mind could plant a name to the voice, though she had no face to match with it. 
 
    “Ismenis?” 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    Kyla’s mind wandered back, so far back, searching for the face to match the voice. It wasn’t the voice she had heard from the water. No. Not Ismenis. This voice she could pair with a face. She had once despised this face, but now she was so excited she wanted to shout her name. Only, she couldn’t quite remember it, and when she decided to just shout hello only a slight breath squeezed through her dry and swollen throat. 
 
    The woman, the girl, the friend, spoke again. “I would sing for you, only I haven’t the time, and I fear the guards are wicked and the pain might break Eunoe’s trance. She is talking to them by the door. Carmin’s here, too. She got us in. The wards and alarms don’t notice her for some reason.” 
 
    Kyla forced her head upward as the metal cap slid open. But oh, the light was so bright, she had to look away. 
 
    “We can’t get you out, just yet.” The voice, almost a whisper, was silk in Kyla’s ears. “Your patron told me to bring you some jam. She didn’t think to give you bread to go with it, so I’ve brought you some. Can you catch it?” 
 
    Kyla croaked. 
 
    “I guess you’ve lost your voice. Look, I’ll lower it down with my scarf. You can keep that, too. Let me loosen the lid for you. These people are worse than Mokosh. At least he gave us food and let us go outside, right?” 
 
    Mokosh. Yes, he had been pleasanter than this. Hadn’t he? She recalled being somewhat pleased about his death. 
 
    The jar came down slowly, with a long loaf of bread tied to the top. The loose end of the scarf spiralled to the floor. 
 
    “I’m supposed to tell you one thing, Kyla. Your patron said it was the most important. She said he will keep his word, if you can convince him to give it, though she would not tell me who he was, or how you are to reach him. But we must go. The guard is going to change soon. I will return to visit if I can.” 
 
    Kyla nodded. She thought of nodding, anyway, though perhaps her head hadn’t moved. There was a grinding above as the metal cap slid back into place, leaving Kyla once again alone in the dark. She shoved a chunk of the bread in her mouth. It was moist and didn’t squirm. She had never felt so happy. 
 
    Only once the bread was gone, and her mind returned, did Kyla’s focus turn to the jar of jam. She dumped the contents on the floor, scooping a few mouthfuls as she fumbled for the ball of aurichalcum. She picked it up and felt the sticky smoothness of the rare metal. She could feel, deep inside, the pained screams of the god of darkness, tortured and angry. 
 
    She spoke aloud, as best she could, unsure if he could hear. And though her voice cracked, it came out with more strength and authority than she had expected from herself. 
 
    “I want to make a deal.” 
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